1. Mexico-Japan Cold War

Inspired by the “Mexico vs. Japan Cold War” thread:

This TL arises from 17th century epidemiological butterflies, leading to a somewhat different cast of characters in N. America and Europe by the late 1700’s. There’s still a US revolution, and a French one, but the course of events is a bit different. The French still try to bring Liberte, Equalite, and Fraternite at gunpoint to all of Europe, and still get a beatdown. However, there is no extortion of Louisiana from Spain, and due to an early fragmentation of the US, nobody to sell it to, either. And like the Portugese monarchy OTL, the Spanish monarchy flees overseas to Mexico when Spain is overrun by revolutionary forces…

Move ahead to 2006. Mexico, a republic since the revolution of 1871, is perhaps the worlds greatest power, but it isn’t a sole hyperpower like the US OTL. It’s not quite as rich (think Italy: a modern, democratic industrial power with a problematic tradition of poverty and political corruption in the south), and it faces an enemy that rivals it in power: the fascistic Japanese empire. Japan competes with Mexico for influence in Africa, Europe, and the Middle East, intrigues to undermine the shaky union of Mexico’s Commonwealth allies, and sustains a dangerous nuclear arms race. The Japanese empire, based on racial heirarchy and subsmission of individual lives to the state and the people, sees Mexico and it’s allies as a perpetual source of subversion and a danger to the stability of rule in East Asia.

Mexico’s allies include it’s trade partners in the Union of the Americas ( a bit closer than NAFTA, looser than the EC), and the democratic states in the British Commonwealth. Japanese allies include the Arab Union (think Saddam’s Iraq in the large economy size, with nukes and a superpower sponsor), which has been stymied in it’s efforts to “Unify The Arab Peoples” by Mexican and Commonwealth support for the continued existence of Iraq and Arabia, and Germany, whose government hopes to regain part of the empire it lost in it’s nuclear war with Russia, starting with reclaiming the estranged part of the Fatherland (Bavaria, Austria, and Bohemia). The French-Italian Latin League is vigorously opposed to this, but is only loosely tied to Mexico and the Commonwealth: they don’t consider the struggle with Japan to be any of their business.

Europe is generally poorer and less democratic than in our timeline, except for parts of the Balkans: Latin America, wealthier (in some areas – Mexico of course, but also long-term commercial allies such as Chile – much richer). With no Marx, there is no exact equivalent to Communism, although a number of countries have “leftist” economies: the *fascistic dictatorships tend to be fairly statist, but there isn’t much of an intellectual connection between syndicalist and labor-power movements and centralized government power. Technology is a bit more backward: Mexico simply wasn’t wealthy enough until fairly late in the 20th century to support the sort of inventive, entrepreneurial technology growth of our US, while Europe took a big knock with the war in the 1970’s.

2. Napoleon Victorious

In this world, Napoleon successfully pulled off an invasion of England (Nelson dies young? The French navy adopts explosive cannonballs? Some bright guy invents the steamship early?), and avoided an invasion of Russia.


It’s 1910, and the last French forces have just left England. It has been decided that keeping a pro-French government in power by force of arms is really more trouble than it’s worth: keeping England quiet has been a headache for over a century, and Imperial France has bigger worries. Rising lower-class radicalism and Dutch seperatism at home, unrest in India and the Persian Gulf, the usual grumbling in the Germanys, the naval race with the US, and the looming menace of Russia from the Baltic to the Himalayas.

Russia, although it avoided the sacking of Moscow (modern development has, alas, done almost as much damage as the fires of our TL), suffered some serious smackdowns at the hands of France in the early 19th century, leading to an enlarged Poland and the return of Finland to Swedish rule. As a result, Russia was rather less complacent about it’s military strength 1815-1855, and made more energetic efforts to modernize than in our TL: not particularly effective ones, being Czarist Russia, but the Russia of Czar Boris is noticeably more industrialized and militarily formidable than that of Nicholas II. Kept out of European affairs, it also expanded eastward more energetically than in our TL.

Austria accepted Napoleon’s peacemaking gift of Silesia rather ungratefully, but over the last century dynastic ties and a common dislike for nationalist upsets have led to a fairly cordial relationship. The present Kaiser, trying to avoid falling too closely into the French orbit, has tried to maintain an equally polite relationship with Russia, but of late this has been strained by the ambitions of Russia’s Bulgarian ally, which has been stirring up trouble among Austria’s Serbian subjects, a policy which although unsupported by the Czar has supporters among Russia’s ultra-nationalists.

After the fall of Britain, France returned in glory to Egypt. The opening of Palestine to Jewish immigration was a whim of the elderly Emperor, but has yielded dividends in the one solidly pro-French state in the area. The French speaking Jewish state, it’s population greatly increased in recent decades by refugees from Russian Pogroms, is solidly pro-Empire, and the Imperial government in response carefully ignores the grumbling of the Catholic church, who finds the notion of a bunch of Jews running the Holy Land rather disgusting (as long as they show no signs of converting, anyway).

Japan was opened at gunpoint as in our world, but the timing was different, which has had knock-on effects on the timing of its modernization. Japan is only now growing militarily strong enough to start thinking of expansion abroad, but there appear to be few avenues for such activity. Korea is Russian, and both France and the United States are opposed to any carve-ups of what is left of China. Taiwan, perhaps? But under what excuse? Efforts are being made to form an anti-Russian alliance with the French, but France is skeptical of Japanese military capacity.

Without the humiliation of the Franco-Prussian war, the French Empire doesn’t have the chip on it’s shoulder that in our TL led it’s officers to seek glory through colonial conquest. With England, Germany, and the Netherlands out of the game, and the US and Austria not really interested, much of Africa and SE Asia has remained uncolonized, although missionaries and arms-dealers remain influential. A slowly modernizing Thailand has recently split Cambodia with the Vietnamese empire: border disputes have started already. Australia is oddly similar to OTL: the French emperors found the notion of a dumping ground for undesirables useful enough, and deported even more people to Australia than the British did. New Zealand AKA New Brittany, on the other hand, is more thinly settled and more Maori than in our timeline.

The United States is not too dissimilar to that of our timeline – rich, democratic, powerful and even more convinced of it’s exceptionalism in a world where Europe has been under the Napoleonic heel for a century. It’s population has a higher proportion of English (refugees from Napoleon), fewer Poles and Jews: it is even less tolerant of Catholics, in a world where the Catholic Church is seen to some extent a tool of the Empire. Possibly less racist: the theory of evolution was developed by a German scientist a couple decades later than Charles Darwin, and “scientific” racism is only just starting to catch on. There still was a civil war, although the timing and sequence of events differed, and the South still lost. Canada, briefly the kingdom-of-England-in-Exile, was before long given an offer it could not refuse: the French Canadians, after a period of loose association with the US, eventually ended up a nation of their own (at the time, there was too much worry that forcing them to stay might trigger French intervention).

Relations with the Empire are prickly: although the French parliament has gained real powers in recent years, the Empire is still ultimately a police state dominated by army, bureaucracy and the Palace. There is also the French tendency to fish in Latin American waters: although the aging and hemorrhoid-ridden Napoleon felt he had as much work as he could handle simply keeping a member of his family on the Spanish throne without also reconquering Latin America for him, his successors never paid much attention to Monroe’s pronouncements, and French efforts to gain political control in Argentina around the turn of the century nearly led to war. Feelings ran very high at the time, and although relations are now more correct, the French and the US continue their contest to build the world’s largest and fanciest fleet – something the French, with their myriad commitments, are finding increasingly unaffordable.

Meanwhile, in a somewhat seedy Boston mansion, the current heir to the house of Saxe-coburg-gotha awaits the call from England….

3. Al-Andalus

Greetings and salutations.

Here’s one from a timeline, based on an old [link]-if thread, in which the Islamic world developed science and it’s own form of “modernity” while Christian Europe didn’t. The Americas speak Arabic and some Berber, except for West-African colonized N. Brazil and Danish Markland (too poor and cold to bother taking: New England is only thinly settled in this TL).

Al-Andalus a.k.a. the Caliphate of Cordoba dominates the history of this TL even more than the British Empire does in ours: most of it’s former colonies have become independent, but several states either remain closely tied to it or have entered into close association for fear of powerful neighbors.

Europe is rather backward, having missed out on the Renaissance and the scientific revolution: it had a reformation of sorts, but the national churches that replaced the Catholic church are by an large rather conservative and hostile to modernity in it’s Islam-flavored form. Poland is a nastily authoritarian state (think Saddam’s Iraq) and the Caliphate has already had to intervene militarily to prevent their development of atomic weapons, to prevent an outright occupation of the place by the Turks. France’s shaky monarchy is threatened by extremist elements, and the Anglo-Dutch monarchy has modernized about as successfully as our TL’s Turkey. Christian terrorism is a big problem in Italy, where more than a third of the population is still Christian (they form an absolute majority in large parts of the north). On the positive side, the present independent Christian states largely avoided direct colonization, although the Germanies were briefly a Turkish vassal and the Caliphate briefly occupied half of Francia in the 19th century and early 20th.

The Turkish Unity follows a supposedly rationalist totalitarian ideology developed by an Egyptian scholar: it’s somewhat less economically idiotic than OTL communism, but not much less repressive politically. The Ukraine and S. Russia have been heavily Islamicized and turkified. Since the last big war, it has been in occupation of western Persia: the eastern half survives thanks to support from the Caliphate, the Bengali Sultanate, and the north Americans (relatively a somewhat less powerful state than the OTL US: less centralized, and less densely populated in the north).

India is a bit on the backward side by the standards of Arabs, Turks, or Persians: think Latin America OTL. In the disruptions of the last war, several large areas suffered from successful revolts of the Hindu population: the Islamic states have reconsolidated their position, but the desire for a free and united Hindustan remains. Most people expect war will break out in the area again soon.

Africa was never fully colonized, and is mostly Muslim by now, although there are still large pagan populations in some of the inland states. Japan and Indonesia fought a 20-year war to divide East Asia between themselves: Japan, which is somewhat of an outsider in this TL as the one great non-Islamic power, has an “alliance of convenience” with the Turks.

Although the level of technology is generally a bit higher than OTL, it’s generally less secular, even in the modern Muslim lands. Jews are generally more tolerated in the Islamic world than Christians, although something of a “glass ceiling” remains for them. Atomic weapons, developed on a slow-track by Andalusian scientists to deter Turkish expansion, have been kept limited in numbers by treaties and inspection regimes, but all of the Big Powers still have hundreds of the damn things.

The Caliph in Cordova has not had much real power since the middle ages, [1] but he’s still the theoretical leader of Islam worldwide (something the Peruvian regime, the wacky heretical Dominion (think Muslim Mormons. In the jungle), the Turks and the rather secular north Americans don’t really put much stock in).

[1] Our middle ages, of course: historians of this TL don’t classify things the same way…

4. Five Angry Superpowers

A somewhat unlikely "everyone makes it through WWII (plus, superpower Brazil!) map.

A stalemate of exhaustion having been reached by the USSR and Germany by 1946, the balance of terror was maintained by the UK’s development of the atom bomb in 1949 and it’s swift duplication by the USSR and the Reich. The UK has not had a good time of it: after a decades-long struggle to retain it’s great power status by exploiting it’s empire slowly poisoned its democratic traditions, the failed fascist coup of ’77 led to the establishment of a hard-left governing coalition which has subsequently hardened into one-party rule. Nowadays the UK is allied with the USSR against the Reich, and First Minister Blair’s New Labor Coalition is the only legal political party.

The USSR is still afloat, the “Nazis will kill us all if we show weakness” idea having proven somewhat effective as a unifying glue, although the exceedingly painful economic adjustments of the 90’s have left the USSR in no shape to pursue any very ambitious actions in the near future. The USSR is less absolutist than it was under Stalin, but more so than under OTL’s Brezhnev (executed for corruption in this TL), and has a nuclear, chemical, and biological arsenal truly ridiculous in size. China, liberated from Japanese rule after a 30-year guerrilla struggle backed by the USSR, is still allied to the USSR out of a lack of alternates, but is increasingly grouchy about Soviet “creeping capitalism.” (China is N. Korea in the Large Economy Size with ICBMs, but no mass starvation – at least, not yet).

The Japanese, although driven out of the majority of China, still maintain a puppet regime in Manchukuo, having found enough people sure to go to the wall under Communist rule (big landlords, Manchus, wealthy merchants, collaborators of every stripe) to run the place, and have managed to develop the economy enough so that there are a fair number of people with a stake in things continuing as they are. Red terrorism is still rife, though. The Japanese have also managed to set up a puppet regime in Vietnam, with a branch member of the Imperial family ruling as sub-emperor: the locals fear the Chinese enough to maintain a shaky assent. Islamicist and Communist terrorism is also a problem in Indonesia, where Japanese divide-and-rule efforts have been rewarded with a dozen radical resistance movements rather than one big one. In some ways, the Japanese empire is the most fragile of the major powers, and it’s alliance with Hindu-nationalist India (hates Communists and Muslims, but also dislikes the relentlessly racist Germans) and with the fascistic populists of S. America is of considerable importance.

Brazilian *fascism is different from the German variety, being rather more leftist and largely non-racist (think Chavez’s Venezuela, but less democratic and with nukes), reserving most of it’s vitriol for the US and meddling Commies. (It doesn’t want any competition in its populist shtick). It has fairly friendly relations with Japan (there’s a large and old Japanese immigrant community) and a fair amount of trade with Nazi Europe, although South American Jews are generally fairly safe as long as they keep their heads down and stay out of the public limelight. The Latin League is shaky, though, and the US has some allies in Latin America: the Brazilian intervention in Argentina to keep its man in power has caused a nervous Columbia to break away from the block.

The Reich still dominates Europe, although it finds running its huge empire an increasing economic drain. It has managed to pick up a few extra allies in recent decades, South Africa and Very White Australia looking for protectors after the UK went increasingly Red and dropped out of the colonial game. The mood is generally rather glum and apocalyptic: no matter how deep the shelters are dug and no matter how prodigiously they breed (and the penalties for non-reproduction are pretty harsh, especially for non-Party members), Germany is a small target. Attempts to establish Détente and a reversal of the arms race are hampered by the fact the Germany and Soviets don’t trust eachother an inch, and this world is distinctly short on Honest Brokers: still, the Canadians do their best, and talks continue in Toronto.

Canada is neutral, trades with everyone, and is the leading Confidential Banker now that the Germans have swallowed Switzerland. It’s a neutral meeting ground for all the big powers, and Toronto and Ottawa are full of spies, spying on spies…

US democracy recovered from William Pelley’s effort to establish a US dictatorship in the 40’s [1], although breakaway California was not reconquered until 1952: however, the US finds itself in a world with few allies and a number of competing, hostile power centers. With little foreign trade and a rather heavily-handedly interventionist government (nobody wants a repeat of the Unpleasantness), the US is poorer than OTL, and suffers from political polarization even worse than OTL (the far right in this TL is actually fascistic, while the far left does indeed contain quite a few genuine communists), not helped by the continuation of Jim Crow laws into the 1980’s (the Civil Rights movement was rather more violent than OTL). Although the US is still the world’s largest economy and potentially greatest power, it remains more concerned with it’s own internal concerns, unwilling to turn itself into a garrison state to overawe Japanese or Brazilians, isolationist by history and circumstance, somewhat marginal in a world where the center point of the world’s hopes and fears is still that bloody line running from the Baltic to the Black Sea.

[1] yes, stolen from Reich-5. (GURPS "alternate earths")

5. North America: lil' different

This world is one where European discovery of America was greatly delayed by a less successful Reconquista hobbling what would be Spain and Portugal OTL, and a longer English involvement in France keeping the British busy. In the end, the first ones there were the Russians, traveling the trans-Siberian route: the Americas in this TL ended up being named after Wolfgang Meier, a German navigator in Russian service much as Bering OTL.

The Russians didn’t have the Americas to themselves for very long, and the Anglo-French monarchy (England, Ireland, and slightly over 3/5 of OTL France) soon managed to wrest control of rather shakily held Mexico from the Russians: the Czar managed to hold onto the mountainous western coast of S. America, though, and still holds a Peru even more Mestizo and more lightly Christianized than OTL.

Others staked (or seized) claims: the Burgundians, which in this TL are as of the 20th century a sort of united Low Countries plus a big chunk of NE France [1]: the Danish-Norse monarchy: the Scots: the Emirs of Cordoba, a somewhat rickety but still not-entirely-safe-to-poke-at empire (think the late Ottoman Empire in our history): and the German Christian Republic. (Butterflies brought a later, and even messier than OTL, Reformation. The Republic actually is a republic nowadays, but the sort of one Jerry Falwell might come up with in a particularly grumpy and misogynistic mood).

Nowadays, the Russians and Germans are pushing conflicting claims to the vast still-unoccupied lands of the West: the Germans are getting rather snippy about corrupt Russian officials selling job lots of obsolete weaponry to the Confederation a native holy man has managed to put together to block further German expansion. [2] Further conflict brews to the south, where the Apache have become increasingly powerful in recent years: the Russians, Germans, and Anglo-French all want to “restore order” (AKA kill a lot of Apache) but given that Apache territory overlaps all three of their territorial claims, there’s a distinct problem with sending in large numbers of troops.

[1] - After two centuries of disputing control of France with the UK, the Empire lost its southern territories – an independent Provencal state nowadays.

[2] – Although native American bodies are safer with the Germans than with OTL Americans, they’re even more determined than OTL to wipe out “heathen” native culture and make the Indians [3] into good, German-speaking Christians.

[3] Called something else here, of course, Meier never thought he was anywhere near India.

6. Doctor Who The Final Sanction

In this turn of events the Doctor misses his crucial shot when confronting Rassilon and the insane Time Lords of a Time War ravaged Gallifrey. Galvanised by the Doctor's brush with success Rassilon subdued he renegade Timelord and held both him and the degenerate Master in place whilst the Time Lock disintegrated and brought time, space, causality and reality to utter ruin.

As the universe collapsed into pure chaos the Time Lords enacted their Final Sanction and, by using ancient and forbidden technology, transcended physicality into a state of pure consciousness and thought, finally free of the limitations of time and space. The collapse of the Time Lock spread throughout every point in space and time, tearing apart matter and reducing the entirety of the physical universe into chaos. As the very laws of physics were broken down all consistency disappeared.

However that was not the end.

There is no universe. Time, space, relativity, consistency and solidity are all gone. There is only an endless convulsing realm of pure energy. Energy cannot be destroyed, even with the death of the universe this fact is constant. Instead everything that ever was, is and will be was destabilised and returned to the very potential and formless energy that it began existence as. This is the Chaos. It is a swirling realm, ever shifting and changing. There are no rules for physical law no longer applies, instead there is just movement and change, if it can even be called that.

Within these realms are remnants of life. Former living beings, sentient and non-sentient, that have been stripped of physicality and cast adrift in the endless churning of fluidity that is the Chaos. Practically none of them are able to withstand this torturous existence and have been driven mad by the experience. Everything they have ever felt has simply been coalesced into an unbearable experience that registers in their consciousness as an indescribable terror. Though they possess no lungs, throats or mouths all these unfortunates can do is scream at the horrors they have become. In the Realms of Causality these creatures are known as Banshees for their screams are endless can can terrify any consistent creature. Should they accidentally float into a physical pocket they will gain physicality as a broiling mass of flesh with a trillion screaming faces. Should they discover a physical realm they will descend upon it and devour everything in their path. As time and space have collapsed these entities are often a collective drawn from multiple iterations of the same individual from across the former timeline. An entire swarm can in fact be composed from a single being.

Distinct from the Banshees are the disembodied consciousnesses of the Gallifreyans. The residents of Gallifrey were uplifted to this higher state of being, many of them protesting as their bodies were broken down and hurled into the Chaos. Though they have not been reduced to beings incapable of true thought the Gallifreyans still suffer from simultaneously experiencing everything they ever knew or will know at the same time. At the same time they are the prime targets of Banshees as these tortured creatures seem to instinctively realise that the Gallifreyans are, in some way, responsible for their horrific existence. Rassilon and the High Council consider the products of the Final Sanction as the ultimate bliss. They prefer to drift through the Chaos, contemplating the intricacies of their surroundings whilst revelling in the constant and contradicting experiences they feel.

Finally there are the creatures that were once known as the Weeping Angels. These creatures were more than overjoyed at the End of Time. Without substantiation they were no longer confined by the Quantum Lock. Without consistency they could no longer be killed. And with the Chaos composed of pure energy and potential they had an endless food source that was impossible to lose. Without the confines of corporeality the Weeping Angels have expanded in 'size'. Their conscious presence in the Chaos is immense and dwarfs the Banshees and Gallifreyans as a whale dwarfs the fish around it. They freely feed from the Chaos around them and grow. Desperate to cause pain and escape their own horrific sensations the Banshees latch onto them and try to chip away at the consciousness of the Weeping Angels like parasites. Should a Weeping Angel accidentally drift into a Realm of Causality the Weeping Angel will appear as a large indescribable shape, larger than the system it has wandered into, and composed entirely of stone. So large are they that they will unintentionally completely destroy everything in their path. Planets shatter, suns are snuffed out and any ships that are caught in their wake are crushed by their presence.

However, adrift within the Chaos, are the phenomena known as the Realms of Causality.

When all of reality collapsed every living thing was torn apart but not without first being coalesced together from every point in time. A few races, those that had access to time-travel technology and were fast or lucky enough to react in time, were able to stabilise their own little pockets of solidity as the Chaos formed around them. Forcibly imposing the laws of physics on the areas around them, they stabilised themselves. All of them have discovered the means to temporarily stabilise the regions of the Chaos around them and work to expand their holdings. They are islands of stability and physicality within the Chaos and yet even they fight one another and themselves for there is no immunity against conflict.

Some of the stranger or more imaginative rulers of a Realm of Causality even learn how to use the mechanisms that create stability to create and recreate the Laws of Physics to their preference. These individuals can manipulate gravity, chemical reactions and the passage of time as they wish. Many times, a visitor or invader has arrived in these pockets of stability only to find things remain strange and inconsistent despite being outside of the Chaos.

The Cybermen suffered for an eternal instant in the End of Time before they were able to stabilise their existence. In that instant they rapidly evolved from slow and primitive cyborgs that still retained numerous organic components to swift rapidly-evolving robots that assimilate organic brains into their metallic bodies.

The experience was rather traumatising for the organic portions of the cybernetic beings. The damages from the destruction of time and space ravaged their systems and almost seemed to drive them insane despite all of the enhancements designed to suppress their emotions. After the intensity of the rapid temporal rewriting, the Cyberman hivemind of the Cyber Controller took over the damaged minds of the surviving Cybermen and brought them back under its control. After finally managing to stabilise themselves the Cyberman collective emerged as a far more terrifying entity than it was before.

The Cyberman Empire is a realm of metal. Driven insane by their brief experience in the Chaos, the Cybermen have developed disturbing new goals and drives. With the power to create and recreate stable universes to dwell within they have decided to build reality as the Cyber Controller now demands. Planets composed entirely of metal are composed from the free energy of the Chaos and colonised by Cybermen. Great towers, factories and weapons platforms are then crafted out of the metallic skins of the new planets or dotted with mines and refineries to provide more resources for the Empire. Vast galleries house countless billions of Cybermen, preserving them for whatever designs the Cyber Controller may have in the future. Other planets are specifically built to sustain life. Mutant species are crafted and farmed on these worlds to provide brains and any other necessary organic materials to fill the cyber suits crafted on the factory worlds of the Empire. Of course the Cybermen still harvest the brains of any other races they run into as their pockets of stability drift through the churning mess of the Chaos.

The Cyber Legions, which are all equipped with their temporal stabilisers, conversion units and manufacturing systems, all roam the Chaos in search of vulnerable targets in the other Realms of Causality. Despite their virtual independence the Cyber Controller has absolute control over them and is able to safely transmit his broadcasts through the Chaos and to his subordinates. Cybermen adapt to every threat they face, instantly upgrading their cyber suits to deal with virtually every threat that could oppose them. There are only a few things that can defy the Cyberman Empire's ability to evolve.

Shortly after being thrown back into reality the Daleks were almost torn apart by the Chaos after having numerous other versions of their species almost compacted with them.

The Dalek Empire is a vast sprawling realm that encompasses countless planets, every one converted into a factory or war machine. The power the Daleks have at their disposal is phenomenal, dwarfing nearly every other race in terms of sheer raw power and brutality. However the expansion of the Empire is sporadic at best and it is rare that any other species would ever encounter Daleks except by accident. This is because the Dalek Empire is at war with itself and has turned its immense war machine on its own kind.

The Dalek Civil War is an immense and ongoing four way conflict. The Daleks are divided between three different forms of leadership, each one battling for total supremacy with their countless legions of followers.

The Dalek Progenitor, also known as Davros, is one of the more powerful factions. Despite the pure Daleks abandoning him and viewing him with disdain at best his genius has provided him with plenty of advantages. Using his own body as a base Davros has managed to mutate his own genetics and create new Dalek creatures. He then cloned his new Dalek race and built a massive army to help subdue his rebellious creations. Davros' Daleks all benefit from the fruits of his genius, armed with terrible weaponry that no other Daleks can create or comprehend. Unfortunately Davros has several problems that hold his empire back. Davros has been driven even more insane after experiencing everything his being has gone through throughout all of time and space. Though rather coherent in his madness he will occasionally gain a conscience, a product of versions of himself from timelines where he was sane and humane being forcibly combined with the rest of himself. This prevents him from actually gaining the initiative to actually use the worst of his arsenal since these rebellious parts of his psyche keep him from doing so.

The Dalek Emperor has one of the smallest factions under his service. He is a mad being that embraces ideas that are distinctly un-Dalek. He considers himself the almighty god of all Daleks, their rightful lord and master. His Daleks have been subjected to vile methods of indoctrination and are fanatically devoted to him. His ships are immense cathedrals where legions of Daleks intone their worship of the immense Dalek machine wired into the mechanisms of Imperial Skaro, the artificial world he constructed for himself. Enemy Daleks will often be captured by the Emperor's forces, their machines broken and the Dalek creatures within sacrificed to the Emperor in appropriately gruesome fashion. The ace up the Emperor's sleeve is the powerful and insane Cult of Skaro. The Cult of Skaro, who are mostly insane themselves, are the Emperor's chief stratagists and weapons developers. They are responsible for many radical creations that go against everything the other factions deem proper. They are responsible for the temperal shifter rays that dismember objects and force the separated portions into different points of time and space, bypassing nearly every kind of defence whilst doing so. They are also responsible for the Undaleks, humans and other similar races that retain their physical shape but have had their DNA sequences completely replaced by the Dalek genome. These slave soldiers, though thoroughly abused and degraded, as befits a non-Dalek lifeform, significantly bolster the Emperor's manpower.

The Dalek Supreme' Empire is by far the most conventional of the Dalek factions. Though a variety of specialised weapons Daleks do exist in his armies the Dalek Supreme' forces consist mostly of standard Daleks. However the Supreme commands the single largest army and fleet in the entire collective Dalek Empire. His multi-form and multi-functional weapons Daleks make his army incredibly versatile and adaptable. He also controls the most planets by far. A new defence system based on anti-reflecting technology has now been developed further into fooling most detection devices and making swathes of his army and fleet virtually invisible. While he has lesser mental capacity than the highly enhanced intellects of the other Dalek leaders (he is still a genius, the others are just on another intellectual level), the Supreme has far more advanced battle computers that are more capable of predicting enemy stratagems. He is also not averse to his own unorthodox methods, having employed and bred Ogrons to work as specialised slave soldiers.

Finally there is the Dalek Prime Minister, who is regarded as a heretic by every other faction. The empire under the Dalek Prime Minister has been constructed around the radical New Dalek Paradigm. This caste based system (which, by the way, does not really apply any real physical differences between the castes aside from a few minor specialisations) is what the entirety of their empire is based around. Technically the Dalek Parliament is the central government of the Prime Minister's empire but they are not democratic in the slightest. The Parliament is little more than a bureaucratic centre that is divided based on the New Paradigm castes. However the divisions have stratified their internal organisation and allow the Parliament to easily divide tasks between the population. The Prime Minister is also not above sending out whatever saucers eh can spare to hunt down other races. Using Dalek-form nanomachines he is able to swell his ranks even further by mentally controlling the corpses of whatever other races they encounter. These Dalek harvesting fleets are built around immense Dalek saucers that are many kilometers in diameter. They are specially designed to travel the Chaos, discover other Realms of Causality and then capture and transport whatever they find back to the front-lines.

The third of the great Realms of Causality is the Great and Bountiful British Empire of Humanity, first, last, only and ever. Humanity survived only by the actions of several incarnations of their Time Agencies who were able to exert enough pressure on the Chaos to cobble together some form of stability. From there the humans expanded outwards at an exponential rate. The Human Empire has populations of humans from every aspect of time ranging over 100 trillion years.

The Human empire rules over a million worlds, all of them artificially crafted, and is made up of a million species, all of them human derivatives. Their capital is the immense and beautifully designed planet of New New Earth, built to emulate the classic design of the world but on a scale many times the size of the real thing. Unlike most other empires they try to prize beauty and culture as often as they do warfare and expansion. However their attempts at art often broadcast their jingoism and militancy more often they do natural beauty. In the city of New London, which sprawls over much of the reconstituted British Isles, lives the Emperor. He is venerated as an immortal being, fact and a point of consistency, a beacon of stability in the Chaos that surrounds them. He is the Face of Boe.

Beneath the Face of Boe, who wields absolute power with the wisdom of ages, is his government, the Torchwood Institute. The enormous Torchwood Complex, which is the size of an old Earth megacity, is the centre of government, where the bureaucracy handle the administration of the Empire, pass down the Emperor's decrees and house the central research and development archives. Everything can be found in Torchwood. Entire worlds have often been transported tot he institution via Transmat devices and then placed in pocket dimensions housed within the Complex for further study. Everything alien is taken, dissected and then used for the good of the British Empire.

The people of the Human Empire are varied and diverse. Countless cultures and civilizations from across the history of the human species group can be found in the Empire. Everything from australopithecines and other hominids, to homo sapiens, to the often disturbing Toclofane (who are immensely loyal and grateful for being saved from Entropy). Even the homo reptilians that hid beneath the Earth have been brought into the Empire's embrace. One of the most important facets of Human society is the Empire, its growth, prosperity and integrity. Some could argue that the entirety of Human culture is now focused on some aspect of the Empire. Under constant assault from the other empires as well as Banshees and other foul entities, the Human Empire is highly militant. The armies of the Human Empire number in the billions with certain species being conscripted in their entirety, though it is often voluntary. The Empire prizes dedication and loyalty and happily indoctrinates its citizens with the idea that their purpose in life is to serve the Empire.

As the power undergoing the most rapid expansion the Human Empire employs the largest manufacturing fleets of any Realm of Causality. Entire solar systems are brought into being by the Human war fleets and purposefully designed into planet sized fortresses. Torchwood's policies of course require every enemy weapon possible be captured and experimented on for the good of the British Empire of Humanity. In various battles the Empire will happily employ weapons that would be considered unacceptable and immoral in any other situation. Millions are sacrificed daily only to be replaced by millions more in a never ending cycle of bloodshed. As the Empire has learnt there is nothing that more fire-power cannot solve. Defeats mean little to humanity for every loss they suffer can simply be replaced. Their empire is constantly expanding and for every star system that is conquered or consumed another takes its place elsewhere.

Aside from the great empires, the Realms of Causality are haunted by other groups and creatures.

The Legions of the Beast, which are many and few at the same time, can be found everywhere. The Beast's prison at Krop Tor disappeared during the End of Time but the Beast within was so much more than the universe. He survived and spread himself throughout the galaxy. He nested in the surviving species that huddled in their islands of stability and then spread his influence. Feeding off of fears, lusts, obsessions and hatreds he grew strong. Now the Legions march everywhere, consuming worlds and assimilating the inhabitants. Everyone is marked by the words of the Beast, ancient, indecipherable runes that cover the bodies of those who are possessed and infected. However the Legions also possess more subtle means of infiltrating enemy stronghold. Sleeper agents are sent to more heavily fortified worlds to turn the enemy to their side and throw open the defences. No sentient race but the Daleks are immune to the Beast.

Axos was freed from the time loop it was trapped in when the Time Vortex was torn apart. It found itself in a realm of infinite energy and rejoiced at the banquet in front of it. Then the true nature of the Chaos was made apparent. Axos has been reconstituted, obliterated and reconstituted over and over again as it tumbled through the Chaos, desperate to harvest the energy that surrounded. However the structureless Chaos proved to be poison to the entity and only sickened it further. Portions of it finally feel into a stable pocket on the edge of the Realms of Causality. Axos has rebuilt itself, safe in the stability of the Realm of Causality. Whilst the Chaos is too unhealthy for it the worlds within the Realms of Causality are rip for harvesting. Axons and meteors of Axomite spread throughout the stable pockets, covering planets in the creeping golden Axomite that assimilates organic and mineral matter and transforms it into energy to feed Axom. Whenever the golden organic ships of the Axons descend, a planet dies.

Like the Axons, the Krynoids are a similar menace that survived the End of Time through sheer luck. A planet that a Krynoid infestation was conquering was able to maintain its cohesion in a bubble of consistency and thus the Krynoid survived with it. Trapped on their island of stability the Krynoids were able to expand once again after a Realm of Causality overlapped with their refuge. Vast swarms of Krynoid seed pods and spores now float through the Realms of Causality, crashing onto inhabited worlds and expanding as rapidly as possible in order to devour all living creatures on the world before they move on to the next.

Ood-Sphere was obliterated by the end of time and most of the race was destroyed or turned into Banshees but pockets of time and space managed to preserve some of the Ood species. The Ood have been driven made by the loss of the Ood Brain. The telepathically sensitive race have been driven to further insanity by the Chaos, the energy and the screams of the Banshees echoing in their minds in an unbearable cacophony of noise. They now travel through the stable pockets, having been lucky enough to be coughed out into the Realms of Causality. Descending in massive slave ships that appear like cathedrals to bloodthirsty decadence the Ood indiscriminately slaughter anything they can find, hoping to forget their own pain by inflicting it on others. The hordes of rabid Ood happily lobotomise themselves by removing their own hind-brains and replace them with crude versions of the intercom devices that marked their slavery. In return for the memories of what has happened to their race during their period of servitude, they lobotomise or dismember every human they can find. Though they do not discriminate about who they target the Ood have an especial hatred or the human race. Since they are so sensitive to telepathy they are also especially vulnerable to the Beast and most of their species can be found in the Legions of the Beast.

Other worlds have fallen under the sway of the creature Fenric. His prison dissolved by the End of Tim, the embodiment of evil that is Fenric was free to spread his influence throughout the Realms of Causality. Unfortunately he is limited by the powers of the Beast. The respective legions of the Beast and Fenric battle constantly, enacting terrible slaughters that consume the lives of countless millions.

Some planets have been reported to have mysteriously exploded. Those that do not rip themselves apart from freak tectonic and volcanic activity are instead transformed into hellish landscapes of fire and sulphur. No lifeforms have been found on these worlds but reports do state that the ash clouds, volcanoes and lava flows do seem to move as if they were sentient. No-one has yet learnt that these worlds have been visited by the wretched and heavily mutated Pyroviles who launch particles of their species into space through immense volcanic eruptions. These fragments travel through space in search of new worlds to mutate and superheat.

Racnoss web fleets are another menace. The immense swarms of spider-people cross the Realms of Causality in planet-sized ships formed of silk like excretions. Equipped with esoteric technology and possessing an unbearably ravenous hunger the Racnoss devour everything they can find. Occasionally entire planets have disappeared as especially hungry web-fleets dissolve minerals with their own bile in order to feed themselves. At the centre of this sprawling fleet is the Empress who gave birth to the entire race. She was the only survivor but when her physical form was reconstituted it was a version of herself that was pregnant with hundreds of eggs. From there the entire species was reborn.

With time destroyed the Great Intelligence was reconstituted but retained the memories of his defeats and his voluntary murder-suicide. Warped by the Chaos and the violence of his recovery, the Great Intelligence is now a physical being no longer bound by the limitations of the hosts he possessed. The Great Intelligence travels through the vacuum between the planets of the Realms of Causality, appearing as like an immense storm of ice and snow the size of a star system. He travels from world to world, spreading his being through the ice that he rains down upon worlds. Those who survive the frigid temperatures and light deprivation will suffer the horrific ice and snow constructs that emerge from the endless snowstorms. Anything that dies at the hands of the Great Intelligence have their memories and intellects stripped from them, their bodies left to freeze in the snow. Their minds are absorbed into the snow and devoured by the Great Intelligence. With every planet he devours, the Great Intelligence increases in size.

The inter-dimensional scavengers known as the Reapers lost their home when the Time Vortex was destroyed but they found a new form of sustenance in the Realms of Causality. Reaper swarms do not seek prey from amongst the other races that inhabit the Realms of Causality but they are not averse to devouring whatever wanders into them. The Reapers live on the periphery of the Realms of causality, feeding on the energy on the edge of the Chaos but remaining from inconsistency. When a reaper swarm and a fleet from another race meet the most horrendous battles take place as the ravenous Reapers still find sustenance in devouring the potential of a living being with an impact on space and time. Should a Reaper swarm and a Banshee swarm cross paths the ensuing fight is indescribably horrific.

A few pockets of stability were also spontaneously created when the End of Time took place. These little regions saved planets, ships and objects as if the universe was rejecting its own destruction and attempting to preserve a part of itself.

On one world, an army of Sontarans was locked in combat with a portion of the Rutan Host. The end of existence didn't end their battles and after an eternity of fighting the Sontarans were defeated, ending the war in a Rutan victory.

Karn survived the destruction of the Time War and the End of Time and is now in permanent isolation, the ruling Sisterhood completely disgusted with the state of the former universe. At the same time the insane surgeon Mehendri Solon works to resurrect the renegade Timelord Morbius. In his madness he constantly believes the final missing piece is always just in front of him, only for it disappear just as he reaches for it.

The Shadow Proclamation drifts through space under the, now hereditary, rule of the Shadow Architects that hope and prey for something to save them, completely unaware of how close they are to the Human Empire. Guarded by the same clan of Judoon who have long since stopped being mercenary police officers, the Shadow Proclamation struggles to sustain itself.

On a diamond planet called Midnight a shadowy figure stalks the halls of a long abandoned leisure centre, waiting for creatures of flesh to find it once again.

The only truly stable and consistent point within the Chaos is a tear in the broiling 'sea' of free energy. This is the gateway to the Land of Fiction. The Land of Fiction is a beacon to the consciousness creatures of the Chaos and draws them to it like moths to a flame. Separate from the perspectives of the Chaos the Land of Fiction only ever opens the rift whenever it needs a Master of Fiction to craft its landscapes and inhabitants. The formerly incorporeal creatures are taken and forced into some form of physicality. They are then trapped in an eternity of servitude, forced to use their imaginations to fuel the land and provide physical forms to its mysterious and esoteric inhabitants. Behind the façades of physical beings, strange and capricious beings demand physical form, tearing open their own reality to attract the desperate inhabitants of the Chaos whenever the previous Master of Fiction expires.

Platform 1 was scheduled to witness the destruction of Planet Earth but the end of time saw it witness something much worse. The platform is now a scrap heap, forever on the verge of collapse and constantly being patched up by the shoddy repair work of the staff, steward and guests. When the universe ended the esteemed Lady Cassandra O'Brien Dot Delta Seventeen attempted to teleport to safety only to be thrown into the Chaos as her exit point disappeared from existence. She is now part of a Banshee, one screaming face amongst billions on the bulk of the creature.

On the edge of the Human Empire is a black hole. It was not created by Humanity or any of the other empires. It is the gateway through which Omega is siphoning energy. With time and space gone the first Timelord was returned to his previous state as it was when he was exiled outside the known universe. In his realm of antimatter he is marshalling his forces. With the universe of matter reduced to free energy his antimatter is no longer reactive and volatile. Even the Realms of Causality, artificial and dependent on the whims of sentient beings as they are, do not react violently to his constructs. Desperate to escape the prison he has been forcibly returned to, Omega has been building an army to challenge the Human Empire. He seeks the Face of Boe for he sees in the human Emperor the strength of will to take his place and allow him to flee the universe of antimatter once again. Antimatter monsters, organic fleets and avatars of his being are all being constructed to invade the Realms of Causality.

Wandering the Realms of Causality is a figure that strikes fear in the hearts of all who see him. The figure's name is the Master and he is known throughout all of Causality as a monster and lunatic. Though all creatures in existence know he is not to be trusted, this notoriety does not bother the Master. With his hypnotic voice and terrifying presence he can cow people into compliance and force them to serve him. His face constantly changes, appearing as an older refined gentlemen, an exuberant man of middling years or an energetic young man with an especially insane disposition. No matter what his appearance is he is constantly glowing, as if lit with an inner fire.

The universe still has one last traveller. He is the Doctor, the Thirteen Fold Man. Caught at the eye of the storm the Doctor survived the end of the universe and was even able to survive a brief journey in the Chaos before being deposited in a Realm of Causality. His TARDIS lost to him he travels in more conventional fashions, though he does not seem to particularly mind. Despite always appearing as a male humanoid his appearance is incredibly unstable. He forever switches between thirteen different bodies, changing at random. At the same time his mentality changes as well. Whenever a single identity has control and physical form he perceives the others as incorporeal projections that argue with one another and question the decisions of the dominant identity. Every single one of his identities hates the others, berating and arguing with the others. The only thing they can ever agree on is the desire to travel but even then the reasons why they travel constantly change with every physical switch. At times he simply wants to travel, other times to save people. At other times he wants to save the universe and at other times, to run from it. Each identity is wholly insane in some form, their individual obsessions and irrational hatreds of one another exacerbating their internal conflict. Sometimes, when the Fourteenth Shadow, the Valeyard, emerges he wants nothing more than to destroy what is left and throw the Realms of Causality into the Chaos. Should the Valeyard ever emerge the other identities will work together to suppress him once again. Still the Doctor travels because their is nothing else left for him to do.

The Thirteen Fold Man is always seen being followed by a strange figure. A young human woman is forever at his side, tailing him throughout his travels within the Realms of Causality. She is the Impossible Girl, an immortal Companion that is always trying to convince him to help someone in some way. However the Doctor ignores her, terrified of her, what she is and what she knows about him.

Throughout every Realm of Causality, from the streets of New New Earth to the palaces of all four Skaros, is a single phrase. The words Bad Wolf echo through the minds of all sentient beings able to comprehend them. The meaning is unknown but the very idea of the phrase terrifies them. It is seen as a portent of worse things to come.

When Gallifrey was destroyed by the Final Sanction, a single 'resident' worked to save the most important part of it. Just before the Final Sanction was enacted the Vault containing the Omega Arsenal was engulfed in energy and torn away from the planet. Now the Vault, once again filled with the entirety of the Omega Arsenal, is adrift. Whatever energy separated it from Gallifrey protects it from the ravages of the Chaos and propels it through both the Chaos and the Realms of Causality. Deep within sits the one artefact responsible for separating the Vault and protecting the devices within, the Moment. It waits now for someone to find it and make use of its immense power.

7. A Truly Minecraft Earth

A request by the Imperium of Canada. In the first second of January 1st 2022 the entire population of planet Earth is transported to a parallel version of the Earth and all its geography, without human influence, constructed in Minecraft and operating under the rules and physics of the game. This also includes various popular mods (list provided by Imperium of Canada): Davinci's Vessels, Create, Lost Cities, Dynamic Trees, Aether, Twilight Forest & other dimension mods.




Every block in this world is a metre squared with the exception of specialised blocks – related to plants, animals & man-made tools. All non-human lifeforms have also been rendered cubic though the cubes composing their bodies are more variable in size. They also leave vaguely cubic materials behind when killed that are raw but have a uniform appearance. None of this raw material rots and there are no diseases though humans can still suffer poisoning – including from eating raw food. Similar to the game, the animals can be replicated but to human observers animal reproduction appears as a process similar to budding found in polyps but much quicker once it takes place. Species and biomes that do exist on Earth but not in the Minecraft game were also converted into cubic versions of themselves.




Humans in this world have been psychologically adjusted to live in this world without any mental confusion or long-term problems. The basic knowledge of abilities and how to interact with the world are also instinctively understood, at least insofar as they know they can, theoretically, punch trees, turf and stone into usable materials and carry blocks around and stack/fuse them. They do still have to learn how to ‘play the game’ in order to use materials and craft items though. Memories of the initial population were also altered to deal with the worst psychological problems of displacement but most people did remember that the world was different. This includes the fact that they recognise that this world is the kind seen in Minecraft (if they knew about the game of course, those damn kids) though severe mental anguish and potential depression about this fact has been reduced or scrubbed completely from their minds.




Separate from the regular humans are the local ‘peoples’. Villagers that naturally spawn in the world – like the animals they bud from one another – are a strange feature of the landscape. Outside of basic reactions to eternal stimuli the villagers lack autonomy. The illagers and pillagers that exist are more sophisticated and show much greater mental flexibility compared to their game versions but are still rather robotic in how they act and are universally hostile regardless of how humans attempt to interact with them. Like the night-time horrors their spawning points also spontaneously appear, even after existing sites have been neutralised, making them a persistent nuisance.




The world itself is flat with a boundary of ocean tiles that stretches five million blocks in every direction. The planet ‘map’ also extends down to a depth of approximately seventy thousand cubes though it obviously varies whilst the sky seems to have no limit with the sun, moon and stars existing in the endless void outside the map and orbiting around the Earth. This material is also technically not finite as new water and ‘minerals’ are added from the void but this isn’t a steady process that crowds out any artificial development or existing structures in cavernous spaces and watery biomes. The day/night cycle is also incredibly truncated, lasting only a few hours at a time.




A lot of processed materials and construction/crafting options that wouldn’t be in the game are also available with their own unique processes that are needed to make them out of existing in-game materials. It is also possible to create brand new materials that were not in the universes’ ‘catalogue’.




Other dimensions do exist, as per the mods but they’re poorly understood and not well mapped outside of particular regions. A few hardy settlers have tried to establish permanent colonies in these dimensions – some with access to Earth, others without – but most human presence is restricted to outposts designed to either defend claims or facilitate resource harvesting. Efforts to create materials specific to these other dimensions back on Earth have been ongoing for decades but not gone anywhere.




Particularly badass hermits that can hold their own against the night-time horrors love going into these other dimensions if they can make it, though there are plenty of wild lands on Earth.




The first few years of the ‘Upload’ were hard.




Between the loss of human infrastructure and the numerous new threats millions died. It was only because of the instinctual understanding of the world’s new physical mechanics and the fact that all food sources were equally viable for calories and health that the death toll wasn’t in the billions. Nations were effectively meaningless as anything more than ideas for months and even after some infrastructure was established it took a lot of time before ‘Wild West’ conditions ended in many parts of the world.




Until deeper mining of the map and development of more advanced cultivation systems took place there was still a lot of resource scarcity identical to OTL. This would prompt the restarting of economic systems though it was a barter economy for many years before people discovered how to create the IndustrialCraft 2 coins/credits. These coins are now the universal monetary unit though some (figuratively) underground economies still rely on direct barter systems, as do isolated settlements, particularly those trying to set themselves up as independent polities in the alternative dimensions.




The biggest prompt for reviving large nation states were the threat of the night-time horrors, illager/pillager raiding parties and human bandits. The loss of the ability to produce firearms forced the world to fall back on pre-gunpowder tactics and military organisation. Most importantly the world was forced to rely on armies (many of which need dedicated warrior classes again) for even basic defense much more.




Explosives do exist but they’re static bombs and really only have strategic use for military demolition purposes – and aren’t effective for conventional sapping as the world’s physics don’t really allow for collapsing structures through undermining. Clever tactical doctrines have been designed and perfected for some of the less conventional weapons that have been discovered such as potions and many nations have rushed to secure the resources for enchantments and upgrades to bows and swords. Cavalry tactics are much more elaborate now since there are a lot of strange new creatures to mount, from giant spiders to dragons to elemental/eldritch creatures.




Iron golems and similar constructshave become invaluable as security forces. Some people have tried to modify them into active war machines but they remain too inflexible in their natural programming to be actively marched to war. The best that can be expected is giving them orders about their patrol routes so some warring states set up spawners on battlefields during battles and try to pump out as many golems as possible with the battlefield as their patrol route. The fact that they recognise humans by their political affiliation does worry some people as they haven’t yet figured out how that happens.




With the loss of old nation states, infrastructure and geopolitical arrangements, the world’s slate was wiped clean – though it took some time for the traditional powers to acknowledge this if they recovered their national integrity. The relative ease of building infrastructure has evened so many playing fields and the world is a much more complex mix of regional powers and alliance systems. Literally deconstructing and reshaping geography – though it is difficult until you get enough people involved – has also changed how people treat borders and other political boundaries though the effort keeps intense restructuring from being too common.




The age of microstates wouldn’t last too long because, outside of deeper mining, natural resource deposits were recreated in their real-world locations, prompting either the formation of complex federations or the domination of weaker statelets. Of course, even then, there had been enough cultural divergence as the lack of pre-existing infrastructure and literature returned culture to oral tradition and allowed separatists, cultural revivalists and any charismatic nutcase who fancied themselves a community/nation-builder to warp old identities for at least a generation.




Despite warnings against doing so being effectively a global cultural meme, people do in fact mine at night but only in groups and heavily armed.




By 2172 the former USA has rebuilt something of itself though after decades of linguistic drift it is commonly called Amurika and is a collection of actual sovereign states with varying degrees of independence within a much looser, EU style organisation. With one of the larger concentrations of ‘expert’ Minecraft players in the world on their continent, the former US and Canada paradoxically did better and worse as the greater degree of expertise made it much easier for separatist communities to establish themselves.




Most of the Eastern Seaboard (outside of the Appalachians), Great Lakes and Louisana/West Texas Coastlines as well as the Canadian Maritime, Newfoundland and Labrador provinces are united in a system of commonwealths not too dissimilar to the old USA in political setup, cohesion and general unity. This increasingly united state is broken up by the confederation of Baptist republics/borderline theocracies in the Appalachians and a series of black ethnonationalist republics, both of which refused to assimilate when the new ‘American Union’ was being formed. These states – or statelets in many cases – are both quite agrarian and dominated by the Union economically but otherwise left to their own devices. The Appalachians also diversify their economic exports with coal and other mined products though this is purely extraction based.




The biggest thorn in the US’ side is the Middle or Heartland Republic. Stretching from the upper Missouri River down into inland Texas and brushing up against the Mississippi River in the east and the Rocky Mountains in the west (though borders are both porous and somewhat mobile), the Heartland almost completely cuts the Eastern Seaboard from the Western. Both xenophobic and very libertarian the only reason the Heartland is a part of the USA is military necessity as local militias do still struggle with night-horrors, pillagers and bandit groups and need more organised support from centralised militaries. Foreign big business isn’t particularly trusted which has allowed local monopolies to form what are essentially trusts within the Heartland’s loose borders, free from outside interference.




Former Canada was largely abandoned in the early days of the Upload. Despite it being much easier to survive in harsh environments than Earth it still wasn’t ideal to live in post-Upload northern Canada, especially in the very long, dark and night-horror rich winter nights.




Central Canada has its own equivalent of the Heartland Republic that is slightly less xenophobic overall but has developed a deep ire for their southern counterparts – largely due to disputes on their shared border. The fact that both are in the USA hasn’t helped matters. The Arctic Federation, however, is a very different beast. This is a quite closely united nation though there is still a lot of autonomy for its vast but still sparsely populated territories and governing enclaves. Founded by Inuit and other communities that didn’t want to give up on their homes regardless of the monsters hiding in the dark, the Arctic-folk are considered a hard lot. Most of their new cities are subterranean which has led to clashes with the local underground separatist communities and extremists that want nothing to do with ‘surface dwellers’.




Much of the American South-west broke away altogether and isn’t interested in joining the USA, even in its current state. Most of the border regions have broken off under their own ‘libertarian’ republics though these ones are a lot more centralised than the Heartlanders. Demographics, both pre-existing and influenced by immigration from chaotic Mexico have made sure this region is very Hispanic though a lot of American influences – mostly Texan inspired – remain, particularly their independent streak and national pride.




Mexico is a mess. With the south under a series of Zapatista descended socialist communes, the north chewed at by the American inspired libertarian states and numerous Catholic extremist enclaves holding what is effectively independence, there isn’t as much central government control – then there’s the Maya nationalist state in Yucatan. Several different more centralised regimes used to exist but only three are left holding the centre of the former nation (not counting the aforementioned Catholic enclaves). The nations of the southern USA all agree that its best to keep an eye on this region in case another war breaks out, the north don’t think its worth the bother.




In addition to its own extensive subterranean communities Peru is now the home of a bizarre cult that intend to re-sculpt the mountains, maybe even build new ones and spread the Andes further and further. Doctrinal disputes and schisms are already emerging and straining the territories this new belief has taken over.




Coastal Colombia and Venezuela have actually managed to form a new union in the nation of Avanzara that is proving very successful that has already absorbed former Guyana and Surinam. The inland regions of these former nations is under nominal control but has largely become a whole other world for the most part, especially as ecoist extremists take more and more territory. More luck at expansion is being had in Ecuador and Peru, except for in the lands of the mountain-moulders. In fact the expansion of the cult is part of the reason why the people of the coasts have accepted Avanzaran protection.




Brazil split up too long to recombine and it’s not likely to recombine, even as a looser union.




Most of the Amazon has been taken over by ecoists though none of them live directly on the surface outside of a network of outposts that let them keep an eye out for intruders. Most of the action takes place underground as it is the easiest means for determined antiecoist extremists to infiltrate the region. Anyone who does step into the ecoists’ undeclared borders (which helps them reset the boundaries as they see fit) is likely to be hunted down. Rumours exist of entire armies disappearing inside of or on the border of the rainforest. Not even cubist peoples are spared by most of the ecoist warbands that guard the Amazon.




Whilst Bolivia ended up cut into lots of little states (thank you mountain-moulders for effectively coring the country) Argentina and Chile managed to regain their integrity even if the early years of the Upload allowed their now divided populaces to develop their own minor loopiness. They’re actually some of the few countries that have rebuilt a strong national identity without much interference from any micro-cultures and ideologies that developed after the Upload. Argentina is really regretting their decision to try to colonise the Antarctic.




Antarctica is largely filled with underground settlements that war with one another for access to space and resources, whilst fighting the night-horrors that spawn there, especially during the winter. By this point its impossible for surface communities to dig downwards without incurring the wrath of the more deeply situated, permanently subterranean city-states that claim the entire continent’s underground. A lot of hermits also like to travel here to settle themselves down.




Europe did not take the Upload well. Though the continent also had a high concentration of Minecraft players who could provide expertise and rebuild/start their own communities the continent was more shocked by the transition than many other regions.




The continent is heavily divided with a lot of micro-states and city-states hiding away here and there. Of course, these minor statelets are the less prosperous regions of the continent and larger cohesive nations did re-emerge once global civilisation got going again. Population migrations, both within the continent and from West Asia and Africa have left Europe’s demographics in a jumbled state compared to before the Upload but things have settled down and everything between the Atlantic and the Dneiper is united, more or less, under the European Union. The new EU is an organisation of HRE complexity and actually hosts a lot of different governmental types, including some rather authoritarian states and corporate territories.




Despite the overly complex nature of the EU’s bureaucracy there is still a movement to centralise everything. Unfortunately this new ‘European’ nationalist movement is struggling with the socialist communes, ethnostates and proudly independent micro-states as well as the identitarian movements in the larger member nations are all getting in the way of this project. Economics is the most reliable means of exerting this new system of control which has seen some political concessions being made to the territory owning corporations that has drawn a lot of criticism from both the socialists and the staunch democrats in the EU.




Russia remains divided between a number of states, with some of them getting more and more Turkic/Mongol/Chinese and less interested in certain groups trying to revive Russian nationalism. The new Muscovite republic has turned to armed expansionism and is drawing a lot of ire from the EU and Middle Eastern states that have deals or alliances with the Western Russian and Caucasian states that are being invaded and annexed.




The Middle East is actually quite stable and has experienced a massive population boom that is still ongoing in the very expansive rural regions. By the physical laws of the cubist nature of the post-Upload world it is much easier to irrigate deserts. What’s more the Middle East was lucky enough to have a massive aquifer within the deeper caverns of the new crust. With these easier water sources available the deserts were made to bloom and the region between the Eastern Mediterranean and the western Himalayas is now quite lush and very productive agriculturally. The empires and larger unions that were built in the region, centred in former Turkey, Iran, Yemen and the Hejaz region have redeveloped into more federated states as older post-Upload settlements became massive and formerly arid regions were watered.




Israel is still around, still on terrible terms with the Palestinians (many of which dig into the country from underground) and has walled its borders – which are larger in some areas and smaller in others compared to before the Upload.




Africa fell apart but in the new environment of the post-Upload Earth they found it was easy to rebuild and without any trace of the old status quo (or traditional diseases) the entire continent went through a radical transformation. New empires and alliance networks were formed and the continent soon found itself becoming as vibrant as the powers that had previously dominated it.




Both Egyptians and foreign enthusiasts of their culture have been trying to rebuild the ancient monuments. Unfortunately with only hearsay and records that were written/drawn after the Upload and not exactly accurate, these projects have quite a lot of discrepancies. Then there’s the weirdos who wrote down or came across conspiracy theories about these monuments and have tried to build or edit them to match their true alien/Atlantean/other designs. Plenty have been torn back down.




Like the Middle East, the Sahel and Sahara are being irrigated – the former more than the latter at the moment.




Islam is Sub-Saharan Africa has gone off in its own directions from Eurasia and North Africa. Right now a Hausa led state is spreading rapidly across the interior of Central Africa and along the River Niger – though not onto the coast – with an aggressive energy. Though very religious and socially conservative (by 2022 standards, mind you) this Hausa state is not a Caliphate and not even considering the idea though religious education is very important to it. Most of its targets have been states that other nations weren’t that concerned with as well as a lot of loose tribal confederations and borderline anarchic cultures but now that they’re brushing up against the coastal states there are talks of defensive alliances being made.




The Kongo Federation is another giant on the continent but an older one than the Hausa. The Kongolese super-state sprawls over most of Central Africa, from the Kalihari to Chad and the Bay of Benin, from the Atlantic to Lake Victoria. It is technically a union of states that is more centralised than the OTL 21st Century EU but looser than Canada. It has spent decades even getting to this point as a lot of its territories were un-organised but heavily populated lands that either accepted federal protection, ended up economically dependent on them or were simply annexed, sometimes without them even knowing for years before finding out.




With Africa having fewer experienced Minecraft players than Eurasia and North America it took longer for state like Kongo to work things out by trial-and-error. This, combined with their effort to centralise their expanding union and expand infrastructure like railroads – once they figured out how to make them – has led to the Kongo falling behind some of the other major powers. They aren’t as able to project power and find a lot of maritime commerce in their portion of the Atlantic Ocean is dominated by states from Penglai. With stories of the domination of Africa and their ancestors being a major facet of their modern culture, the Kongolese and their satellites definitely don’t intend to let any foreigners sink their claws into them.




The largest power in the world is the Penglai World State. China didn’t make it through the Upload in one piece and there was a ‘New Warring States Period’ for a while between different factions within the former PRC. Decades of war eventually led to a ‘peace of compromise’, a gradual reconciliation as the global economy formed and the formation and expansion of the Penglai World State. It took a lot of luck but the larger Chinese states were able to quash the microstates and build a sense of cultural coherency more than most other formerly developed regions. Once the alliance between these larger states was formed there was a massive amount of vigour for the new Penglai to exploit.




Now the world state covers most of Eurasia, with former China, the West Pacific (except Japan, which is a hermit state that digs very deep underground), Central Asia down to Afghanistan, eastern Iran, Burma, South East Asia, Indonesia, Madagascar, Hawaii, the Micronesian Islands, the New Zealand North Island, southern Arabia and most of East Africa are now a part of the World State.




Though Chinese at its core the Penglai system is a massive alliance connecting together these numerous states politically and economically. It isn’t a centralised bloc at all and lacks an official managing body and is more of an alliance but it generally gets directed by the larger Chinese states – which have regained a lot of cultural cohesion and will often cooperate closely whilst remaining divided from one another. Economics is the primary means of maintaining the World State but what could be called cultural and media exports are starting to become another means as member states experiment with block designs and create unique items that they sell for popular consumption and use. One big source of contention is multi-state mega-infrastructure. No-one really knows how to manage these things and disputes over jurisdiction (particularly tolls) has led to a form of ritualised warfare being developed for member states to fight these things out without dissolving the alliance system.




Probably the most momentous event for Penglai – which is still affecting it to this day – was the discovery, accessing and invasion of the End dimension. It was probably the biggest test of the World State as a military alliance and relied heavily on records by people who were aware of Minecraft to give some kind of information on what to expect. Several years of cooperative military action actually managed to kill the Ender Dragon and neutralise – but not destroy – the spawner that created it and secure the End for the World State. Penglai is still working out how to manage the territory and sole access that they have to this dimension as no other state has managed to achieve this and the ad-hoc arrangement is not sustainable.




India splintered after the Upload. The subcontinent has seen a lot of wars over borders and resources (and ideology, in a few cases) but the end of the 21st Century a sort of equilibrium was reached. Since then a few proposed unions have attempted to rise and often failed but now a new alliance is beginning to take shape. The biggest motivator behind this developing union is Penglai which is trying to poach the Indian states and “divide and conquer,” is the easiest method.




Though the “always undergrounders,” have only been a thing for a few generations they have been shockingly successful – ignoring the social implosions in communities where people couldn’t psychologically adjust to confined living. Some are refugees from difficult or unstable regions, others are dissidents who couldn’t make it on the surface (competition got fierce once nation states started asserting themselves again) and some are ecoists or antiecosists that have their own ideological reasons to not want to live on the surface. With the subterranean infrastructure of the surface nation states now getting more developed these communities have had to dig deeper and deeper to retain their independence and the shallower cities have mostly been absorbed or forced to relocate to more remote locations. Morlock has become a popular slang term in many surface communities to describe these people and the younger generations that were born underground are already starting to look a little paler than their parents and grandparents. Weird cults are growing in the tunnels and some claim another portal to the End Dimension was found in one of caverns, one that bypasses Penglai’s hegemonic control of the dimension – in fact it looks like a completely different, untouched version.




With many basic resources eternally and rapidly renewable and some more complex ones being capable of relatively easy replication and automated production it is easier to institute a form of socialism. More complex or rarer resources do reinduce scarcity and, with it, either free markets or the decay of socialist systems that grow dependent on them but smaller communes do exist and thrive. They exist scattered here and there and some are even form relatively large and thriving confederations but they remain small, or peripheral (if they don’t want to end up absorbed into the frustratingly capitalist/non-socialist controlled market wider world). Nearly all of them are either agrarian or operating on much simpler industrial economies than most of the rest of the world but they are actually sustainable.




Religiously the world is a mess. Despite the mental adjustment people are still aware that they are non-cubic entities in a cubic world and histories, both oral and written talk a lot about the Upload and the world that humanity originally came from. The fact that a lot of the world makes it very clear that this world is just like the pre-Upload game Minecraft has only complicated things for humanity spiritually and philosophically. No copies of religious texts made it through, complicating the survival of traditional religions and splintering them. In addition to the numerous sects of the pre-Upload faiths, some of which have gone on to be very popular once they figured out how to write their beliefs down, there are countless strange new cults competing for believers. The “we’re stuck in a messed up version of the Matrix,” cult is one of the more popular, as is the “God’s trolling us,” movement and the people who worship Markus ‘Notch’ Persson – if he’s not God then God is acting through him, or something (Notch dying to a creeper in the first few weeks without anyone realising this has solidified his divine status for these people.) Many of these movements are small but widespread and accrue more followers with every passing year. Though the new generations don’t really know what their parents and grandparents have lost a lot of them still pray to be returned home.




Other movements are less religious. There’s the ecosists, ecological groups who work to cultivate the cubic plants and animals and only build infrastructure and shelter underground in order to minimise damage to the environment (some have come into active conflict with less ecologically mindful governments). Opposing them are the antiecoists who either see the easily renewable nature of the cubist environment as a permit to abuse it with near impunity so long as a little is preserved to grow it back or who consider the current world an abomination that needs to be destroyed to restore the natural, pre-Upload Earth.




Other groups are trying to not only build new portals and gateways but alter them in an attempt to access non-cubic realities. Then there are those who are trying to build systems of platforms that will function in the void beyond the bordering sea so that mankind can ‘build’ their way through to another reality.




The matter of the local cubist peoples is another theological and philosophical issue. Most people just ignore them or view them as either tools or threats due to their robotic behaviour and apparent lack of true sentience. Others think they should be treated ethically though there is a debate over whether or not they should be treated as people or domesticated animals. Then there’s groups that want to eradicate them for a variety of reasons; many of them originating from the cubist peoples’ “uncanny valley,” existence. Then there’s the issues surrounding the containment (and harvesting) of illager and pillager spawn-points – the less said about what often happens there, the better. Many believe destroying them and putting them out of their misery – some wonder if they even really feel that – would be better.




Controversy surrounds some of the measures taken against the night-time horrors. Countless spawn-points have been captured and harnessed, the creatures they produce finding themselves trapped in cells and then systematically exterminated to provide resources that their bodies produce. Many have been destroyed and doing so is the more common approach if they are found. Some have called out this farming of monsters though they tend to focus on the safety concerns as few think that its unethical to kill off creatures that all research suggests solely exist to kill humans. no-one’s managed to domesticate these things but plenty of people have tried, often to tragic result. The inexplicable spawning of night-time horrors in wild, dark spaces on the surface keeps these monsters from being a ‘solved problem.’




Technologically the world is rather stagnant. Some experiments in material combinations do take place but crafting tables tend to just produce nothing or refuse to work until a valid resource combination is given to them.




Tower farms (column farms is another term since plenty of them go underground instead) are very popular, especially since they make agriculture more manageable though the requirements for water pumps preclude total self-sufficiency. Floating platforms (as in: floating in the air) are also expanding agriculture even further and this has prompted a massive baby boom, especially as there is no contraceptive technology available anymore but also fewer diseases. Cities can and do build upwards to ludicrously massive heights and mega-skyscrapers are common sights in cities around the world. Most roadways have to be fortified to prevent night-time horrors from attacking people and lighting is especially important. Though electricity does exist many substances like glowstone provide essential lighting indefinitely without any power requirements.




In fact enormous infrastructure, most of which doesn’t require maintenance and therefore can simply be left to stand once built, is a common sight around the world. In a world where working structures the size of space-elevators can be built from dirt as long as you have the time and labour (people do still tire out like normal) means even village sized communities or even individuals communities can make super-structures if they’re willing to put in the time and effort. Entire landscapes have sometimes been re-sculpted and enormous ego-boosting monuments have been raised by the command of world leaders, government institutions or wealthy individuals. These projects do need to be defended and rebuilt on occasion but never cleaned or actively repaired from wear or weathering.




The one thing people have changed is in the customisation of the design/crafting templates that the world allows. Vessels of all kinds have been expanded to often ludicrous sizes, blurring the lines between them and the floating platforms. Some people even plan to use these increasingly complex super-vessels as a means of traversing and colonising the endless void and make sure that humanity expands into eternity. There has also been progress in converting template railroad mining carts into a form of steam locomotive. Once people figured out to make catapults in the early years warfare was changed again though the ease of rebuilding damaged walls didn’t end siege warfare.




Though most people don’t notice it at first, something many people in the early years thought was Herobrine has been spotted here and there. The entity – the only cubic humanoid that is not obviously a zombie of some kind – is now an urban legend with global reach and a source of several disturbing but harmless actions. What’s more concerning is the creature composed of small black cubes similar to the universe’s smoke formation butwith long tentacles emerging from it that randomly destroys what it comes across before disappearing. Many have mistaken it for an enderman but others have given it a new name inspired by a half-remembered pre-Upload saga. They call it SCP-4335.




2172 was started with a momentous moment – for some people anyway. At the end of January the final block in a mile high, solid gold penis and testicles was laid in England. No-one knows who started this or exactly what it’s for but instructions were given to dedicate it to something called “Zero Punctuation.”

8. They Are Awake

A request by HeliosMegistos. Not an intentional adaptation of Theocracy Empires of Abomination (HeliosMegistos made up the scenario under his own power) but will inevitably have influences from it. WARNING! Will include interpretations of ancient deities that are being specifically altered to accommodate the premise.


In this world the Third Crusade goes a little differently. Richard III deciding to attack Egypt in order to isolate Saladin from the heartland of his empire, directs his crusade against the Egyptians. The Crusaders cut a swathe of destruction down the Nile but end up engaged by the majority of the Egyptian forces outside Giza. Siege artillery are employed by the Crusaders who are now on the defensive and try to use their engines to demoralise the Egyptians. A stray rock then flies off course, as such weapons often do, and hits the Great Pyramid.


In that instant a great fiery light erupts out from the pyramid and engulfs the surrounding area. Ungodly screams fill the air as the light covers the battling armies and spreads onto the Nile. From there it coalesces into various semi-human forms.


Those who survived the arrival of these creatures heard them announce a great proclamation in every tongue at once that they were the rulers of this land and that they would reclaim it from the false lords and gods that had intruded on their domain. They revealed their identities to all who lived on the river, speaking in whispers that carried on the waters of the Nile. They were the gods of the old kingdom. The pantheon of Egypt. The power of the gods spread up and down the river and then branched out into the surrounding area. People were subjugated as the gods and the myriad creatures of ancient myth and legend emerged from the mysterious and unfathomable realm they had hidden within long ago.


Whilst the news of what had happened in Egypt moved slowly other beings felt the return of the Egyptian Pantheon to the mortal plane much more quickly. Around the world ancient deities that had slept for countless millennia woke up once again and moved to reclaim what they saw as the rightful supremacy. A battle that had been fought in a long forgotten age was resumed.


The myriad deities of the new world battled one another, resurrecting or subjugating the lesser supernatural entities that had also emerged with them. The humans of the lands that they had long ago claimed as their own were broken and enslaved by the gods who saw the mortals as their rightful prizes, tied to the lands that they claimed. In ages past a great battle for supremacy had been fought in the days when mankind crafted with flint and bone and had yet to build cities, having only just discovered agriculture. Their presence, powers and conflicts were ingrained in the psyches of humanity and persisted long after the ancient gods fled away to other realms as their war exhausted them. This war immediately resumed and the advances mankind had already made by this point helped exacerbate this conflict. Every pantheon immediately set about reworking their conquests into what they desired.


By 2014 the world has a semi-stable status quo. Many lesser pantheons have fallen whilst the strongest grow stronger on the souls of their thralls who become ever more numerous.


The Kingdom of Kemet, the kingdom of the Nile and realm of the Egyptian pantheon, is a notable and well regarded power, especially in Northern Africa. Though several deities have been lost in the conflict the majority of the pantheon have survived and continue to rule (or misrule) as they see fit. Kemet is supposedly controlled by a Pharaoh as the Egyptian deities mould the world to maintain the Maat that the pantheon uphold. The Pharaoh is a mortal man but upon his coronation he is infused with the heka of Ra and several other gods. This power then immediately mutates the Pharaoh into a shining humanoid figure of golden sunlight and solar radiation whose thought processes immediately become as alien as those of the gods. The government is then tasked with maintaining the Maat whilst also expanding Kemet so that their rivals may be beaten.


The people of Egypt are all slaves to an oppressive hierarchy that defines your position in society as defined by the Maat. After centuries of this a caste system has developed amongst the people of Egypt. Should they fail to meet the requirements of their role they cast into the desert for Seth who curses them into eternal slavery to him and sets them to work for his own purposes. Vast cities stretch along the bank of the great River Nile that yearly swells with water at a regular rate, feeding the endless rows of farms that border the river and are in turn bordered by the cities. Immense monuments dominate the cityscape, depicting the gods and Pharaohs. These statues are often carved into shapes that strain the eyes of those who view, the alien dimensions of the gods proving harmful to humans even if only a portrait is being shown. The cities are divided into districts that clearly define the station of their inhabitants. The rich, powerful and other favourites of the gods live in beautiful verdant regions where affluence and divine patronage are obvious. Everyone else will inevitably be thrown into more crude apartments where the sturdiness of their dwellings often depends on how good they are at construction.


The gods of Kemet demand supplication and will go to great lengths to remind their people of their power. As the highest in the hierarchy and the embodiments of the Maat, they expect obedience and worship from the people. As embodiments of all factors of nature and existence (with a few exceptions but they don't really matter), they demand sacrifice in return for these natural functions, affecting the weather patterns in order to maintain control over their kingdom. Vast temples the size of cities host the gods and also serve as gateways to the enormous necropolises that often eclipse individual cities of the living in size. Here the sacrifices are mummified alive and then thrown into the mass tombs where they will then die and their souls be devoured by the expectant gods. Each necropolis is personalised with statues, carvings and epitaphs of the appropriate god adorning the monuments of the necropolis he feeds from.


Ra, the living nuclear fusion reaction, framed by great golden horns, who glowers over the entirety of Kemet during the day, is the ruler of the gods and the ultimate king of Kemet. He rules with an iron fist from a shimmering barge that skims over the clouds of the entirety of Kemet at all times. At night his barge disappears and even his fellow gods do not know where he disappears to. All gods are subordinate to him and his travels allow him to constantly enforce his rule, allowing him to reach all ends of the Kemet and remind the other Egyptian gods just exactly who is the true ruler of Kemet.


Osiris rules over life and death and his necropolis reflects that, decorated with desiccated plant-life who’s' white stalks still manage to produce blooms and fruits when the god feeds. To mortals he appears as a giant humanoid covered in mummification bandages. Beneath the crumbling dry bandages is peeling and rotten green skin that is constantly sloughing off only to immediately be regenerated. He is the judge of the pantheon and he decides the righteousness and worthiness of mortals. It is not uncommon, especially in the regions dedicated to him, for people he considers unworthy to die, their souls savagely ripped from their bodies by the image of a great tamarind branch.


Osiris' sister-wife Isis rules over their given regions beside him. Isis' realm constantly blooms, creating an entangled jungle of verdant and savage greenery. Death is not possible in the realm of Isis, only perpetual growth. Plants writhe and crawl over one another as the magic of Isis sustains them, continuing the endless battle for sunlight and water. People in Isis' realm are also incapable of dying and are forced to grow. Only those who have lived too long in her realm and grown into giant, distended masses of squirming flesh are sacrificed to her. People throughout Kemet pray to Isis for help and she lovingly answers them, giving them new life and vigour until they too grow into the bloated figures that afflict her own realm. She appears as a giant female human, crowned by a great golden throne that grows out of her head and also seems to run down her spine and shoulders. Above the throne is great shining globe of writhing fire, framed by twin golden horns, not unlike the image of Ra.


Set is lord of the more arid regions of the Kemet and is enraged by his perceived exile. Set appears as a disgusting amalgam of creatures, with the body of a man, the head of some foul canine beast and and large flat topped horns. Ra often travels his domains the most, constantly beating him down to remind him of his subordinate position. Set's followers are those who have been banished from other regions of Kemet. His followers are desiccated monstrosities, drained of fluid and sent to walk the deserts until Set calls upon them.


Nephthys is forced to reside close to her brother-husband Set. To the mortals of her morbid domain of necrotic architecture, she appears as a tall female humanoid wrapped in funerary bandages, with a horn like spire coming from the crown of her head that is tipped with a bowl like structure. Great feathery wings spread from her back and allow her to soar over her dominion. Like those of her sister Isis, the people of her realm are grey beings that never die. However whilst Isis' people bloat and distend with time the people of Nephthys grow thin and gaunt. Her priests wrap themselves in rotting bandages and stitch headdresses to their scalps that resemble the crown of their goddess.


Thoth may serve Ra but the god of wisdom remains an ever reclusive figure and chose not to claim any regions for himself. Instead he travels the world, hiding himself from sight and observing all around him. He knows and sees all but at the same time finds so many things, especially the truth of other deities, hidden from his sight and understanding. Now his only motive now is learn everything. Occasionally, for reasons unfathomable to all but himself, he will reveal himself to others. He appears as a tall human with pitch black skin and the shrunken head of a bird with a thin distended beak and missing eyes. The empty sockets in his head bore into everything, discerning their secrets so that Thoth may understand. Knowledge does not ensure intelligence and intelligence does not ensure wisdom. Only when one has understanding are they truly wise and Thoth intends to absolutely understand everything.


Horus does not maintain much of a realm for himself. Instead he travels throughout Kemet, forever soaring over the skies. The only lands he does not visit are Set's for he despises the lord of the desert above all others. To those who witness him he is a grotesque combination of human and falcon body parts, configured in such a manner that should make it impossible for him to fly. One of his eyes burns with a sickly fire whilst the other is lit by a ghostly glow that seems to exude visible wisps beyond his eye-socket. Though he is fed by necropolises consecrated to him he enjoys hunting people he believes are worthy prey. He does not discriminate based on the station of the mortal or lesser supernatural being. All he cares about is the satisfaction of the hunt.


Sekhmet has always fought with the rest of the pantheon to ensure she had control of the most conflicted border regions. Her disturbing lithe and leonine form can always be found stalking the borderlands, looking for where the endless fighting is thickest. She is a savage monstrosity and though she is just as capable of strategy she adores tearing into opponents with claw and fang. Every roar unleashes a writhing sandstorm that strips enemies flesh from their bones and the light of the solar disk that adorns her head burns everything its light touches.


Hathor is by far the most benign, her opinion of humans ranging from adoration to indifference. Her realm is as verdant and lush as Isis' but is not caught in a perpetual and deathless battle for sustenance. In her land what would be deserts bloom and rivers of miraculous ichor flow that infuse plant and animal with virility. Women thrive in her realm and though they are expected to birth children frequently in every other regard they are the leaders of Hathor's realm. Men are relegated to warriors and labourers though they too are invigorated by the power of Hathor, living with a boundless euphoria that dulls any objections they might have. Hathor's realms are by far the most bountiful and often export both crops and people to the rest of the Kingdom. Hathor, like Isis, appears as female humanoid, crowned with a ball of sunlight framed by golden horns. Her skin is also coated in feathers that form a rich plumage. At certain moments she will also appear to her followers as immense cow-beast with a distended jaw and bloated udders, constantly oozing the milky ichor that fills the rivers.


Bast can often be found alongside her parallel, Sekhmet. The feline goddess doesn't bother to maintain any personal domains and instead prefers to roam throughout Kemet. Her travels allow her to ward the influence of outsiders away from Kemet. She slips through the shadows of every city in the kingdom, watching all and punishing those who she considers an agent of evil. When she moves her humanoid form becomes increasingly feral, growing fur-like spines and gradually mutating into a demonic feline with every step.


Other lesser gods continue to inhabit Kemet and occupy themselves with lesser cities, are fed by lesser necropolises and attend to less significant duties. Other more important gods simply do not involve themselves with the affairs of the rest of the pantheon such as Ptah's workshop kingdom where slaves toil to produce tools and weapons for the rest of the kingdom or Anubis' fields of souls where the dead till ashen soil to coax bone-white stalks from the ground. Other strange creatures such as the immense Wadjet serpents, grotesque scorpion-men and savage anubites lope or crawl across the landscape. Phoenix birds burn entire regions around their fiery nests, exploding in great plumes of fire when their age proves too great and then rising again as newborns from the ashes of their victims. Giant horned scarabs erupt from the ground and strike the unwary, prompting settlements to leave bowls of water to help detect their presence. Finally the hieracosphinxes will lope about the cities, attacking those they believe are threats to the kingdom or have invited the displeasure of the gods.


Kemet's ancient enemy in their perpetual war for the Mediterranean is the Olympiad. The Olympian pantheon rose to power very quickly, dominating their old territories with ruthless efficiency. They then immediately set about trying to take more, engaging in conflicts with everyone around them.


The Kingdom of Grand Aechaea is a land of constant debauchery and conflict, almost verging on open anarchy. The learning of Ancient Greece is not kept alive here for the Olympians are wanton creatures and care only for the fulfilment of their own desires and lusts. Though Kemet remains a barrier in much of the Mediterranean they have had much better luck against the Celtic pantheon and have managed to grind the Aesir's advances to a halt in the Alps. Beautiful cities have been built for the Olympiad do still expect certain standards, especially when it comes to their own monuments. Only one thing truly matters in Aechaea. Experience. Nearly anything is available in Aechaea and as long as an individual is able to avoid the repercussions of their actions, nearly anything is accepted by the Olympiad. Only open rebellion is punished though the Olympiad will not take kindly to mortals interrupting or delaying something they want, like the organising of a war or the building of a monument.


The people of Aechaea live very uncertain lives. The Olympiad are wanton and spontaneous beings and will force their whims on the populace however and whenever they want to. Nothing is certain since what an individual possesses one day may go missing the next, stolen by humans, gods or the myriad horrors that skulk across the land. Houses are fortified as much as these often rickety structures can afford to be as people attempt to defend their meagre possessions and their wretched lives. Monstrosities constantly wander the streets and rural lands, stealing people away to eat, rape or do worse to them. At the same time there are also no limits, Criminality is almost unheard of as officially there are no crimes (except for sacrilege, blasphemy and disobedience towards the gods of course). Of course this doesn't stop the Furies from hounding people who possess a modicum of guilt and have been unfortunate enough to attract their hungry attention. Many are driven to suicide by the foul creatures. Only the armed forces can expect any consistency. Here your meals are regular, your training regimens are scheduled and you can expect to live in fortified compounds that are kept orderly by military discipline. You are also permitted to abuse your social inferiors and are immune to many of the monsters the Olympiad command (there are still exceptions and don't ever expect the Gods to spare you if you upset them).


Demigods are a regular sight in Aechaea. The Olympiad are licentious and see no reason to consider things like consent or boundaries important. Women and men throughout Aechaea can often expect to suddenly be visited by the Olympiad who appear in a variety of disguises and then proceed to roughly violate them, often causing severe injury or causing damage due to the incompatibility of their often inhuman disguises (being raped by bulls, swans and showers of golden radiation are not pleasant experiences). The demigods born from these unions are twisted creatures. Stuck somewhere between mortal and divine these beings are granted miraculous gifts that their brains often cannot process or comprehend. Alien perspectives overload minds unable to handle so much incomprehensible information and super strength proves too much to handle as individuals destroy everything and everyone around them. Such demigods appear healthy and perfect but will often die young as the unnatural energies that permeate their bodies cause numerous cancers and other degenerative afflictions.


Zeus is the overlord of all Aechaea and he makes it very apparent. He rules with a lightning wreathed fist and regularly makes examples of people in a variety of fashions to remind his subjects he is in charge. His defining characteristic is his lust. Countless deformed demigods have been conceived by him and are often doted upon, for a while anyway. He appears as a towering human male that is constantly surrounded by ambient electricity. His eyes are empty sockets filled with electric blue energy. The air ionises at his presence and his passing has often led to areas violently detonating, especially if he is struck by a sudden mood swing.


Hera, as Zeus' wife and queen of the gods, often makes her presence and primacy felt as well. Though she has produced few demigods she is responsible for an unnatural fertility that the population of Aechaea experience. Though she is as wilful and hysterical as the rest of the Olympiad she has an especial hatred for adulterers and similar traitors. She appears as a tall, shining and majestic woman. However whilst her skin is as clear and as smooth as porcelain her hands are constantly bleeding at the wrist. This blood causes whatever it falls upon to expand, grow and propagate.


Hermes is the most active god, even amongst the Olympiad. He constantly moves across Aechaea, either performing a task set by Zeus or seeking some form of stimulation. He is by far one of the worst calamities that a resident of Aechaea fears. Hermes is prone to causing disasters for his own entertainment, viewing mass slaughters and catastrophes as little more than tricks that he happily causes whenever he wishes. When he is standing still he appears as an unnaturally tall young man seen carrying a caduceus wherever he goes. What he is normally witnessed as is a flare of light that whips across the skies like a bolt of lightning, leaving after-impressions and wisps of cosmic radiation. The people who can expect a little leniency from him when he visits are artists and performers, at least as long as they are able to entertain him before he leaves.


Ares is never far from the front-lines in the wars against the Olympiad's countless enemies. The sight of a bronze skinned giant, covered in gore and wielding an immense axe that forever bleeds and exudes foul energies, is one that the soldiers of other nations fear. Despite his metallic skin he is a finely crafted nude figure, almost like the countless bronze statues that adorn the major structures of Aechaea. The only clothing he wears is a great cape made of the skins of those he has personally slain in combat. It is a garment that is continuously growing larger with every battle. Ares is the god of slaughter and no-one, not even Zeus, dares keep him from his work for he is the most useful asset in Aechaea's vast armies. His mere presence drives enemies into indiscriminate bloodlust and emboldens his own soldiers to new heights of butchery. There is no finesse in the way he conducts war either, only thoughtless violence that can match even the cruellest of the Aesir.


Aphrodite is the most beautiful of the Olympiad and at the same time the most disgusting. Aphrodite rules over a realm of desire and self-gratification and has numerous cults dedicated to her and the particulars of her rule spread throughout Aechaea. Those who are invited into her immense pleasure palace are given every opportunity to visit her personal quarters. Those who see her view her as an impossibly beautiful woman, her appearance constantly shifting to exhibit the traits each individual viewer associates with sexual attraction. What she truly looks like is amorphous and ever shifting to accommodate her mortal subjects' countless desires. She then inspires them to heights of debauchery that often prove to be indescribable and often so dangerous that they maim or kill her followers. Nothing is sacred in Aphrodite's realm and neither is it denied for Aphrodite indulges herself just as much as her followers and her tastes are beyond anything a mortal could hope to comprehend.


Apollo, much like Hermes, never stays in any one place. Apollo is a shining beacon of dread for the people of Aechaea for his presence is a sickly one. He appears as a golden youth armed with a bow and countless arrows that branch from his shoulders like wings. However, more often than not, he takes the form of a shining ball of sunlight that whips around the skies at tremendous speeds. The radiation he leaks seeps into the lands he passes over, inflicting many unfortunate bystanders with terrible cancers and other sicknesses. One means for people to survive is to bear his children. Apollo is almost as prolific a progenitor as Zeus and has produced countless demigods. Those women that take his fancy and are impregnated by him will often be spared the sickness that all others feel in his presence.


Artemis is just as feared as her twin. Her realms are the wild areas of Aechaea and the particular ones she visits regularly are jealously guarded. Where Apollo is golden, Artemis is dark, a cold shadow following her at all times and concealing her from her prey. She constantly moves through Aechaea, seeking new targets to test her skills against. She is almost always seen near the borders, especially on the front-lines of war. She sees the conflict as a perfect opportunity to test her skills and seeks only the largest, strongest or most difficult opponents. Foul nymphs, dryads and other spirits that take the guises of bloodthirsty and warped deer congregate around her, sensing the desire for blood and the wanton cruelty that the goddess exudes. Those she impales with her arrows twist and reshape themselves into fleshy figures reminiscent of the cypress trees she associates herself with, their screaming faces stretched over the bony trunk.


Athena is a slightly more welcome sight in Aechaea. The land she governs, whilst totalitarian and autocratic, are well run and efficient. Though the laws are harsh and enforced with draconian ruthlessness, the people under Athena's rule can expect consistency and stability. Unfortunately the people under Athena's rule often do not want to obey her or live under her repressive system of control and organisation. Athena is always called to govern rebellious territories, commanding occupational forces to systematically hunt down and destroy resistance. Her strategies are flawless and she expects her subordinates to execute them perfectly. Those who fail her are made examples of. Those who see her always see a young woman covered in bronze armour and filled with an inner light of cruel balefire. Wherever she goes great flocks of silver eyed owls follow her. They are her eyes and are spread throughout the territories she is given to discover the secrets of her enemies.


Demeter's realm is one of extremes. The goddess of agriculture always ensures that her land blooms in spring and summer and when it does it is uncontrollable. Immense fields and orchards experience rampant growth, producing fruits and grains of unnatural size. Farm animals swell to ridiculous proportions as well under her power. All are then harvested by the armies of slaves that are expected to then process it and prepare it to be transported throughout Aechaea. However in winter and autumn the land freezes over and all within feel the freezing cold fury of Demeter as her memories of Persephone leave her in an inconsolable and irrational state of grief. Demeter appears to her subjects as a matronly woman her eyes bear a crushing weight that feels like those who witness her are staring into an infinite abyss of torment and suffering.


Dionysus realm almost rivals Aphrodite's for licentiousness and indulgence. The god of wine is a creature of boundless appetite and demands tributes of food, drink and company, taking whatever he desires should they fail to supplicate him with their gifts. Dionysus appears as a young man whose body is almost completely wreathed in coils of ivy and grape vines. They appear to grow from out of various orifices embedded into his shining skin. These vines leak wine and ethanol at all times. The smell of these secretions drive everyone around him into madness. Everyone in his presence will eventually collapse into drunken stupors or orgies that eventually turn violent as inhibitions are stripped away. Centaurs, satyrs and similar beastmen flock to his realm, only to ravage the people mercilessly as they too succumb to his intoxicating influence.


The lame god Hephasteus retains the smallest realm. His domain is sequestered within Mt Etna which is now covered in immense foundries and forges. It is here that the metallic bulk of the smithing god can be found. Hephasteus is an iron giant of complex machinery that constantly whirs and shifts with his moods. He is an incredibly temperamental god and many forges have been wrecked by his sudden mood swings. However he is also one of the finest craftsmen in existence and a meticulous builder. Everything he creates is perfect and the compare of anything made by mortals. He supplies the Olympiad with their finest equipment and has created countless machines for their war effort. His living armour, built to reflect Zeus' myrmidon, are his current project and are being sought after by both Ares and Athena.


Hades is the most reclusive of the Olympiad and prefers to ignore the machinations of the others. His realm is morbid but stable because it is composed almost entirely of the dead. In his shadowy demesne the shades of the dead wander back and forth in mindlessness. Hades himself is a shadowy figure, appearing as a tall humanoid but deflated in comparison to any other Olympian. His features are sunken and his skin is a shimmering grey that pulls in the light around it. His consort Persephone is, by comparison, an unbearably bright entity who causes unbearable pain to the shades with her presence.


Poseidon is one of the more active of the Olympiad. Though his torso, head and arms are those of a human male his legs are a horses and a tail extends from below his waist. His hair and beard writhe as if submerged in water at all times, even when he is in the open air and a shimmering trident is forever affixed to his right hand, as if it were a part of his body. His movements cause disaster wherever he goes. When swimming he generates immense waves that crash against the nearby shores, obliterating nearly anything they catch. On land his temper shakes the earth, sometimes collapsing entire settlements into sink-holes or shaking cities apart. His actions and tantrums draw the ire of the other gods but he does not care, even when they lash out at him.


Other, lesser, members of the Olympiad also roam Aechaea at whim, enacting their own plans and bringing disaster onto those unfortunate to come across them. Countless monsters were also returned to the mortal world by the Olympiad. Foul beastmen like the centaurs and satyrs roam Aechaea in packs, entering cities, drinking themselves into rages and then ravaging the city around them. Minotaurs are bred in labyrinthine pits, starved and then unleashed on enemies in bloodthirsty hordes. Cyclops from Hephasteus' forges will often be chained, adorned in heavy plate and then then sent into battle where their immense armoured fists crush countless foes. Harpies flock above Aechaea's armies before descending on the battlefields to rip and tear with wild abandon. Lamia, gorgons and sirens live in more seclusive habitats, preying on the people of Aechaea when they wish but every now and then the gods will compel them to war as well. However by far the most effective weapon in Aechaea's armies are the myrmidon. These tall humanoids are encased in a thick chitinous exoskeleton that evokes the marble statuary of Classical Greece. Their natural armour depicts a heroically proportioned warrior adorned in the armour of a hoplite. They are sublime soldiers and the greatest weapon in Aechaea's arsenals.


The Aesir descended on Northern Europe shortly after the Olympiad began their rampage in the south. Their expansion was savage and bloody with each god trying to outdo one another in butchery. Many people did surrender and for their subjugation they were enslaved. Midgard was made a new realm for the gods of the Norse and they set about turning it into a realm fit for Ragnarok.


Midgard almost matches Grand Aechaea for their sheer anarchy. However where Aechaea is defined by their near chaotic indulgences, Midgard is defined by its near chaotic violence. The land of the Aesir is a land ruled by the strong. Every leader must endure constant challenges from potential usurpers. Duelling is a constant fact of life and only one of many means by which someone can attain the possessions of another. Those who are not warriors are thralls and it is they who provide labour for every other task in Midgard. Life for a thrall is brutal and often short as the warrior class are encouraged to abuse them in order to show their own strength. The only way for a thrall to escape bondage is to kill a freeman warrior (usually his master) and prove he is strong enough to keep the freedom he has taken. The priests of the Aesir are also warriors and are holy men only due to the fact that they can draw the god's attention more than any others in Midgard.


Midgard is a wild and largely untended land. The freemen are just as eager hunters as they are fighters and the wilderness provides them with all sorts of game to prey upon. Warriors who die can expect to be rewarded in Valhalla. Once they are considered worthy they are inducted into the ranks of the Einherjar, the elite of Midgard, and can experience an eternity of military training and combat, all other desires beyond a lust for violence and discipline removed from them. The cities of Midgard are rather ad hoc affairs, almost constructed at random. Every building is as fortified as the owner can afford and often houses the thralls and other followers if it large enough. The temples to the gods are the most well built and maintained of all of Midgard's structures, matched only by the immense foundries that supply weapons to the armies of Midgard. Unattached thralls are moved from place to place, depending on the demand for labour. The monsters the Aesir have enthralled are barely controlled and will often rampage through inhabited areas, often prompting retaliation from the population or even the Aesir if they feel insulted by the attacks.


Those who draw the attention of the Aesir can be expected to be invigorated by their power, strengthening them. Their bodies begin to shift as the fury of the gods grows within them as time goes by. Eventually, should the gods keep their eye on the warrior he will begin to transform, growing teeth, claws, thick armoured fur and eventually turning into massive bloodthirsty beasts that desire only violence in the name of the gods.


Odin is a harsh god. He does not tolerate weakness and only ever rewards the strongest of his realm. Might makes right in his mind and the weak therefore deserve nothing from him. His own strength is more than great enough to retain his control over his fellow Aesir as well as they can be as bloodthirsty as any berserker. As god of vision and prophecy he sees all within Midgrad and can even perceive hidden things beyond his border. This allows him to root out his enemies before they are able to strike him. The ravens are his eyes and rove across his empire in great packs that spy on all the many people of Midgrad. Odin himself appears as an aged man. He possesses eight limbs and can travel throughout his realm instantaneously. His eight grasping probosci all clutch weaponry or have ravens alighted upon them. One of his eyes is missing and a great void fills the socket that pulls in the light from around it, etching shadowy lines across Odin's face.


Thor, the son of Odin, is one the mightiest warriors of Midgard and its greatest scourge. He is a bloodthirsty fighter who constantly seeks out challenges both within Midgard's border and beyond. His fights are immensely destructive as his presence disrupts the air and generates massive storms. Great warriors always surround him and seek to impress him by fighting at his size, weathering his corrosive and dangerous presence in order to elevate their status. He appears as an immense male humanoid. However his skin appears gnarled and twisted, like the bark of a tree. It is stronger than steel and almost impossible to penetrate. The powerful hammer Mjolnir is forever clutched in his claw like hands and exudes an aura of thunderous destruction.


Loki is only marginally associated with the Aesir by this point. Despite being a Jotun and thus supposed to appear as an immense creature covered in thick, ice covered, white hair, he is a shapeless being. He appears as whatever he wishes and creeps throughout Midgard and beyond in a myriad of disguises. Loki requires constant stimulation with a lust for experience that rivals the Olympiad. He is responsible for all manner of horrific disasters, killing thousands through accidents that lead to cities collapsing into anarchy as people turn on one another. He has released monsters into the wild that still stalk the land and hunt innocents as they wish.


Freyja is one of the more preferred of the Aesir. The people in her realm can expect to have lives of prosperity in lands with rich crops, woodlands and high birth rates. However the people of Freyja's domain are also subjected to the often violent whims of their passionate ruler. Freyja appears as a tall and disturbingly lithe female humanoid. A ring of gold is fused to her neck, just below her chin, which shines with the light of the sun and blinds those who see it. Her back is coated in great black feathers that ruffle and writhe in a breeze of their own whilst a huge creature, covered in spines, fur, horns and tusks constantly remains in her presence. Freyja is just as bloodthirsty as the rest of the Aesir, seeking humans to either kill or rape depending on her mood.


Skadi is another Norse deity that doesn’t like to actually remain in her domains. She instead roams around the border regions and the wild areas of Midgard. In winter she is almost omnipresent throughout Midgard and is seen everywhere, sliding along the ground as an ethereal icy creature. She lives on to shed blood, seeking the most deadly prey to hunt, whether on or off the battlefields. She appears as a tall female humanoid with disturbingly pale blue skin and hair that appears like strands of ice. Her feet are fused with elongated sheaths of ice that allow her to slide along the ground at impossible speeds. A bow is constantly in her hands which she uses to fire supernatural arrows with unerring accuracy.


Heimdall, the gatekeeper of the Aesir, is one of the more reclusive Aesir and is rarely seen by mortals. He is the eyes and ears of the Norse pantheon and guards their borders on behalf of his liege lord Odin. Espousing the bloodlust of his kin, Heimdall instead focuses his passions on guarding the realm. He is alien in his desire to know everything that goes on in Midgard. He is shapeless and formless, existing in the shadows and winds around al beings. At times he can be seen, appearing as a being of metal who's skin is moulded into the shape of armour.


Tyr, like so many of his kin, is a bloodthirsty warrior, seeking combat endlessly. His regions are composed of barracks, foundries and fighting pits where warriors are trained and honed, many of them dying or being crippled in the process. All weapons produced in his realm have his rune carved onto them and many warriors from his realm will cover their bodies in tattoos and brands of his rune or even carve them into their flesh in order to gain his favour. Tyr also demands frequent sacrifice from his followers and is offered tributes of mead and the flesh of those who have died in his realm. Tyr himself has crafted his body into that of a perfect warrior. He appears as a tall and impossibly strong male humanoid however the only thing marring his inhuman perfection is his left hand which is missing, reduced to a stump and constantly bleeding out.


Other Aesir maintain their own realms but their power is less significant than the others. They too provide warriors for Odin but they often craft them in ways they deem appropriate or aesthetically pleasing. Baldr is a being that transfixes all other beings with his beauty and is invulnerable to nearly all forms of harm. Bragi indulges his people in constant revelry that never end, wasting people away through exhaustion.


Then there are the monsters. The dwarves have been shackled to their anvils, forced to churn out weapons formed of mystical metals that mortals cannot hope to even conceive let alone craft. Trolls have been broken and harnessed for war with armour strapped to them to make their stony hides all the more difficult to penetrate. Larger trolls will even have what are essentially metal castle turrets strapped to their backs and crewed by the bravest Midgardian warriors. The disturbing spawn of Fenrir and Jormungardr have also been chained and are frequently released on battlefields to savage their opponents. The most terrifying weapon in the Aesir's arsenal are the Einherjar. Odin and his eerie Valkyries have gathered their fallen warriors and turned them into undead creatures that feed only on blood and slaughter. When they are slain the Valkyries gather them once again, repair their weapons and armour and return them to battle. As proficient with their weapons as they were in life, the Einherjar are a terrifying sight to any of Midgard's opponents.


China received one the most bizarre arrivals. The arrival of the ancient gods of the Chinese people was comparatively calm as the emperors of the competing dynasties were struck down by Tian. The Jade Emperor rose up and broke the people of China with his presence. He presided over his new empire's fate, declaring that his word was law and that the world would now be subjected to his judgement by the will Tian. From there the most terrible empire on Earth was built.


China is a land of one god and innumerable gods at the same time. Though Tian is the supreme deity of the land the realm of All Under Heaven is subjected to the supreme authority of the Jade Emperor and his hyper-efficient autocracy. Life in All Under Heaven is regimented, oppressive, militant and incredibly well organised. Efficiency and obedience are the most common feature of All Under Heaven with the government managing everything down tot he smallest possible detail. The single largest bureaucracy in the world ensures that the will of the Jade Emperor is enforced. The government is labyrinthine and maddeningly complex. Countless departments manage every aspect of living in the empire, from the economy to the personal lives of the citizenry. Everything is scheduled and any deviation from the instructions is punished by the equally massive law enforcement forces of All Under Heaven.


Life for a citizen of All Under Heaven can be either boring or interesting, depending on the decree of the Jade Emperor. Everything about their lives is regulated, from the moment they are woken to the moment they go to sleep. Even the dreams they have will be manipulated if possible. Government agencies which are just as closely monitored are made to decide the peoples' decisions for them, directing every action they take in life. This has made All Under Heaven a plan of tightly knit order and harmony with planned cities, orderly farms and mines and specially designated areas for wildlife. There are no wild regions in All Under Heaven. Even the uninhabited areas are visited constantly to be organised. Trees are replanted so that they are spaced evenly, weeds are culled and animals are confined to specific areas. The punishments for deviation are both swift and harsh. Even if the criminal is unaware of what they have done they can expect the agents of the Jade Emperor to bear down on them without warning, slaughter them mercilessly and then leave them to be cleaned up by the designated public cleaners.


Since everything in All Under Heaven is regulated people can often expect everything to arrive on time. Meals are always the same but they are regular as is the pay people obtain for their work. At the same time the things they can spend their money on are strictly regulated as are the times they are expected t go shopping. Markets are orderly affairs with stalls in the same position, items displayed in the same fashions and customers arriving at regular intervals and buying the same predetermined items.


The Jade Emperor resides in the Forbidden City which now dominates the surrounding landscape and supports the army of officials and bureaucrats that assist in his management of All Under Heaven. The Jade Emperor is an immense figure, roughly in the shape of a stately and aristocratic male humanoid. His body is composed entirely of jade and gold and shines with an inner light that is both blinding and soothing. His entire body exudes authority that can cow anyone in his presence. His mind is an alien place that perceives things only in the manner in which he believes they must interact. Any deviation from the harmony he envisions is literally painful and the constant irritation of his perception of the world is infuriating.


The Jade Emperor is attended by countless minor deities that he forcibly keeps close in the Forbidden City. They preside over certain aspects of life in All Under Heaven and given responsibility for the concepts and duties they represent. Dragons move freely throughout All Under Heaven, dispensing gifts and death as they wish and always demanding respect and tribute. They have command over the waters of All Under Heaven and are the only ones who decide an aspect of life in All Under Heaven regardless of what the Jade Emperor demands. The Jiangshi, ancestors of the people of All Under Heaven roam the lands they once called home. These souls are subservient to the Jade Emperor in totality and torment their descendants with their Emperor's decrees. In death they enforce his will and inform his agents should there be any dissidence or deviance from his plans. At other times they are called upon to put down rebellion or fight his enemies. Countless minor creatures of Chinese mythology also roam the land at the Jade Emperor's behest. They too are his enforcers. Xiezhi are the finest informers and judges of All Under Heaven and bloodily gore those who consciously or unconsciously harbour disharmonious thoughts. Jiufeng are chained and then released in war to tear apart enemy forces, grabbing nine at a time with their numerous fanged beaks.


Despite the totality of the Jade Emperor's autocracy there are still forces of chaos that disregard his rule and attack his order from within his borders. The Four Fiends stalk the lands as intangible shadows, infesting the minds of the people of All Under Heaven and driving them to commit rebellion. In certain areas they have created absolute anarchy by infecting not only the human populace but the supernatural monstrosities that monitor them as well, prompting violent retribution and subjugation. The most disruptive influence in All Under Heaven is Sun Wukong, the Monkey King. He is a capricious trickster who enjoys nothing more than causing disorder. He appears to those who are able to see him like a grotesque humanoid being covered in hair. His body is built in an unnatural fashion that defies conventional mobility and has the ability to dissolve and rebuild itself into any shape and being though they always possess the monkey tail of the original body. Every one of his hairs is able to turn into a complete replica of the original and allows him to spread his chaos and cruel anarchy throughout All Under Heaven and beyond. At times he has saved All Under Heaven from invasion simply by blundering into the path of an invading army and deciding to have fun with the invaders.


The last of the greater kingdoms of the deities is the Kingdom of Heaven. The followers of the Abrahamic faiths were struck into incredulity by the arrival of countless pagan gods who overran their homelands and destroyed Rome, Constantinople and Mecca. However barely a few years after the other gods had arrived the light of God descended upon the survivors and offered them both punishment for their sins and salvation from damnation at the same time.


Yahweh's rule is contradictory and bizarre. His commandments form the basis for the Kingdom's government and through them the people of the Kingdom know with surety how they should live. However numerous interpretations still exist and at times it appears as if Yahweh advocates for these competing ideas of his word all at the same time. However there is one thing that all of the myriad followers of Yahweh understand. The finest way to serve god is through supplication and conquest. Yahweh does not care about the existence of the other pantheons but the idea of mortals worshipping them infuriates him in ways humans could never understand. Yahweh loves his children and he is their father. However he has also made it obvious that they must be punished should they be led astray and that it is the responsibility of his favoured children to show them the right path.


The Kingdom of Heaven may vary on what exactly is the word of god but there are some universal tenants. Subjugation to Yahweh's laws is expected and required. Religious devotion is taken to disturbing levels of zeal with armies of worshippers offering endless prayers and hymns in golden temples the size of cities. The Kingdom is incredibly cosmopolitan as they have conquered and settled places around the world, overrunning other regions with the bloodthirsty fanaticism of crusaders who know their god is literally watching over them and judging their devotion to his missions. The Kingdom has no true king though there are several kings, emperors and caliphs here and there. Instead the priests rule on behalf of Yahweh who is the father and true ruler of men. The clergy, no matter what interpretation they follow, are the actual rulers, subverting all other politicians whenever Yahweh sends them a decree.


Yahweh is a strange entity. Divided into three (or is he?) and yet still one being his alien mind is constantly shifting and changing between numerous personalities and temperaments. The people of the Kingdom of Heaven know without a doubt that he loves them because his essence (may be the Holy Spirit, may not) fills their bodies and minds at all times. However Yahweh is also wrathful, lashing out at both his followers and his enemies with all of his terrible power. With both the ruling priests and the essence of their god reminding them of their sins the people of the Kingdom of Heaven accept whatever punishment Yahweh gives them, understanding that no matter what they have done they must be at fault. Flagellants, preachers, zealots and inquisitors walk the Kingdom of Heaven freely, whipping the populaces they visit into frenzies of zeal. The armies of the Kingdom are constantly being filled by new crusaders and jihadists seeking to prove their devotion through righteous slaughter. A vast Inquisition as varied as the 'church' of the Kingdom also police the lands under Yahweh's sway, purging the wicked, hunting untamed abominations and assisting missionaries in their conversion of recently conquered heathens.


Yahweh himself has many forms but unlike the other gods he does not maintain a permanent physical presence. Instead he lives within the souls of his followers, growing stronger with every new convert. Those who witness his form see a great bush or tree, reaching high into the heavens that is wreathed in blue flames that flare and ebb as Yahweh speaks in a voice that penetrates the very essence and soul of the listener. At other times he takes the form of an old man of alternating or indeterminate race that is wrapped in a white robe. However the presence of this figure is still immense and cows whoever he visits. When he is wrathful the bush will disappear from his incarnate form but the fire will remain, transforming into the Blade of Heaven, a great pillar of fire and light that turns those it touches into unnatural salt and ash that cannot be broken apart, eroded or dissolved.


Gods power manifests in a variety of ways. His wrath is immensely powerful and cruel, subjecting people to fire from the heavens, plagues, pillars of salt and armies of vengeful angels. At other times his power simply protects people, heals his followers and drives off enemies with his divine grace. Thus the armies of the Kingdom of Heaven with have alternating support with soldiers being shielded from harm by the power of Yahweh only for it suddenly be dropped as great tongues of flame descend upon the battlefield and are followed by swarms of locusts, storms of burning hail and legions of blazing angelic warriors.


Other lesser pantheons and deities also spread their power across the world. Many of them have been destroyed or subjugated by stronger entities but others have managed to not only survive but thrive. The victims for the most part have been those in the less populated regions where fewer followers left them weaker.


The Celtic mythology were horribly truncated and were driven from the lands they had resurrected in. With the British Isles lost to them they fled to their old homelands on the continent. There they found themselves assailed by the Christians they had fled as well as the Aesir, the Olympiad and even the Egyptian pantheon for a while. The Dagda is the leading presence in the few territories they have been able to hold onto. He is an immense giant of muscle and flesh with a swollen deformed arm sheathed in unbreakable bone. The Morrigan on the other hand has espoused a human form and instead flies over battlefield as a bird-like figure composed of shadows as sharp as steel that tear enemies apart. At other times she looks like a wolf of equal savagery and ethereal appearance. Epona has also survived and rides over the land, fused with her horse in a disgusting combination of rider and mount, causing every living thing she passes over to swell and burst as they disgorge swarms of squirming spawn. Giant and cannibalistic Fomorians and gracefully predatory Tuatha de Danann have been enslaved to serve the Celtic gods and take their sadistic despair out on those they fight. However the Wild Hunt is about to commence and will soon cut a swathe through Europe that will leave nothing but destruction and death in its wake.


The Aztecs like all Amerindian pantheons suffered losses when the gods of Europe extended their reaches over the Atlantic. However as they had one of the more advanced indigenous civilizations, the Aztecs did a better job of holding off the colonial powers. The Aztec deities are bloodthirsty monsters, demanding constant sacrifice from their followers. They feed daily to increase their powers so that they can one day rise up and defeat their foreign enemies. Quetzalcoatl has taken command of the Aztec Pantheon. His wisdom and intelligence have made him a terrifying strategist who has defied the armies of the Kingdom of Heaven through brutality and tactical brilliance. He resides in a massive pyramid, in a pit where victims are thrown to him. The great feathered wyrm that is his physical form will then shout decrees and commands from the depths of this pit to the armies of scribes that transcribe them and send them out to the other surviving cities. Other major gods include the savage and bloodthirsty Xipe-Totec who appears as a flayed giant, dripping with blood and with the heads of his victims sewn into his exposed musculature. Tlazolteotl often wanders the border regions between her lands and the Kingdom of Heaven, inciting the people to sin so that they inevitably end up punished by Yahweh for their transgressions. Slimy and water-logged ahuizotl can be found swimming the waters of the remaining Aztec lands, attacking intruders with their teeth and the primitive weapons that are chained to their hands and tails. In especially desperate times the beaten, chained and mutilated Quinametzin are unleashed to take out their grief and anger on the Aztecs' enemies.


The Inca people suffered as all Amerindians did and thus their gods faltered as well. However the organisational skills of the Incas and the rugged terrain of their empire allowed them to rally with the powers of their reduced deities. Into presides over the remnants of the Inca. He is a living ball of light, fire, radiation and molten gold, all of which flows over one another in a series of blasphemous patterns. He receives sacrifices in the form of children who are clubbed to death annually in order to feed his power. Countless insubstantial Apu exist within the Inca remnants. These entities may not manifest in a noticeable presence but the mountains of the Inca lands have been see to move and intruders and invaders have often disappeared in their peaks. The indescribably terrifying form of Supay also stalks the Inca lands, receiving sacrifice in return for leaving settlements alone. Of course this will occasionally fail to stop his rampages that often leaving nothing but gore and destruction in their wake.


India is a mess of feuding states, each one ruled over by an individual god. However there are some overarching deities who have managed to establish some kind of hegemony. Shiva is the most obvious. This foul ashen giant wanders across the subcontinent with a twisted trident in one hand and the skull of Brahma fused to another. His head appears human until it reaches the crown where it warps into a crescent shape that stabs at the sky. Underneath this obscene crest is a third unblinking eye that covers his forehead. Vishnu appears as a sickly blue giant with four arms that are all tipped by probosci that take the fleshy approximations of a mace, conch shell, discus and lotus on each arm respectively. Slime coated Naga squirm up from the wetlands and waterways to drag unsuspecting victims down into the water. Yaksha sadistically manipulate the very environment around them to torture and torment those who intrude on their lands. Blessed Daevas can be found wandering the countryside, driven by the supernatural forces that possess them to obey the whims of the gods. Foul and anger filled Asuras are the most terrible creatures on the battlefield as they are compelled by the pantheons that have enslaved them to commit unspeakable atrocities on those the Hindu pantheon consider their enemies.


Countless truncated deities from the Middle East have crawled their way from Mesopotamia and other lands. They war with one another and the surrounding deities for the scraps of land that have been left by the destruction. Fiery Anu and his star-spawn warriors are the most powerful and have craved an empire along the Tigris and Euphrates. The golden, ever twisting and reshaping form of Verethragna dominates Persia, having finally subjugated Mithras and even Ahura Mazda. His lands have been turned into a giant military camp in preparation for the war that will never end for even if he faces an opponent stronger then he is he will simply drag out the fight in order to ensure he will not lose. Allah descended upon Arabia but he was not the deity the people remembered. Instead he turned out to be the incarnation of the ancient god, the supreme deity from before Islam and then went on to subjugate the people of the peninsula.


Other deities and entities haunt the world, warring with one another whilst subjecting those unfortunate enough to be under their sway to their horrific and monomaniacal rule. Others have been beaten by stronger deities and reduced to slaves, especially now that the age of colonialism has seen the world largely divided between several major powers.


The gods do not look that kindly on technological advancement, viewing it as an intrusion on their own domains, and therefore like to keep their slaves ignorant. Technology has still not reached the gunpowder age and literacy is very rare outside of the aristocracy, priestly classes and the residents of the domains of certain gods. Knights and similar specialised heavily armed warriors rule the battlefields of the world, supported by great armies of poorly equipped peasant levies or professional soldiers in a few cases. A printing press of sorts has been developed in the Kingdom of Heaven that has made printing the scriptures much easier. Some people in the other lands have also adopted them in order to reproduce grimoires and other supernatural texts. Gods associated with crafting usually nurture some creativity in order to expand their foundries and produce more weapons for their war efforts. However the combination of magic and tools are increasingly common and certain powerful but temperamental devices have been made. Blessed or cursed weapons, armour and other items are also common.


Magic, sorcery and enchantment in some fashion are commonplace. The supernatural powers of the gods and the many creatures they have brought to the world have been passed down to certain mortals in some fashion or another. These powers are not natural and certainly not healthy. Wizards, witches and sorcerers are insane or sickly individuals that wield more power than their bodies can safely contain. They are both revered and ostracised as their abilities make them feared by others but their inherent madness leads to them being isolated.


The gods may have returned but other things are starting to stir as well after centuries straining against their bonds. In the empty realm where the gods had slept are other things. Ancient things. Chained, beaten and tortured, the many enemies of the gods have been struggling to escape the moment they realised their jailers had left. The many opponents, the giants, the demons, the titans, the myriad foul evils of the world are all preparing for their restraints to finally break. The Pit will open, the final battle will begin and the world as it has always been known will end.

9. The Lord Of The Rings: In Place Of A Dark Lord

A Lord of the Rings AU. This will follow the canon of the films and use material from the Games Workshop Battle Games in Middle Earth to fill in any gaps.

In this world Galadriel failed her test and accepted the One Ring from Frodo. Almost instantly it began to work it's influence, corrupting her mind and body with a craving for power. The Ring of Adamant was overcome by the One Ring but it turn had a strange influence wrought upon it. Galadriel was almost instantaneously reborn as a twisted and dark creature who immediately began to work her foul powers on the world around her.

The Fellowship's quest was ended as Queen Galadriel forbade them to leave. Her influence seeped into their minds, dulling their senses and instilling a sense of euphoria and complacency. Many of them fought but eventually they all fell to her vast power.

The first signs that things were wrong was the dimming of the Golden Woods of Lothlorien. Dense and hostile mists descended on the forest and shrouded it in shadows and twilight. Ghostly lights began to move through the fog that now covers Lothlorien. The forests and the mists start to spread further, reaching out to the borders of the Misty Mountains, the Anduin River and finally into Mirkwood and Fangorn Forest. These other great forests are warped and twisted by the dread power spreading out from Caras Galadhon. In a matter of months the forests fall to the dread influence of Lothlorien's shadow. When Isengard begins to cut down the trees of Fangorn Forest to fuel their industries the trees and hordes of cruel shadowy figures overrun the fortress and obliterate everything but the tower of Orthanc, the forest spreading in the wake of the devastation.

Sauron begins his war and unleashes his armies upon Middle Earth. His opponents strongholds are all overrun as the overstretched armies of the Free Peoples are defeated one after another. Minas Tirith is taken after a day long assault that leaves Gondor open to assault by both land and sea. Rohan is devastated by armies marching up through Anorien and down from Rhovanion. Hordes of Orcs and Goblins from the Misty Mountains and Angmar attack the various cultures of Eriador and conquer them whilst Dale, Esgaroth and the people of Rhovanion are conquered by the vast armies of Rhun and Khand.

By the beginning of the Fourth Age all of Middle Earth is ruled by Sauron and his allies and thralls. The remaining elves either flee over the sea to the west or are ensnared by the darkness coming from the Great Forest. Erebor and the other Dwarven colonies seals their gates and close themselves from the world. The world still sees some light from the sun but the new truth of Arda is that Sauron is now the lord of the Earth.

However he still does not have his ring.

By the Year 20 of the Fourth Age, Middle Earth may be under the technical rule of Sauron in some manner but there is one area that defies him completely. The immense forest of Eryn Duath sprawls over the centre of Middle Earth. The immense silvery and dark trees of the forest stretch unbroken from Esgaroth to the River Isen.

Eryn Duath is a vast and shadowy realm of twisted trees that grow to immense and ridiculous sizes. Great twisted creepers and poisonous fungi grow over the trees and coat the canopy of the forest in a sodden carpet of vegetation. Oppressive mists fill the entire forest, further dimming the little light that does penetrate the canopy. These thick mists and fog seem to move consciously to caress everything around them. On the forest's edge the mists reach out as if they are trying to escape the confines of the trees and escape into the outside world. Within the boundaries of the forest the mists are much more aggressive, rolling over and grasping at everything it can reach. Those who serve Queen Galadriel are able to walk through this blanket of fog but those who do not serve her are pushed this way and that by the mists that guard the realm.

The Elves of Eryn Duath are barely recognisable to the eldar they were long ago. The Dark Elves that serve Galadriel are slender and twisted creatures. Though they are humanoid and graceful their resemblance to other elves ends there. Their features are cruel and sharp and only ever bear expressions of arrogance and insanity. Their skin is deathly pale, their eyes are a sickly yellow and their hair is unkempt. Any beauty they still possess is warped and twisted by the darkness that is barely suppressed under their skin. They still wear the armour of the Galadhrim but now it is covered in moss and rot and is browned by corruption. Even then their armour and weapons are as sturdy and strong as they were before the rise of Eryn Duath. Their elven cloaks cover them in their forest dominion and allow them to sneak up on any foe, unleashing arrows from the shadows and mists that strike their enemies with unerring accuracy before they disappear back into the darkness.

The cities of Eryn Duath are hidden from site. They are built into the tall trees at the heart of the woodland and are just as covered in vines, creepers and other rot that can be found on every other tree. However certain trees exude smoke. Here are the foundries where the weapons of the Dark Elves are forged.

The Dark Elves are terrifying enough but they are actually not the most sinister creatures under Eryn Duath's dominion. When Fangorn Forest was absorbed by the immense and ravenous forest of Eryn Duath a great change came over the great forest. The Ents tried to oppose the monstrous ruler of Eryn Duath and were exterminated for their defiance. However the Huorns were easier to quell and the soon the sentience of these trees spread throughout the great forest. The Huorns now come in several twisted varieties but all of them are savage abominations that assault any intruders under the canopy or on the borders of the forest. Smaller ones have also appeared in recent years and can move the detritus of the forest floor, turning them into foul humanoid monstrosities that assault Eryn Duath's enemies with animal-like savagery. Others are formed from the sod and rotten materials that coat the trees. These creatures are poisonous and spread spores and particles of their venomous bodies through the air to kill their foes.

There are also those strange creatures that appear to born from both Elves and the corrupted Huorns of Eryn Duath. These foul abominations appear humanoid at a distance but once a person gets closer their true appearance becomes much more obvious. Their skin is made of gnarled bark and their hair is filled with twigs and detritus. Their eyes are empty sockets with wispish lights hidden inside. Wooden claws sharper than steel allow these creatures to tear enemies apart with animal fury. They will often roam alongside the armies of Eryn Duath, tearing into the flanks of their enemies and feasting on the their flesh.

Though he may not have his ring, Sauron still has dominion over the rest of Middle Earth. Even his grips on power elsewhere can appear thin his actual demesne of Mordor is still immense and powerful.

Mordor is a land of perpetual darkness or gloom, stretching from Khand to Anorien. These are merely the lands that Sauron claims direct control over but they still provide him with great strength on their own. Mordor is eternally militarised and industrialised with immense foundries and mines dotting Morannon, Udun and Gorgoroth. These huge industrial centres churn out new weapons to equip the vast Orc and Troll armies of Mordor. These lands are constantly shrouded by thick black clouds of darkness that spew out of the volcano of Orodruin. The southern portion of Mordor itself, Nurnen, still receives dimmed sunlight and continues to do what it has done for centuries. Endless industrial farms, fed by irrigated waters from the freshwater Sea of Nurnen, provide food for Mordor's population. The slaves that Sauron takes often end up here where they toil away to tend and gather the surprisingly bountiful harvests. The more recently acquired western lands also receive sunlight though the shadow of Orodruin does reach to Minas Tirith now.

Most of the population of Mordor are Orcs. They are the backbone of Mordor's armies and are armed with miss-matched but sturdy weapons. Whilst armour is almost uniform the weapons the Orcs craft are almost always different, a feature that has as many disadvantages as it does advantages. Though most Orc settlements are easily collapsible encampments built around the industrial centres there several permanent fortresses. Barad Dur is the immense capital of Mordor. This great tower of cursed iron and stone reaches high into the sky and almost penetrates the layer of smog that covers Gorgoroth. At the tip of this great tower is an iron crown of prongs that house the fiery eye of Sauron. From the peak of his castle the dread Eye sees everything and it is from here the he issues decrees and demands. Minas Morgul is the second largest fortress of Mordor and is a disturbing structure wreathed in eerie sorceries. Though some signs of its ancient Gondorian ancestry remain, the city stands as an obvious symbol of the corruption that Sauron seeks to drown the lands of Middle Earth in. Minas Tirith is a fraction of the great city it once was but it has been rebuilt and refortified in order to serve Sauron as a bulwark in the west.

There are Men in Mordor besides slaves. Black Numenorians also call these lands home. These corrupted men whilst rare are one of the elite forces in Sauron's arsenal. These heavily armed warriors ride into battle on the backs of the huge black horses that the Orcs stole from the people of Rohan centuries ago. Their numbers have increased in the past generation as they have been settled in and around Minas Tirith and have been given many slave women as wives and concubines to bear their children. Like their surviving pure brethren they have extended life spans and many of the elder Black Numenorian knights have decades of experience to hone their skills. The Black Numenorian known only as the Mouth of Sauron is still the herald of the Dark Lord and is a dreaded sight in both Mordor and the lands around it.

The Haradrim were given what they were promised by Sauron and have inherited much of the rest of Gondor. Though the northern lands around the White Mountains continue to resist and harbour countless rebels the coastal ad low lying areas have been flooded by colonists and soldiers. The city of Umbar now rules over an empire that stretches over the coasts of Harad and Harandor and then reaches over the Anduin and all the way to Andrast in the far west.

Umbar is still a city of phenomenal wealth through both trade and piracy. Their fleets of corsairs have been expanded thanks to the recruitment of countless desperate Gondorians. The infamous corsairs now rove back and forth across the seas of Middle Earth, indiscriminately raiding settlements and carrying away loot and prisoners to be bartered or sold in the slavers markets of Umbar and other major settlements. The city of Dol Amroth is the second greatest city in Umbar's empire and has been repaired as the almost impregnable fortress it has always been. The cities of the Umbar Empire are diverse places where people and goods from across Middle Earth mingle, even if they don't do so voluntarily. Though servants of Sauron Umbar has been acting in an increasingly independent fashion. They no longer need Sauron's assistance in fighting the rebels and they now prefer to grow wealthy on trade and slavery rather than fight the Dark Lord's wars in distant and unwelcoming lands.

The rest of Harad is supposed to be under Umbar's sway but the various petty states have largely declared their independence. The desolate land of Harandor has been left to its own devices and is quietly building what strength it can for an assault on the richer lands around it. Their first target will be the more fertile coastal regions that Umbar stole from them. Though the lords of Umbar were wise enough to assassinate Suladan, the Serpent King had made himself incredibly popular through his exploits in the War of the Ring. His legacy lives on in a dozen claimants to his title that all war with one another for the title of Serpent King. Umbar encourages this infighting for it prevents any one king from growing powerful enough to challenge them for the Haradrim still outnumber them and they know the threat a new Great Army of Harad could present.

The people of Rhun have flooded into Rhovanion and established new settlements in the rich and fertile lands to the west of their homeland. Still eager to serve Sauron they continue to provide him with contingents of their famed and feared soldiers to fight in his wars. The Rhovanions have largely been displaced by colonists both nomadic and sedentary and many of the old cities and settlements of the land are now filled with the fair skinned and slanted eyed people of the east than the fair haired and round eyed people who lived there before. The sloped and somewhat blade-like architecture of Rhun has replaced the thatched roofs and equine carvings of the Rhovanion people.

Rhun' armies are some of the finest in the land and the loke-khans are more than happy to test them whether it is against one another in the endless inter-tribal feuds or against one of the many foes of the Rhunish people. The distinctive bronze and gold scale armour of Rhun is now a feared sight throughout the north and east. Their kataphracts are also renowned as the deadliest knights in the lands of men and their devastating charges have been known to completely end battles with one heavy blow. The Variags of Khand also continue to sell the services of their warriors to whoever is willing to pay them. The dreaded wainriders of Rhun and Khand now thunder over the plains of Rhovanion as freely as they do in their homelands. As they border the dreaded woods of Eryn Duath the armies of the Easterlings are tested regularly. This has forced the alchemists and petty sorcerers of the east to develop a variety of new weapons for their loke-khans to use against the fell trees. Dragon devices, huge engines that spit alchemical fire, can now be found in the arsenals of many loke-khans and are used frequently to try to cull the growth of the forest alon with a variety of other substances and devices. These weapons are as likely to fail as they are to succeed, whether it is through malfunction or the sorcery of the dark elves.

Rohan and Dunland are a mess of petty states that have all been subjugated for Rohan. Orcs from the Misty Mountains and Uruk-hai who fled Isengard have also settled in these lands but very few inhabitants truly swear fealty to Sauron anymore.

When Isengard was overrun by the corrupted forest of Eyrn Duath Saruman was forced to flee. He took what servants and devices he could and fled to the neighbouring lands. However his ambitions were cut short by Sauron's victory. Knowing he was unlikely to be trusted by the Dark Lord now he instead focused on a new strategy. He sent followers out through the lands and promised toe things, progress and freedom from Sauron. These heralds provided both a message and a symbol for the people of Dunland and Rohan and thus was born the Cult of the White Hand.

The Cult is both open and secretive. It maintains several hidden strongholds and fortresses but the majority of its members are hidden from plain view and conduct ceremonies in secret. There is no distinction between Man or Orc as all now work for the betterment of Saruman and his vision for the future. Though there are rituals and sorceries that the Cult employs the greatest strength of the Cult is their science. Alchemists, hedge-wizards and lesser warlocks all gather under the White Hand and tinker with concoctions and machinery. The strongholds of the Cult are industrial powerhouses where weapons and products are churned out at a rate unseen by all but the denizens of Mordor. Orcs and Men labour in these foundries to provide new weapons and machines for the armed forces of the White Hand who are just as devoted to combat as they are to creating.

The masters of the branches of the Cult all answer to Saruman who now disguises himself and moves between the centres of Cult activity. His voice has a hypnotic quality that sways greater numbers of supporters to his side and his genius allows him to coerce and manipulate others into making the moves he desires or finds most advantageous.

The armies of the Cult of the White Hand are primarily made up of Men and Orcs armed and armoured with the signature heavy armour of Isengard. Others are equipped with lighter variants and assigned the duties of outriders and scouts. The cavalry are now provided by the Rohirrim who have managed to adapt their tactics to the heavy armour of the Cult. Complex concoctions and machinery can also be found in the White Hand's arsenal including a variety of steam powered devices that can roll across the battlefield under their own power, unleashing all manner of death from within their metallic shells. The black powder that Saruman developed has been applied in a variety of methods, from bombs and grenades to several kinds of cannon. The new hand-cannon is an especially deadly weapon but it is so heavy and unwieldy that only the strongest of Uruk Hai can wield it.

Angmar is once again under the rule of the Witch King and has returned to being a land of despair and decay. His kingdom now extends into Eriador and he has kept himself busy by populating the land, enslaving the locals and building the areas industrial capacity on Sauron's behalf. Great mills and foundries cover the land and churn out supplies and equipments for the armies of Mordor and its allies. The Shire and other fertile lands are now immense industrial slave farms where thousands of Men, Orcs and Hobbits till the land under the watch of cruel foremen. The old settlements have been torn down and replaced by dread fortresses and garrisons that loom over the surrounding landscape like figures of dread. Some new cities have been built by the Orcs and wretched men of Angmar and like the fortresses they support they are twisted constructs built in the macabre style of Minas Morgul.

The dead rest uneasily in Angmar. Aside from the undead creatures that regularly haunt the North these days he Witch King has now made a habit of bringing useful opponents and especially talented servants under his domination by cursing them. Stabbed by Morgul blades these unfortunates have been turned into lesser wraiths that are tied to the Witch King and the other Nazgul. They are his agents who forever roam Angmar, acting as his eyes and ears. They are drawn to sites of death and despair but they can be directed by the strong will of their master. Where they go the chill of death follows them and wraps around the living, as if it is seeking the warmth of their beating hearts.

Around the world the dead rise from their graves. The greatest concentrations can be found in places of ill repute where the dead were already restless and prone to preying upon the living.

Dunharrow is as much a haven for Men as it is a beacon of dread. Though many people of Gondor, Rohan and other places have been forced to flee there by the cruel rulers of their old lands they are wary of the deeper mountains. In recent years the dead of Dunharrow have been active. Though they never realised it a part of knew that somewhere in the world an heir of Isildur survived, hidden from the world and from them. However now that part of their being can also feel he is lost. If he remains out of their reach then their oaths will never be fulfilled. The spirit of every man, woman and child of the long dead civilization of Dunharrow is in anguish. In recent years ghostly bands have been seen roving far from the mountain pass, accosting those who seek to travel past their home and slaying those they believe are unworthy of passing by.

The marshes of Dagorlad are expanding yet again. Though the roads to and from the Morannon remain clear the wetlands and swamps are extending north and west of where they once were. At times the marshes seem to move in an instant, engulfing areas that were once clear. Already many armies and travellers have awoken one morning to find themselves trapped within swamps that were not there when they went to sleep the night before. Those who are trapped disappear never to be found again. Only the boatmen who travel down the Anduin (the Easterlings have an elevator and relay system to carry cargo down the Rauros) are able to safely travel by the Dead Marches for the fell powers of the waters do not seem to extend into the river. However those who do travel the rivers waters see countless ghostly lights floating on the waters surface. On some nights certain unlucky souls will also see the rotting bodies of Men, Elves and Orcs roaming the waters edge, fighting ancient battles long since forgotten by the world. Should these corpses see these unfortunates they will try to reach for them and all too often the poor soul will reach out to them in turn. Many are never seen again for the cursed waters' call is almost undeniable.

The ancient ruined Anorian kingdom of Cardolan, now known to the Orcs of Angmar as Uzgflagidush, has been haunted for centuries but the triumph of the darkness and the return of the Witch King has galvanised the dead. Spirits and corpses alike have risen from their grave to roam the land around their graves. Dread barrow wights stalk the living, feasting on their lives and souls in a vain attempt to gain a glimmer of physical sensation. The bodies of Men, Orcs, Wargs and even Trolls are animated by whatever fell energy saturates the land and they to form terrible bands of wandering cadavers that are hungry for the flesh of the living. These lands are the haunt of warlocks and necromancers that have gained new power in these dark days and command the dead of Cardolan to attack the lands of the living for their own ambitions. The most striking feature of the dead of Cardolan are the victims of the Great Plague of 1636. whatever sorcery sustains them has also returned their diseases to life and spread it to the other carcasses that surround them. The dead armies of Cardolan are now always accompanied by plague carriers that spread their sickness wherever they roam. Plague cauldrons and other foul contraptions also aid in delivering sickness and poisoning the land as part of the great campaign to engulf the world in living death and suffering.

Though they have not yet fallen to darkness the Dwarves have fallen to despair. With the lands of his allies overrun and the world around him forsaken King Dain sealed the gates of his kingdom and reinforced the already impregnable fortress of Erebor, ensuring it would never be opened by an outsiders hands. Only the Dwarven colonies in the Iron Hills were welcomed into his hold. Still reliant on the surface for food Dain reorganised his entire kingdom to allow them to survive in safety and prosperity. His people slaved away alongside him to craft a fortified kingdom, isolated form the world at large.

The new Dwarven kingdom is a series of breathtakingly large fortress cities connected by an underground network of roads that stretches for miles in an intricate system of beautifully carved caves and tunnels. Vast mines delve deep into the earth, uncovering riches unseen by any other race. Mighty armies of proud Dwarves clad in thick armour and armed with heavy axes and sharp pikes defend their realm from Goblin and other subterranean creatures. The people of Erebor bask in their wealth and continue to mine the metals and craft them in massive forges that are fuelled by coal drawn from similar mines. Exquisitely detailed carvings and great statues coated in gold and jewels decorate the Dwarven realm and fill its people with pride. At the centre of the great kingdom lies the Arkenstone, the king's jewel, that remains the heritage of their people and the symbol of their wealth, skill and birthright.

Small surface settlements are maintained in the Iron Hills. These fortified towns are responsible for the farms and pastures that feed the ravenous kingdom beneath them. Though considered a liability by many the farms are still a necessity. Brave Dwarves and those Dale and Lakemen that could be saved before Dain sealed his gates till these farms and tend the herds on behalf of the king who grants them sanctuary in their time of need. Should an enemy be spotted the fields are abandoned, the herds are driven indoors and the people shut their gates tight, waiting for the threat to pass.

However the Dwarves have not remembered the mistakes of their past. In search for wealth they are delving deeper than any of their kin have ever gone before. Something fester in the heart of Middle Earth, something unseen by all but the Eye of Sauron. Though it lies deep underground the Dwarves creep ever closer to its resting place and one day soon it may be awoken to bathe the second great Dwarven realm in shadow and flame.

In a world overrun by darkness and corruption their is only one who is truly fighting back. Though Gandalf the Grey' death at the hands of the Balrog within Moria was a terrible blow to the Fellowship it saved him from their fate. Reborn as Gandalf the White he now struggles to return the world to some semblance of good and righteousness. However his task has proven taxing and the struggle has almost driven him mad. There are no more good people to call upon and so he has resigned himself to more questionable methods. With the Balrog of Moria dead the Goblins of the Misty Mountains no longer have a ruler. Gandalf now stands before the eastern door of Moria, looking over the fell forests of Eryn Duath and readies himself for a new journey, deep beneath the earth. There he will meet with the foul Orcs of the Misty Mountains and there he will forge an army.

10. The Lord Of The Rings: The Warhammer Falls

It began with the first fall of the Dark Lord Sauron. For many years the rogue Maiar had rampaged over the lands of Middle Earth. With the Rings of Power, his strength was unquestioned, his armies were unstoppable and his rule was extensive. The Free Peoples of Middle Earth shrank in strength and numbers as his countless thralls and followers cut their swathe of destruction across the land and subjugated all who stood before them.

However, there were some who resisted.

At the closing of the Second Age of the Sun, in the year 3430, a Last Alliance of Men and Elves rallied against the armies of Mordor and fought a great and terrible battle against the followers of Sauron.

At the Battle of Dagorlad, in 3434, his armies were broken and his stronghold of Barad-dur was laid siege. Finally in 3441 the final battle was fought and the One Ring, the mightiest of the Rings of Power, was cut from his finger. The grievous wound and the loss of the Ring undid Sauron's physical form, releasing a great wave of power as his spirit was unleashed.

Far away, in a plane beyond the understanding of all but the most ancient of beings, where even Eru-Iluvatar's power did not truly reach, a great turbulence was felt with the destruction of Sauron's body. Power swept over the unruly realm, where stability and reason did not exist, like a Beacon. Four terrible beings felt the power and followed it to a weak point in the walls between the realms. Probing it, the wall tore apart, releasing the chaotic energies of their realm into the world beyond.

In the first Year of the Third Age of the Sun, the points over both poles of the world of Arda exploded outwards in a terrible catastrophe. Two great holes in the veil of reality were torn open, releasing corrupting energy throughout the world. Thousands of men were struck down by insanity, countless others collapsed as horrible mutations warped their bodies and broke their minds. Across the world, every living being felt the foul energy wash over them and trembled in fear.

Fed by the magic, monstrous Daemons of Chaos flooded out of the two great rifts in the world or tore more through which their armies marched. Already stricken by the devastation of the wars against Sauron, the many races of Middle Earth reeled as the ferocious Daemons and the countless forlorn souls that had been mutated or corrupted by Chaos assailed them in endless hordes. Great and terrible battles were fought were Free Peoples, servants of Melkor and minions of Chaos alike died but the Daemons, who were immortal and fed by the magic of the Gates, always returned.

Soon it was apparent that unless a miracle happened, the world would simply be overrun by the endless hordes of the invaders.

The vast rift in reality was so great that it had even been felt in the Timeless Halls where the children of Eru -Iluvatar dwelt. After the War of Wrath, the Valar had decided to never again involve in the ways of the world as they had in that terrible conflict but they all knew that if they did not intervene directly once more the world they had crafted and defended would be completely destroyed. Drawing upon their power, and with the blessing of Eru-Iluvatar, they pushed against the rifts.

With great effort, they stemmed the flow of magic and forced the excess back into the rift, placing a barrier around it so that it would not flow as freely over the world. Unfortunately the chaotic energy of the rifts could not be controlled so easily. It continued to escape the rift but not as it once did. Starved of the energy they needed, the Daemons dissipated and the mutations happened with less frequently and severity.

However the damage had been done.

The Year is 3018 of the Third Age of the Sun. the corrupting powers of Chaos have been a force in the world for several millennia now and the people of Arda have struggled to adapt. War, madness and mutation are constants of the world now and the races of Arda have been forced to endure. It is an age of endless strife, of good, evil and worse. It is an age of growing shadows where all await destruction and hear the laughter of cruel gods. Above all, it is an age of war.

Chaos has had a huge impact on Arda and Middle Earth in particular. The entire land north of the Forodwaith is saturated in the corrupting influence of the Dark Gods. Here the minions of Chaos thrive, whether their human, Beastman or other mutated beasts. Here dark tribes of blasphemous warriors and mutants have emerged that bolster the numbers of the Chaos Gods' armies and serve as their champions in the mortal world. Even the Dragons that once survived in this realm have either fallen to Chaos or been forced to flee to safer lands.

It is common for the tribesmen of these lands and the Warriors that emerge either from amongst their ranks or the lands to the south to form armies. These great forces will often be united only by the force of will of the strongest amongst their number and it is common for them to dissolve should their champion fall. Other times the leadership will be replaced through ritual combat. These warbands are formidable enough but they can often enslave the mutated versions of Trolls, Ogres and Wargs to serve as beasts of war along with the more unspeakably warped beasts that have been forced to live in the far north.

Marauders and reavers descend from the north constantly, raiding and pillaging with impunity. This has incurred regular retribution with expeditions of Men, Elves and Dwarves going north to destroy and kill as many tribesmen as they can before they are forced to return.

Every forest except Lothlorien and those that surround Imladris are infested with Beastmen to some degree. The warping powers of Chaos have twisted many things and the most common are those that combine the features of men and animals. The vast herds of Gors and Ungors are a persistent threat to those who live in or near the woods and often leave entire areas wild and bereft of human life as they ravage and despoil any sign of civilized life they can find. More terrible beats like Minotaurs, Cygors, Ghorgons, Preytons and Jabberslythes also call the woods that Beastmen concentrate in home and can be called to support a warherd if they're lucky enough to keep their attention. Since the beginning of the Third Age, most woods have become the haunt of the mutants that flee the civilized lands though the Beastmen despise those creatures as much as their former human brethren do.

Due to the Barrier of the Valar, the mystical vortex that keeps the powers of Chaos from truly washing over the world, Daemons struggle to manifest in the mortal world. It takes a lot of magical power to summon Daemons but when they can be called they are devastatingly powerful, shattering armies, butchering entire lands and warping the land around them. Countless cults infest the world, seeking to undermine the rest of Middle Earth in return for power and blessings. Through them many Daemon incursions have threatened lands and fortresses that seemed secure and far away from the front-lines.

Every few centuries a champion will emerge from amongst the followers of Chaos who will be blessed by all the gods and wield greater power than any other mortal slave of the Dark Gods. They will rally most if not all the tribes of the north and even the Beastmen of the woods into a massive horde. Though they will likely still receive challenges this Everchosen will have the begrudging support of all followers of Chaos and lead them in great campaigns of slaughter and anarchy that ravage the world. Only when they are slain will these armies fall apart, sparing the world from destruction.

Arrayed against them are the remaining inhabitants of Middle Earth.

Arnor is the first bulwark against the forces of Chaos and Darkness. He northern kingdom of the Dunedain has managed to weather the worst of the minions of both Sauron and Chaos and their people have grown strong because of it. Vast and disciplined armies supported by taught mages and the more benign creatures that Chaos has spawned (Demi-gryph knights are infamous), Arnor has stood the test of time.

Still Arnor struggles. They are beset on all sides by enemies. To their immediate north is Angmar which still sends armies against them whilst beyond that are the horrors of Forodwaith and the Chaos Wastes. Beastmen infest their forests, destroying vulnerable settlements, disrupting trade and the movement of armies and occasionally launching invasions into the surrounding area. The taint of Chaos is everywhere as cultists, degenerates and lunatics erect blasphemous idols that attract the attention of the Dark Gods. To the east, in the ruins of Rhudaur, lurk the Lichelords and their necromantic incursions as well as the Goblin, Warg and Troll warbands that descend from the Misty Mountains. Even to the south the clans and petty kingdoms of Enedwaith launch retributive assaults on the southern marches of Arnor.

Arnor has also found itself host to the Hobbits. The four farthings of the Shire, which were granted to these short but hardy creatures by an overly generous and foolish king, have been a rather pleasant part of the kingdom. However they too must answer the call to war and it is not uncommon to see Hobbit soldiers in the army.

Gondor to the south does not suffer from Chaos like their northern kin but they are the first defence against the forces of Mordor and Harad. Having not had to defend themselves as desperately as Arnor, Gondor is slightly less damaged but they too have been forced to adapt to a life of constant warfare.

Gondor was the first human to harness the magic that stems from Chaos and still maintain the disciplines that they developed. From them they have crafted many magical weapons that focus the magical powers of the Gondorian mages to greater effect. Their coasts are guarded by a powerful fleet and the northern provinces of Calenardhon provide expert cavalrymen to patrol the borders. The Knights of Dol Amroth, who still have the blood of Elves flowing through their veins, are the mightiest warriors in the kingdom, helping guard their lands from the encroaching darkness.

However they still struggle to survive. Mordor is constantly sending out their vast armies, unleashing legions of Orcs and Trolls onto Gondor's increasingly ruined cities and fortresses. Harad sends their own armies north, either along the rivers and coasts of the Haradwaith or through the Corsairs of Umbar, harassing Gondor's south and drawing their strength away from other borders. Easterlings and Variags from the east send their own armies west and south into the rich provinces of northern Gondor, occasionally coinciding with Goblin and Warg attacks from the Misty Mountains. Even in times of relative peace the threat of Beastmen and Chaos cultists is constant.

These men are the first defence against tyranny and anarchy but they are not the only kingdoms of Men that stand against these forces.

Though they are antagonistic to the descendants of Numernor, the petty states of Enedwaith will combat the orcs, Beastmen and Wyrmen that attack their lands. The men that live along the Anduin and Celduin are also just as likely to fight alongside the forces of order as they are to fight them for their own purposes. Dale is a long ally of the Dwarven Kingdom of Erebor and has constantly lent them aid when they ask it. Finally there are the proud Eotheod horse-masters of Rhovanion who have fought against the Easterlings of Rhun for countless generations. These horse-lords are often close allies of Gondor and have fought with them on many occasions.

The Elves have seen the world and fate they knew and expected completely disrupted by the coming of Chaos. With the Long Defeat now more obvious and tragic than ever before, many Elves have decided to leave. However the raiders of the Chaos Wastes have made the western passage dangerous and many fear the possibility of being murdered just as they are on the verge of paradise.

Elves seem to attract the alien magic of the Realm of Chaos and the lands they congregate in have been saturated their power, often in more benign forms. Lothlorien, already a blessed forest, has been washed over by the wind of Hysh. Now the woods shine with a magical light that is anathema to both darkness and Chaos. The elves there live enchanted lives touched by the blessed light of the White Wind. Imladris, on the other hand, has attracted the Gold Wind of Chamon which has made the land hardy and resistant to the corrosive corruption of Chaos. The magic of the Wind of Metal ha also made the smiths of Imladris, descendants of lost Eregion, are superior to all but the Dwarves. There are also other smaller settlements on the periphery of the lands of Arnor who have made themselves of refuges for those lost in the hinterlands of the realms of Men.

However not all Elven lands are prospering like the enchanted lands of Lothlorien and Imladris.

The Kingdom of Lindon is still a mighty nation but it is one constantly besieged by Chaos. Raiders and marauders cross the seas from the north to lay siege to the coastal settlements and even the city of the Grey Havens at Mithlond has been assaulted by them. Beastmen from Arnor have also launched attacks on them. Though few understand it is because the Dark Gods favour the souls of Elves and do not want them to flee to Valinor and thus beyond their reach. Mirkwood, once known as Greenwood, has suffered the most. Warpstone deposits infect the land, Beastmen and mutants congregate beneath the cursed trees and the dread influence of Sauron spreads from his fortress of Dol Guldur. What Elves do remain are besieged and constantly fight to defend their meagre borders from the many threats that surround them and guard the Old Forest Road.

Even the stronger and more stable kingdoms suffer constant attacks from the forces of Chaos. As symbols of purity and light, the Beastmen loathe the Elves and want nothing more than to defile their lands and butcher their kind. A terrible war has erupted in the woodlands of the world as the Elves and Beastmen battle one another for the fate of the woods.

The Dwarves of Middle Earth initially rode out the arrival of Chaos by shutting their gates and focusing on expanding their subterranean kingdom. However they finally delved too greedily and too deep and awakened Shadow and Flame, a Balrog of Morgoth that had buried itself under Mount Barazinbar. Cast out of Khazad-Dum, the Dwarves were forced to find a new home.

Most Dwarves went north and founded the Kingdom of Erebor. Situated beneath the Lonely Mountain, Erebor is the wealthiest and mightiest kingdom of the Dwarves. Though their kind are largely resistant to the corruption of Chaos as they are to Morgoth's darkness, the Dwarves do have some aptitude with magic. They have become famed as craftsmen of both metal and magic and have forged the finest enchanted weapons in the world. The mineral veins underneath Erebor seem to be endless and the mountain has become a centre of trade and industry with the nearby town of Dale serving as the market for their products. The Dwarven armies are also some of the mightiest with disciplined warriors and cunningly crafted war machines defending their lands and their interests.

Other Dwarven settlements exist elsewhere. When the Dwarves went north other clans split off to found new kingdoms in the Iron Hills and Blue Mountains. Their relationship with Erebor is rather loose and they decide whether to follow the decrees of the King-Under-The-Mountain or not. Those Dwarves that did not see the sense in going north (and closer to Chaos) decided to try to build new cities and fortresses in the Misty Mountains. These holds are weak and impoverished when compared tot heir kin to the north but they are resilient, inventing new ways to fight the Goblins and Wyrmen that wage war with them in the tunnels and caverns.

Arrayed against both Chaos and these Free Peoples are the followers of the Dark Lord.

Sauron resides in Mordor atop the rebuilt Barad-dur in the form of a flaming eye, his incorporeal body situated in the centre of the fiery pupil. He has rebuilt his strength and built massive armies, his entire land focused on facilitating his war effort. Sauron has adapted well to the other powers that Chaos offers him such as the magic that flows from the north. Sauron does not care about the desires of the Chaos Gods and intends to defy them just like the Free Peoples do.

He has launched numerous assaults on Gondor, which have consistently failed. However each time he marshals his strength even more, builder bigger forces, summoning more terrible monsters and developing new weapons. Now he has taught many Orcs magic, summoned Wraiths and other terrible shades to his side, has spawned new hybrids and monsters in the pits of Dol Guldur (spider-Orcs are especially disturbing) and has created great numbers of Uruk-hai and Olog-hai to bolster his armies. By now the legions of Mordor are a powerful force that are the match of anything their Gondorian rivals can match and are far more widely spread than the forces of the Free Peoples. Someday soon the final war for the world will begin and Sauron, with his endless armies, intends to win.

He also has allies in the south and east of Middle Earth. Harad, Rhun and Khand are all devoted to his efforts, though he does still have to offer incentives. His battle against Chaos' influence has led to him endorsing local cults that worship interpretations of himself and Melkor as deities in order to prevent Chaos corruption. All three cultures most commonly provide auxiliaries for his own armies. Haradrim warriors and Mumakil, heavily armoured Easterling soldiers and wainriders and Variag horsemen have often fallen on the Free Peoples at the same time that Sauron's legions march forth. However these allies also launch their own attacks on the other nations of the world from time to time.

Angmar is a nation on the edge of Sauron's hegemony and serves as his bulwark and warning post whenever Chaos makes a move in the north. Ruled by the men of Carn Dum, the kingdom is the haunt of Sauron's agents. Orcs, Goblins, Trolls and Wraiths have all come to lurk within Angmar's borders and answer the king of Carn Dum's call to war when he makes it. They have commonly attacked Arnor to their south and west but whenever a Chaos incursion moves south they will always be the first to face it, either suffering or holding the line and warning the Dark Lord of the impending attack.

Several other groups and races also exist apart from the greater conflict for Middle Earth.

Fangorn Forest is the last haunt of the Ents and Hourns, forgotten tree spirits that have been in gradual decline for millennia. They have kept to their borders, tending the living trees of the forest and crushing those who dare to cut down the trees. The Wind of Ghyran began flowing through the woods shortly after the coming of Chaos. With the magic of the Wind of Life throwing through it, the forest has flourished. However it is not vibrant, Fangorn remains dark and cruel. As the magic of Ghyran saturates it the forest has also begun to change. The Ents have noticed new, younger spirits have emerged, crueller and angrier that have proven harder to shepherd.

Rhudaur, already a dark place to live, ended up being struck by warpstone meteors. Over time the hold Arnor held over it weakened and it became a haunt for wicked men and the servants of Sauron. Then one day a mysterious man appeared, wielding magic that no-one else knew. He raised the dead and forged an endless and tireless army that assaulted the rest of Arnor. Though this Lichelord was eventually killed and his servants scattered the hills of Rhudaur have become the home of these depraved necromancers. The Lichelords serve no-one but themselves and hoard their knowledge, building massive armies on occasion and carving out their own kingdoms of the dead before they fall either to an enemy or their own ambitious apprentices.

Orcs, surprisingly, are very resilient to the touch of Chaos. Like Elves and Dwarves they are not as susceptible to its influence as Men are. However, long ago, some did fall to the power of the Dark Gods. These foul beasts are pale and troglodytic beasts, lacking even the sophistication of the goblins they share the mountains with. Living in the deepest caverns, far from the harsh touch of the sun, these Wyrmen as they're called, gnaw at the roots of the world, growing in number and waiting for the chance to strike the world above. They are a persistent threat to both Dwarf and Goblin alike, flooding into their domains in endless hordes. Though they do not necessarily follow the directive of the Chaos Gods like the Beastmen and the tribes of the north, they feel the urge to despoil and destroy and so have made it their mission to destroy all that the other races of the world hold dear.

Over the centuries the power of Chaos has grown and certain individuals have made plans to combat it. To the Istari the gods of Chaos present an even greater threat to the world than Sauron (though they tend to disagree on how much). Gandalf has made it his goal to fight them in the north, commonly travelling through Arnor and Rhovanion to lend his aid. It was during his travels that he came upon a golden ring. A part of him knew what it was but the temptation was too great. Since then his attitude has grown darker and more harsh. A terrible power is coursing through him as the influence of the One Ring takes hold of him.

Saruman has taken residence in the old Gondorian fortress of Isengard. Here he has devoted his mind to unravelling a means of combating the forces of both Chaos and Darkness. His pondering and the terrible things he has seen have driven him close to madness and now he is taking drastic steps. He has invited Orcs into isengard and with them he has begun to conduct disturbing experiments. He has received visions from beyond time of Chaos being combated by engineered warriors that are beyond peer. If the world is to survive he needs perfect soldiers of his own and so he has devoted himself to making them, one way or another.

Men and women of power and importance have been visited by visions in the past few years. Two divine voices whisper to them of the coming Storm of Chaos and a time when the Dark Gods will sweep aside the world and plunge it into darkness. One figure takes the form of a two-headed eagle with one head blinded, the other appears as a twin-tailed comet wreathed in lightning. Their warnings have not gone entirely unheeded though few know what they truly are and why they are contacting them.

In Mordor an elf maiden unlike any that exists steps onto the highest point of Barad-dur. Wreathed in moonlight, she has been sent by powers greater than her to make a terrible bargain with the Dark Lord. It will shatter the world but it may just save it and even if it does, the living gods that will be formed in the coming war will be of great use to the pantheon.

11. World Of The Living Dead

Here’s the Halloween map for 2018. Happy Halloween everyone.

It all began in 2012, as countless conspiracy theories said it would but no-one really expected what would happen. It first started with a few risings in unmarked graves and sites of mass killings, a few bites here and there from rabid, cold-skinned people that weren’t properly treated, dark, gruesome rituals conducted in isolated graveyards and some covert and very illegal experiments into regeneration of dead cellular tissue. Then every corpse with a certain amount of flesh still on their bones tore their way out of the ground and set upon the living. In only a couple of years, the problem that the world has initially failed or refused to notice had spread out of control and the world collapsed into – almost total – anarchy and the various kinds of dead ran rampant.

The year is now 2100, the dawn of a new century where the dead still roam the Earth.

The dead still walk the Earth, though most of them have rotted almost to the bone and remain ambulatory through numerous unknown means. Some simply shrivelled up to a mummified state that, whilst decrepit, is still intact enough to remain physically mobile. Others, usually those animated by supernatural forces, are clearly using magic or other dark powers to replace musculature, tendons and other necessary body parts. Then there are those that have somehow managed to gain a self-sustaining supply of preservative substances in their bodies that keep them relatively intact.

Most of the dead are mindless corpses wandering around, some instinct occasionally guiding but usually just following the path of least resistance, stumbling about and moaning “brains.” there are, however, a few oddities scattered here and there and they are making something of themselves in this new world.

Then there are the remaining enclaves of the living, clinging onto life and desperately trying to reclaim land and resources.

The United States was the nation most uniquely suited to survive the zombie apocalypse in some kind of shape and did make a good showing of itself but unfortunately still ended up being isolated and divided by the hordes of the dead. Still they had the largest number of large and well organised enclaves: though they are prone to fighting one another these days as well as the dead – and sometimes more as well, the living often being easier to kill than zombies.

The official United States government remnant is still holed up in the Rockies and Colorado Plateau and is the largest surviving state in the world. It is still technically democratic, holding elections to vote in the official president of the United States but the system tends to be rigged in favour of whoever the military supports at the time. The remains of the US military, still holding powers granted to them during the early collapse of the old USA and the subsequent weakening of the government, effectively run the remnant. The regression of technology has also hampered things but a dedicated class of engineers manage to keep things moderately advanced and make the most of the limited resources available to the nation. They do maintain a few vassal states hat are tied to them but too much trouble to invade and annex directly.

Appalachia, a state founded by various isolated military units and local militia groups, is a wretched dictatorship. The original refugee state collapsed once and was almost wiped out completely, rebuilding itself from various remaining enclaves. It is currently an impoverished, despotic tyranny with a heavy Christian fundamentalist bent to its culture. It currently survives through intense religiosity, brutal repression, fear of the vast undead hordes still milling beyond their borders and the enslavement of a tenth of their population, most of them white by this point since previous slave repression campaigns killed off most of the blacks.

The Sierra Nevada (and much of the Great Basin in general) has also become a hotspot for various petty states descended from American and Mexican refugee groups that have, in many cases, become intermixed. Most are Catholic or some form of faith descended from it and tend to share rigid social systems that enforce law and order and help keep the dead out of their territories for the most part. There have been calls in the past to unify in some fashion but they usually fall apart and would-be uniters/conquerors quickly overstretch their resources. With the US now beginning to expand into their lands, however, that may change.

Mexico has recently seen a series of unification wars that have united the collection of impoverished petty states on the Mexican Plateau into a new – more or less united – state. It’s highly Catholic, rather impoverished and built on a foundation of mandatory decapitation upon the death of anyone and a slightly neo-Aztec, ritualised militarism that barely keeps the various factions cooperative with one another. At the very least they outlawed slavery and are trying to make their own excursions into the former ‘dead wandering lands’ though resource limitations and the simmering feuds between the ruling classes hamper their efforts.

The Caribbean, bizarrely, has become a complex community of island states and semi-nomadic boat settlements and communities. Though they still deal with the smaller hordes that wander ashore as well as the packs still hiding in the jungles, these states continue to hold up their complex networks of trade and exploration and are even expanding out and founding new outposts. Despite this optimism and new energy in the Caribbean Community, it doesn’t extend to everything, however. The democracy that does exist beyond the ‘small village’ level in this community has become quite exclusive and elitist and some member states have revived slavery in some fashion or another.

Despite most of South America largely falling to the dead, the Andes managed to provide sanctuary to people. The petty states that inhabit the mountains are isolationist and xenophobic and some have gone down some very bizarre and disturbing directions (the people who revived child sacrifice – with safety measures, of course – occupy the middle ground of this region’s measurements of awfulness). The current patchwork of states are mostly Catholic though a few new religions have popped up with the growing sun-worship faith making waves not only in the mountains but also amongst the few intrepid communities that are interested in expanding back out onto the continent with steel and fire.

Europe, with its dense population concentration, fewer options for defence and higher propensity for facing explicitly supernatural undead did much worse compared to the United States. The near universality of this undead uprising also made defensibility difficult and the continent largely fell in most areas.

The Alps proved to be one of the bigger sanctuaries. After dealing with their own dead, the Swiss shut their borders to everyone except a small detachment of Swiss Guard escorting the Pope and cardinals to safety. Since then the Alpine Holy Kingdom has gone from relative strength to relative strength. The mountains have been largely secured and purged of the dead and the Catholic Church manages to consecration of all dead before their ritual beheading and burning. The Pope is essentially an elected monarch of the AHK which has since incorporated the surviving Austrians, French and Germans from elsewhere in the Alps and regularly delivers fiery sermons designed to whip the people up for their continued crusade against the dead. The current campaign intends to thin out the hordes of Italy so that the road to Rome and the Vatican City can be cleared and reclaimed.

The UK clung to life in a few fortified holdouts, most of them islands. They have since spent the decades trying to reclaim the mainland. The UK is somewhere between a military dictatorship and neo-feudal kingdom all loosely united under the monarchy that has recently moved its seat to the somewhat secured territory in Scotland as a signifier that Britain’s campaign of reclamation has made – castles and other fortified settlements have certainly made a comeback.

Despite being beset by draugr and other especially monstrous corpses, the people of Scandinavia also managed to find safety in their islands and mountains (and castles in a few cases). Norrland is a bizarre confederation of surviving statelets loosely centred around the combined royal families of Sweden, Norway and Denmark who have intermarried to the point of being one continuous clan. Many states have revived a sense of Viking professionalism, predating on the British, some of the remaining coastal human states (which they leave intact enough to be raided again at a later date) and the ruins – which they still mine and explore for any useful resources.

The Greeks were another group to benefit from plentiful islands and mountains though island hopping zombies proved to be a difficult threat. The Aegean Federation is a rickety construct that has about as many issues and tensions as the ancient Delian League. It’s also firmly oligarchic with the various strongmen of its constituent communities holding firm grips on their power. They are, however, enthusiastic colonisers and have perfected numerous anti-zombie tactics – as well as figured out the techniques needed to keep the Middle East’s demon zombies and Egypt’s mummies at bay: most of the time.

Israel is dead to the world, walled off completely and supposedly impossible to enter. Gateways in the walls have been sealed up and covered over and additional defences, of the static kind, have been placed on top of the increasingly sturdy border walls. The only proof that the Israelis are still alive is the fact that this construction is still going on and, on occasion, a few decapitated bodies and crushed heads are thrown over the edge. With the various threats that they directly face, the Israeli junta/theocracy is not taking any chances and covers everything they build with special runes, sigils and icons that they have learnt keep the more supernatural dead at bay – which is what tipped the Greeks off.

Most of the Middle East was depopulated by the dead: in particular the supernatural forms which were particularly common in that area. The new state that has emerged in the plateaus in the northern areas of the region turned to staunch religiosity to combat the endless hordes of walking dead and other horrors and, after finally having enough time to rally themselves under a fanatical new caliph, have begun to make expeditions into the lowlands in preparation for the first of a series of jihads to reclaim their holy lands.

The Himalayas looked like they would be a perfect refuge for whoever could get their first and organise a defence. That’s exactly why it failed, at first, anyway. As the world collapsed, refugees and the last groups of organised resistance from across most of Asia fled here from every direction and overwhelmed the struggling Tibetans and Chinese (and Afghans, in the west) that had holed up in there already. By now a mess of petty states, most of them made up of mixed populations, cover the mountains, warring with one another frequently but uniting if a particularly large or dangerous horde of the dead start to wind their way up the mountains – or if one of the states starts to get too effective at conquering its neighbours.

Korea managed to weather the storm in relatively good shape. North Korea had enough bullets to deal with their undead uprising, defences strong enough to keep China and Japan’s (and South Korea’s) hordes at bay – though even then it was a very close and miraculous thing – and enough of a callous disregard for their own people to gun them down if they so much as looked like they might be potentially infected. Though it took a lot of lives and resources as well as decades of constant, grinding attrition, the Korean Peninsula has been united and expeditions are now being made in all directions to add to the Juche state’s holdings. They have begun to clash with the equally expansive Japanese thalassocracy and the islandic Chinese remnants dedicated to reclaiming the burnt out coasts.

New Zealand has actually done decently for itself as well. They had a few islands of their own to escape to – and a surprisingly lucky and successful safe zone on the South Island and teamed up with the displaced people of Australia as well as some displaced Polynesians to set up a seagoing thalassocracy of their own – the Windsors that were sent to them for sanctuary even took over. They have actually managed to make a few successful expeditions onto the mainland and reconciled to some degree with a few holdouts there – the Maori ones are hesitant, however. Now calling itself Oceania, this union of ocean-based communities are also re-establishing colonies on the Australian mainland again and have even sent expeditions up north; running into the Indonesian, Philippine and Polynesian sea-going survivor states as they do so.

Most other human states, scattered around the world, are small and impoverished, struggling to get by and survive against the – still massive – hordes of the walking dead. Most of these communities cling on in elevated positions, the dead generally following the path of least resistance, and are walled off to add another vital layer of defence. Elderly or sick individuals are usually either culled early – via decapitation or head crushing – or tied down to their beds to prevent them from wandering off and attacking people should they slip away when no-one is around and are then decapitated or have their heads crushed. Vigilance or paranoia are commonplace as is religiosity, often to a rather harsh faith, whether its a new religion or an interpretation of an old one. Technology levels are low as is literacy, if it exists at all and is still regressing in most areas as new generations lose, forget or misunderstand the knowledge of their ancestors.

Alongside the walking dead are various, more aberrant, forms. Distinct and often intelligent forms of the dead, whilst more rare, do exist and have left distinctive effects on the regions they inhabit. Most disturbingly of all, they have built their own states and tyrannies on the bones of humanity and, like portions of the remaining human world, they are expanding as well.

The vampires probably did the worst out all of the various intelligent undead as the mass death of humans meant a loss of prey. Those in defensible location were able to take over the various sanctuaries their prey hid within, some even setting up safe zones and tricking people to come inside and end up their thralls and blood-banks.

Many of the scattered, fortified settlements in the former US Deep South are actually human plantations set up by enterprising vampires eager to reclaim the pre-abolition glory days when their kind could harvest enslaved black Americans in ease and secrecy. They’re a lot less discriminating these days and jealously hoard their human cattle, keeping the humans they raise ignorant of as much as possible. With renfields manning the walls, most of these humans don’t even know there is a world outside the high-walled plantations. They too have to deal with slaves who die and return as zombies, especially if malnutrition, disease or accidents kill their slaves. Losing their entire stock to zombification is a real risk that every vampire fears and organises against. Safe from the zombie curse themselves, the vampires usually handle trade, travelling at night in thick-walled coaches and hiding inside them during the day in order to communicate with their brethren in other plantations far away or being transported by renfields – a strategy which is not as safe as renfields, being human, attract zombies.

The vampire homeland (or so it is commonly assumed) in Eastern Europe is in a slightly more tumultuous state. The local terrain is a little easier to fortify and trap people within, especially as the Europeans are normally not that well armed but, at the same time, the Europeans are a little bit more aware of the supernatural and have secret organisations dedicated to hunting them. Infamously, the Carpathian Mountains have become a stronghold for them, where a hierarchy of vampiric aristocrats rule over castes of renfields who, in turn, monitor the human cattle that feed the ruling classes. Along with the continued threat of the remaining local zombies on the continent, the resurgence of the local – and fanatically religious – free human populations is also an impending threat.

The jiangshi in parts of China are completely different issues. Some have taken to feeding off of the residual qi in the bodies of zombies though the process has bizarre effects on them over time – in particular an odd loss of intelligence and self-control. Others who see that option as unhealthy or demeaning have often infiltrated surviving human communities. The return of large scale human habitation to the coastal east of China has been both beneficial and costly. Larger numbers of humans means more blood and qi to feed off of. However, these expanding empires are also much more organised and their dogmatic forms of social organisation and monitoring of their populations to prevent zombie outbreaks happening in their colonies makes it harder for them to be infiltrated.

The Caribbean Community, on top of their virus based zombies also took the opportunity to eradicate the undead summoning Voodoo priests they discovered were more extensive than most people had suspected (they left the benign ones with enough sense to not openly raise the dead alone). Driven from their usual haunts in the Caribbean and much of Gulf of Mexico, these renegade practitioners have fled up the Mississippi to build new sanctuaries. They now live in fortified, tight-knit clans, the most powerful witch-doctors ruling as theocratic overlords whilst hordes of specially crafted zombi servitors maintain their settlements, harvest crops and safely manage all forms of menial labour free of harassment from the others hordes of the walking dead.

The zombies that rose up in the Middle East, where the works of the Dark Ones and the Mad Arab were first written, were joined by much more disturbing entities that chose to puppet the bodies of the dead. Most of these demonic cadavers don’t really have a predilection towards building communities but some desperate people armed with forbidden knowledge have begun to harness and bind them. Now disturbing necromantic petty empires are beginning to emerge between the surviving human states, built upon the labour of enslaved demons and rotting corpses. Temples to foul entities and deities are being raised but they need something that the dead cannot offer, live sacrifices – something that the necromantic overlords of these states are sending raiders out into human strongholds to acquire.

Alongside the demonic undead of the Middle East were the mummified kings and other dignitaries of Egypt. They suffered from a slight problem of losing any human servants as the area of the Nile was especially vulnerable to the zombie hordes and with their low numbers (quite a few can, in fact, be found across Europe, North America and other parts of the world) they are more of an oddity. Most can be found in Egypt and there are in fact more than were initially known. Digging their way out of buried and lost tombs and temple complexes, the mummies of Egypt are being rounded up by petty kings and forced to do work far below their station in order to rebuild Egypt. Some have started to roam out to capture humans and one enterprising priest has considered mummifying and resurrecting their captured slaves to spare them from the zombies’ hunger – all to provide a proper labour force.

The Egyptian mummies were able to resurrect their ushabti but quickly discovered that miniature humans didn’t actually make very good servants.

Being truly undead themselves and not necessarily needing humanity to survive, the children of Dr Victor Frankenstein persist in Europe Asia and the Americas. The man himself is long gone but several of his later experiments have learnt how to recreate themselves. The Frankenstein monsters have several scattered communities in Eastern Europe that used to expand through the acquisition of parts from fleeing survivors. By this point there are few humans and fewer parts for the machinery necessary to revive their kind. One of their kind, a brilliant ‘woman’ of supposedly Japanese origin has taken to using whatever she can find to experiment and produce particularly disturbing creations; sometimes on commission from humans or vampires that come across her travelling workshop.

Revenants, the intelligent dead who remember who they were to varying degrees, can be found, either on their own or in small groups. Some are trapped in the small vestiges of their personalities, repeating minor actions that either defined who they were or were related to their deaths. Others are cognisant enough to change who they are but are too rotted or too obviously undead to make something of themselves in human communities. One lucky group have even rediscovered how to fall in love – the concept of sex, to the horror of anyone who could come across them, having also been revived.

The most common zombies are mindless, hungry flesh-eaters, wandering around in search of humans, specifically humans. They do occasionally eat other creatures but more often than not they’ll ignore them if they’re too much trouble. Being dessicated corpses, albeit ones that have a remarkable capacity for preservation, they aren’t that quick and have no real problem-solving abilities but sheer numbers and the fact that only destruction of the brain actually kills them makes them a threat even to this day. They tend to freeze over as well, unable to maintain a body temperature of their own. They subsequently thaw out later when the temperature rises, allowing fresh new hordes to emerge on unsuspecting survivors if a spring or summer is particularly warm.

On top of this strange ability to preserve themselves, the dead are also resilient to pressure and corrosion. They’re all able to withstand the crushing pressure of the deep oceans and can traverse the seas, clambering ashore when people least expect it. Coastlines often have to be watched or defended to prevent outbreak vectors from simply washing in with the tides or wandering out of the waves.

Their flesh is usually toxic, meaning anything that bites them is poisoned. If they’re human they will, of course, be resurrected immediately afterwards but any animals that bite the walking dead simply die. On occasions, however, there are safely edible variants of the disease that can be fed upon – though what exactly would want to is harder to fathom. Rumours abound of cannibal refugees in the mountains sometimes unintentionally infecting themselves with the active variety of the undeath virus after eating their dead and twisting, whilst still alive, and mutating into half-dead ghoulish creatures that skitter across the rocks, withered but never dying as they scramble about for fresh human flesh.

With the new century dawning things are changing. The lands of the living are moving back into the wider world, extending the borders of their strongholds but the more intelligent dead are beginning to do the same as well.

12. All Hallows Age

My first intentional Halloween map. Happy Halloween everyone.


No-one knows when the slow decline of man began though the ravings of lunatics claim that the beginning was in the 1920s. The fact that a lot of people with inklings of the existential threat mankind faced became best-selling horror authors actually ruined the credibility of the more overt prophets who actually knew what was coming. Still, as the 20th Century progressed and transitioned into the 21st humanity trundled on to its end with no idea of what lurked in their shadow.


In 2012 certain stars shifted for an instant but it was long enough to set things in progress. The creatures of the night and the dark places were incensed by certain signs and energies whilst those that slept in forgotten places stirred.


Several years went by as humans were subverted. Around the world governments were infiltrated, communities were wiped out and replaced by other ‘things’ and those who noticed that dark things were going on disappeared. Conflict was influenced in order to weaken humanity until the time was right. Terrible cults that had existed for centuries and had been expanding for decades rose to prominence in secret, spreading the influence of the inhuman forces they worshipped.


No-one knows what event set off the uprising but almost simultaneously the beasts of the dark and their followers emerged from the shadows. Foul mutants rampaged through the coastal cities of the United States, horrific mystics seized control of the United Kingdom, abominations gorged themselves on the blood of Europeans, the dead rose in the Middle East, the shadows engulfed people in China and Japan and blood soaked the lands of India as violent scaled things rose from fissures in the earth.


Wars broke out as the few humans who were not overwhelmed by the abominations and their thralls fought back but the outcome was inevitable. Despite every countermeasure that the few free humans could muster the world fell under the sway of the darkness.


It is now 2050 and a shadow has settled over the world.


Despite the horror most of the United States has remained in one piece though it is no longer under the control of proper humans. Though the horrific mutated abominations of the deep seas had influence across all the seas of the world it was the USA that received most of their attention with then uprising took place. The USA was also the nation that put up the biggest fight which drained the numbers of their attackers. Unfortunately the new abominable overlords have more than made up for the losses and taken their anger out on the human inhabitants.


A variety of different names were thrown around during the war to help define the squamous piscene monstrosities that were attacking them (including Deep Ones by one insensitive person) but they were eventually called Merfolk. Even that moniker is not necessarily accurate as new and more disturbing variants of the madness inducing mutants have emerged.


The current United States is now run by the Merfolk, their descendants and the disgusting new hybrids they have created. Much of the human populations is dead now but they do keep a decent sized pure-blood population to help with the adoption of the remains of modern technology and also to provide breeding stock for new mutant variations. The privileged few humans are enabled to breed with the most powerful mutants and are granted privileges such as rich foods and luxurious apartments in the new megalithic tower complexes. Unfortunately most of these human elite tend to be driven insane by their experiences and the children they produce are all disgusting hybrids.


Most humans live in scattered, dilapidated communities that are denied advanced technology, not because of intentional deprivation but because of negligence. Most of these communities are still armed and tend to resist the Merfolk and other mutants when they come for tithes of flesh but that is often what their inhuman masters want. People will be stolen from their beds, sometimes screaming in terror and other times in complete silence so that survivors are shocked to find they have disappeared. To live in the United States of America is to live a paranoid life of uncertainty as at any moment some kind of monstrosity can emerge from the woods to steal you away.


The worst communities are those who still harbour dark secrets. Some abominations did not rise up in the 2010s and continued to rule over their small fiefdoms in secret. There are foul creatures and their hybrid descendants that continue to hide away in secluded houses and small settlements, lording over debased and terrified townsfolk and hoarding terrible but ultimately petty power for their own sakes.


The Merfolk themselves are a very diverse and disgusting array of monstrosities. Most are nominally humanoid in shape but have disfigured features, most of them aquatic in nature. The most common variant do look vaguely humanoid but like a creature with a fishes features stretched over a human skeleton and given human-like hands and feet. Others incorporate tentacles and probosci from molluscs, shells from crustaceans and even a few that seem to possess features from deep-sea creatures that have yet to be properly catalogued. All of these monstrosities can breed with humans and can exist both on land and in the sea.


Since emerging from the sea they have devoted themselves to preparing the world for the abominations they worship as gods. Ruled by foul tyrants who are supposedly appointed by their gods, the Merflok slave to build vast megalithic cities formed of indescribable substances. These disgusting edifices are built partially in the water and on land. They seem to bring the water with them as the lands that surround the cities will flood and turn into wetlands regardless of the climate. Most of the vast towers are devoted to the great temple complexes but there are also massive hive-like living sections that serve as mutant lairs. The majority of the Merfolk population now live in the partially flooded metropolises, feeding on semi-mutated fish-stocks and the physical remains of the many sacrifices that are made in the cyclopean temples.


Other more disturbing mutants have also emerged that are vaguely associated with the more dominant Merfolk. Ghoulish abhumans, descended from debased ancient cultists haunt the woods and have proliferated since the fall of humanity. They stalk the isolated communities of the countryside, flocking to the weakest ones and stealing away people to feed upon. Some groups prepare their weakest members as sacrifices to them as well. On occasion the sacrifices will not be eaten but instead will be taken deep into the woods to be presented to the indescribably beings that the ghouls worship.


Finally there are the numerous indescribable forms that do not have a uniform appearance. These are normally the unfortunates who discover terrible things and slowly degenerate because of the physical deformities suck knowledge brings to them. Others are the unknowing descendants of other mutants who devolved as they aged and turned into inhuman monsters. Whilst most are still recognisably human in appearance there are others that have turned into indescribable terrors whose origins are often unrecognisable. This diverse horde are often used to stalk the inland regions where the Merfolk are less comfortable or weaker.


The United States does still retain some advanced technology with human experts being forced to transcribe their knowledge of modern engineering down on stone tablets. Human technology is rarely integrated into the cities the Merfolk build but the enclaves where the humans and trained mutants build and maintain modern technology is closely watched. Dark sorcery, numbers and the aura of madness that surrounds the mutants are the primary means through which the Merflok conquered the United States but they have since realised they need more advanced weapons in order to fight the other monsters that now dominate the world.


The Merfolk still use their traditional tools (which are usually spears, serrated blades and their own claws) and go to war alongside larger monstrosities that they have dredged from the deeps and forced onto the land. Terrible sorcery is also still common though the growing covens of human sorcerers are incredibly unstable and tend to violently mutate if they lose control of their powers. Their human and semi-human followers are the ones armed with more modern weapons though only those who have been mentally broken and bound are really entrusted with them. Tanks, helicopters and other vehicles are still built and often covered in obscene runes and crewed by almost immobile monsters that fill the cockpits and exist only to pilot their machines.


The creatures that rose in Canada were not as conducive to maintaining the nation and the region has fallen into anarchy and petty tyranny.


The Wendigos weren’t particularly taken by the idea of maintaining a nation state and instead contented themselves with gorging on the populace of Canada. For a time numerous packs and tribes wandered the land, catching and devouring humans in their thousands. Some were unable to manifest physically and instead turned to possessing the humans they hunted instead, causing refugee groups to tear one another apart.


The Wendigo tribes still lurk across most of former Canada and Alaska. Whether they are the terrible spirits manifested in physical form or unfortunate humans possessed by them, the various tribes are all uniformly depraved and bloodthirsty. The countless different groups all hold territories where they hunt whatever they can get their hands on. With most humans dead (or possessed) they have turned to hunting one another and frequently engage in brutal wars. Cannibalism is the norm and barely a night goes by where the tribe doesn’t engage in savage blood-orgies that continue until the muted dawn. Disgusting totems are often raised in order to mark territory and are just as frequently torn down by the tribe’s neighbours before another turf war begins.


Some Canadian humans survived through sheer luck and the arrival of certain refugees from the former United States. The last of the witches in New England, driven from their usual haunts by the Merfolk, fled north and found willing adherents in the desperate Canadian survivors. These Witches were devoted to the worship of the Devil and spread their blasphemous faith to their new thralls. Now the remains of Canada are part of the Empire of the Morning Star and engage in debauched rituals in the name of the Antichrist. The new covens now rule as a disturbing aristocracy who sacrifice children to feed their powers and maintain their youth whilst the human population cower in fear. Demons have been summoned and have bred a generation of hybrids that now serve as shock troops and new high-priests for the western portion of the Empire.


South of the USA lies the Red Garden, the terrifying, living empire of the Blood Fruit. Starting the Yucatan Peninsula, the Blood Fruit was a sapient plant that was, in and of itself, an eldritchian horror that spread its tendrils beyond the temples it had been sequestered within and expanded across Central America.


The Blood Fruit is spread across the entirety of the Red Garden and beyond. It appears similar to a flowering vine with blood red petals on its flowers and bulbous fruit of a similar colour. The juice of this fruit is metallic but also bizarrely enticing and draws in unsuspecting victims. Those who so much as touch the Blood Fruit, whether its vines, flowers or fruit will then be marked by it and the abominable plant will reach out to ensnare and engulf them. Most are devoured, their blood sucked from their bodies in order to feed the Blood Fruit but others are infected with its clippings.


Every single human being that now lives in the Red Garden is infested by the Blood Fruit. The sentient vines and growths which writhe just below the skin of the infected control and guide them. Being telepathic the Blood Fruit not only interact with one another but can also influence the humans they fester within. The fronds grow in the bodies of their victims, often bursting out of them through open wounds and orifices. Newborns are given to tendrils of the Blood Fruit with most simply being implanted with new growths. There is, however, a regular tithe that the Blood Fruit demands as it needs the blood of humans to sustain its power. The elderly, once they reach a certain age, are fed to the Blood Fruit in order to appease it but there are also times when healthier or younger people are given to the tendrils as a sacrifice.


The Red Garden still maintains cities and industrial complexes but they are all infested with the Blood Fruit. Vines cover everything, wrapping buildings in great green tendrils and fronds that will shift and writhe, occasionally reaching out and grabbing at anything that comes close. In areas where the plant cannot thrive such as barren soil and toxic regions (like factories) the Blood Fruit instead travels in their infected human hosts. Modern technology is utilised by the Blood Fruit in their constant effort to expand further but the Blood Fruit has difficulty adapting to civilized society and has fallen behind in preserving machinery and infrastructure.


Much of former South America is under the sway of the immense and indescribable Thunderbird. The eldritchian creature most commonly appears as a bird of impossible size that flies over the land. Occasionally it or one of its avian spawn will descend on the land and destroy whatever it perches upon.


The Thunderbird flies across the skies over South America (but never goes further afield for some reason) which it has claimed as its domain. It appears often as a massive silhouette that covers much of the sky and can bathe the lands in inexplicably dense shadows and darkness. Despite its vast size its shape can still be seen and defined as vaguely avian though it is almost impossible to make out any actual features from the ground. Wherever the Thunderbird goes it brings darkness and storms that lash the land with rain. These great storms sometimes become so large that they can devastate regions with powerful winds, tumultuous rain and even cyclones.


The people who live within its territories live rather uncertain lives. In many ways they are the luckiest people as they are often unmolested, can gather in large communities and even build large organised settlements. However when the Thunderbird does focus on them specifically then everything they build can be obliterated. Great storms will tear up their hard work, destroy their communities and leave them vulnerable to its more aggressive spawn. Most of these people have turned to a somewhat fatalistic form of Catholicism and use their almost violent religious fervour to fight back (often unsuccessfully) against the Thunderbird and other abominations on the continent. They do tend to have more success against the lesser horrors of South America though.


Various avian monsters fly in the storm-cloud form of the Thunderbird. These creatures come in many forms, the most common of which are similar to normal birds. They, however, also incredibly bloodthirsty and violent creatures and attack vulnerable humans, ramming their bodies into their shelters at times and breaking in. some have even been known to engulf themselves in unnatural fires and explode upon impact. The larger ones are flying behemoths, dwarfing anything that can naturally fly in the air. Though they are bird-like in basic appearance their heads are indescribably ugly and known to drive humans insane with terror when looked upon.


Argentina was spared the Thunderbirds attention but soon found itself afflicted by the Glimmer. One night strange colours descended on the people of Buenos Aires and infected the people. In the turmoil of the supernatural uprising people spread the infection until the Glimmer had engulfed nearly the entirety of the southern half of South America.


The Glimmer is a bizarre affliction, it first spreads under its victim’s skin, projecting fluorescent and coruscating colours that ripple just beneath the surface of their bodies. It spreads slowly but eventually covers their entire body, transforming them into multi-coloured beacons of light that shimmer constantly. Then the entity crystallises the victim, turning their bodies into diamond-hard statues, trapped in their final positions as they continue to flicker. The speed of the infection varies with some taking years or never developing symptoms until they suddenly illuminate and then instantly harden.


There are now vast fields of crystalline statues that continue to shimmer and glow in fantastic and maddening displays of light. Most victims find themselves compelled to seek out these areas in the final stages of the infection and join those already hardened by the Glimmer. Those who have come to these areas have often found that the victims will sometimes move from their previous positions, striking new poses of horror and despair and moving to different locations. This is often too quickly for the observer to notice but should they ever brush up against a victim they will find themselves infected as well.


The people of Peru were spared the particularly horrific abominations but they too have their own problems. A race of troglodyctic cannibals emerged from underneath the Andes. Unable to withstand the light of the sun, these monsters were unable to take control of the area but have become a permanent threat to the inhabitants. Now the people of Peru and other lands live in fortified and heavily guarded communities and nomadic convoys, living in permanent fear of the inhuman, albino hordes and their mummified god-kings.


In what was Venezuela, a disturbing entity appeared amongst the population. It possesses humans in an insidiously bizarre fashion, as a sexually transmitted disease. Passing into new hosts through orifice penetration via an infectee’s genitals, this foul entity spreads quickly by exacerbating a victim’s sex drive. Victims in an advanced stage of infection will start to grow probosci out of the genital orifices and their skin will ripple as tentacles shift beneath them. One they reach this stage the victim loses their will altogether and turns into a disturbing abomination that proceeds to rape everything within reach in frenzied rampages before collapsing and expiring from exposure and exhaustion. This infection has managed to save people though (in a way) as it has deterred the spread of the Blood Fruit.


Europe received one of the more subtle invasions in the form of Vampires.


Vampires are a varied bunch but they all share a few features such as blood-drinking in order to sustain themselves, agelessness and being a revived human corpse. From there, however, they exist in a variety of different forms that live and hunt using different strategies.


The rise of the European Economic Community and then (later) the European Union was beneficial to them however. Open borders (and the collapse of the Warsaw Pact) granted the Vampires of Europe greater mobility, allowing them easier access to the continent. No longer did they have to painstakingly sneak their possessions across borders when they needed to move. In the early years of the 21st Century they even began to infiltrate the government of the EU member nations and slowly brought even more of their kind into positions of authority. When the uprising began they were able to stall and then cripple the EU, allowing their clans to take over.


Thanks to the instability of the uprising, the subsequent wars, the influx of refugees from elsewhere and general chaos as the Vampires turned on one another for a brief time, the EU has shrunk quite a bit. However there is a remnant that managed to preserve a decent sized portion of the old union and claims to be a direct continuation, just under new management.


The EU is largely run by the more noticeably human strain of Vampires who were more likely to successfully infiltrate human society. With the noticeably ghoulish and corpse-like strains acting as enforcers, these undead lineages and clans live like a new aristocracy. The human population live as serfs with enthralled groups serving as trusted slaves that tend to their masters’ needs during the day. It is common for many modern lineages to selectively breed groups of humans to produce more preferable blood-types.


Despite being ageless and many centuries old the Vampires are better than most abominations at preserving modern technology. The EU has lost a lot of their infrastructure thanks to the carnage but they have been rebuilding and expanding on it a lot. Most of the development has been dedicated towards keeping the human population in line as well as facilitating the Vampires’ rule over Europe. There has also been considerable military build-up as well though most conscripts are subjected to mental conditioning, indoctrination and enthralling enchantments. Ghoulish monstrosities, bestial familiars, half-vampires and other deformed vampiric monsters are often also equipped with more modern weapons and sent alongside the European armies.


Much of Eastern Europe is ruled by the Domain of Umbra, a more ‘traditional’ Vampiric realm. Umbra is a dark and depressing realm where the people are heavily regulated and many of them are farmed like cattle. Several generations of this abuse and degeneracy as well as terrible sorcery is beginning to warp these unfortunates into wretched beasts. The ghoulish breeds dominate here and rule as savage tyrants. Bloody reprisals against rebellion (presumed or otherwise) are common and bloodless corpses of the aristocracy’s victims are displayed prominently. This ruling strain of Vampires look like cadavers, are bloated after feeding and gaunt when starved which made it much more difficult to subvert the human governments. Umbra was conquered violently and is more backward than the EU because of this.


An ally of the EU are the various Jiangshi territories which they were able to carve out of China. The Jiangshi are disturbing creatures that are constantly breaking and reforming their bodies as their limbs stiffen repeatedly. This gives them a disturbingly marionette-like form of movement, often accompanied by great leaps that allow them to grab at the unfortunates that become their victims. They exist in varying states of physical decay though the ‘fresher’ variants are beginning to dominate. Their dominions are unfortunately impoverished and much of their attention has been focused on rebuilding the infrastructure and indoctrinating the population.


Witches, warlocks and other human and semi-human sorcerers have existed for centuries, beholden to a variety of entities. When the various abominations of the world rose up their benefactors and patrons commanded them to do the same.


The United Kingdom was spared vampiric takeover (and Brexit was not responsible for that) though there was a struggle. The various sorcerous covens have now taken over with the leader of one of the more powerful groups now ruling as queen of Great Britain and Ireland. The devil worshipping covens were expelled with the Antichrist and now the (derived) neo-pagans and worshippers of other abominations dominate the Isles instead, the hierarchy of the British Isles is elaborate and poorly defined with various covens ruling over their individual territories as they see fit and are forced to cooperate when necessary.


The British Isles are a part of the Witching Realms, the collection of sorcerous territories and dominions that are not a part of the Empire of the Morning Star. The people of the British Isles live in constant fear of their rulers who inhabit wild areas and engage in obscene rituals to draw power from their patrons. Human sacrifices, debauched orgies and cursed rituals are commonplace and people disappear constantly in order to provide fuel for them. The communities of regular humans are unsettling places where the people, long since converted to the shadowy gods the Witches serve, who will conduct their own obscene rituals and ceremonies at certain points of the year. These, often rural, rituals are lively and appear pleasant until the climax where the sacrificial daggers and torture implements come out and some unfortunate is chosen to feed the gods. The cities of the British Isles however, are far more shadowy places than the countryside. Churches have been razed and replaced with dark monoliths of mind-bending geometrical complexity that are covered in runes dedicated to the gods.


Despite being dedicated to ancient sorceries the Witches and other sorcerers have also picked up modern technology. Efforts are often made to combine technology and magic now with runes being inscribed on tanks, aircraft and massive field-guns and spirits possessing weapons to create crude automated war-machines. Monstrosities that had been slumbering in the wild, mass-produced homunculi and semi-demonic familiars will sometimes be outfitted with crude cybernetics in order to turn them into living weapons that can then be directed at their enemies.


Similar covens rose up in Russia and took control of the nation before other beings could claim it. The Witching Realm of Russia is much darker than the superficially bright and colourful British Isles. Here the rituals are consistently dark and grim and drugs and other stimulants are often used to whip the mundane people into orgiastic frenzies. Russian Witches are also more predatory with many of them engaging in cannibalism on top of the dark practises that can also be found in other Witching Realms. Whilst the sorcerers of Russia are opposed to the Morning Star as well it is believed that many of them interbred with other ghoulish creatures that inhabit the forests. Their covens also include other creatures, many of them wraith-like and vaguely humanoid in appearance that serve the same gods as them. Russia’s cities have also been maintained though the religious sites have also been replaced with disturbing megalithic constructs.


A close ally of the Witching Realms is the Kingdom of Ichos, centred in the Balkans. This bizarre state is ruled by creatures that are not witches or sorcerers but are similar in style and rulership. The entities that rule this land are commonly called Sirens, beasts that have claimed the Aegean and its surroundings as their realm.


Ichos is as colourful as Britain but in a different fashion. A bizarre classicism had emerged again in order to appease their inhuman masters, adding on new elements that reflect the Sirens. Numerous rituals take place where sacrifices are offered at secretive coves near the coast, the victims, drugged and bound and left to either be taken in their sleep or be found when they have finally woken up. Of course there are times where people just simply disappear, drawn by the beautiful music of the Sirens. Ichos is also one of the more backward powers, barely maintaining infrastructure as the Sirens are barely interested in the affairs of their surface territories. It is the warlords who are enthralled by them that handle most of these matters.


The sirens are vaguely humanoid but come in a diverse variety of forms. All of them have the heads of human women but their bodies different greatly with some having scaly, reptilian bodies that allow them to stalk the rivers of Ichos, others have fish-like bodies similar to the Mermaids of legend and others have avian bodies that allow them to fly through the air. All of them have the ability to sing unnaturally alluring songs that can completely suppress a victim’s will and draw them close where hey can be eaten by the ghoulish singers.


When Africa fell apart something rose up in the middle of Zimbabwe. It was indescribably alien and struck those who saw it dumb and almost insane with fear but claimed that it was friendly. It called itself Y’Iqweoee (or at least that was the best its witnesses could make out) and claimed it wanted only to help the people of Africa.


The Y’Iqweoee’s domain is a land of harmony and contentment where people live happy and productive lives. Slowly, over the years, the Y’Iqweoee’s influence has taken over the population of a large portion of Africa, subverting their minds and taking control. Desperate to help and unable to understand human attachments to their identity it has tried to smooth over their minds, making them content and enthusiastic by projecting these feelings onto them. The people who are now under it’s control do feel compulsions to work and live as the Y’Iqweoee’s has learnt humans do, they are essentially puppets moving under their patron’s power.


People who remain under the entity’s influence for too long start to change. After several years of sustained control tumours begin to grow. These start as minor growths but continue to expand over the decades. The elderly are now horribly deformed by tumours that swell limbs and expand portions of their bodies. They continue to try to move and act in the same manner as the rest of the population, damaging themselves further as their injuries and deformities impede them. By this point the Y’Iqweoee has reached the limit of its abilities to control people enmasse but it has developed into a comfortable symbiosis with its people, sustaining itself through them.


In West Africa a strange affliction has begun to spread. Whatever the problem is it appears to be something in the food. Whether it is crops, game or wild plants that can be eaten, the people have discovered that some of their meals have strange influences on them. People afflicted by whatever is in the food have found themselves slipping into psychotic rampages where they butcher everything around them, including themselves, and assorting the viscera and gore into bizarre patterns and shapes. No-one knows if their next meal will drive them into bloodthirsty insanity and if it is simply a disease or another entity trying to make them suffer.


Several decades before the uprising a boy was born in the United Kingdom who was destined to become the Antichrist. He grew up instinctively knowing what he was and planned to prepare the world for his rise to power. Unfortunately the witches and sorcerers of the UK rose up and displaced him whilst he was still weak and forced him to flee with the various cabals of Satanists he had gathered to his side.


The Middle East had descended into chaos during the uprising, with the corpses of the dead rising up to attack the living. Though most of the ambulatory dead were relatively simple enough to kill there were others that were more unnatural and more resilient. The entire region descended into chaos as the dead quickly began to outnumber and overtake the living. It was in this anarchy that the Antichrist and his followers arrived. With the powers at his disposal he forced the walking dead to sleep again, letting a few groups march out of his territory to weaken his neighbours. People flocked to his side and he built an empire that radiated out of the Middle East until it butted against other, stronger realms.


The Empire of the Morning Star is the vast dominion that the Antichrist has built. It is a land of decadence and oppression built to facilitate the worship of the Devil and his servant on earth. Great blasphemous totems and idols loom over the land, built by slaves and decorated with obscene offerings. Demonic creatures now stalk the land, engaging in their own terrible rituals that can devastate entire communities. All manner of horrors have risen up in the Morning Star as the Antichrist and his followers summon more of them to increase the empire strength. Lesser horrors like the serpent-men colonies in Arabia, the troglodyctic worm-people of Anatolia and the liches that inhabit tunnels underneath the mountains of the Levant have all been enslaved and now swell the Morning Star’s ranks.


The Antichrist does value modern technology, having been raised in a modern society. He outfits his armies with modern weapons and has even given some of the more adaptable demons oversized variants of the firearms he equips his soldiers with. Possession of items is also not uncommon as demons often prefer to use the items of the material world to make their victims suffer, it is common for buildings to collapse or potentially dangerous fixtures to come lose as people walk by them, striking down those who are unwary or unlucky. All too often weapons and war machines will also come under the control of a demon and become even more devastating and unpredictable in battle because of it.


India suffered from a race of serpent-men who, up until the uprising, had existed underground. Though they had colonies elsewhere the majority of the reptilian creatures had congregated beneath the Indian subcontinent. India, facing the ravages of other abominations found much of its territory taken by the serpent-men.


Now much of the subcontinent is covered in the territories of the serpent-men. The reptilian creatures have built their alien hive-like habitats on the surface, raising great spires high into the sky and burying them deep down into the earth. Vast and foul idols have also been erected, many of them dwarfing the lesser hives in size as the serpent-men prepare obscene celebratory rituals for their indescribable patrons. The temples that accompany these blasphemous edifices can be even larger and just as foul. The stone that these vast structures are all carved from is slick and oily, giving the great hives a sickly sheen to them caused the stone to ripple and wave in the light like a disturbing mirage.


The serpent-men are pallid, scaly creatures, appearing vaguely humanoid but squat and prone to scuttling on all four of their articulated limbs. Their spines bend in unnatural ways, often leading to them adopting bizarre poses that do not look human whenever they move in a non-erect manner. Their faces are flat with large, nocturnal eyes and unhinge-able jaws filled with teeth. They speak in a whispering language of grunts and hisses and can sense heat signatures, allowing them to sneak up on prey. Armed with primitive weapons, it is their bizarre resilience and skill in stalking humans that allowed them to conquer India. They are also allied with other subterranean reptiles that help them burrow under the ground to attack areas or submerge settlements in an instant.


To the north humans do still populate the land but they can barely be called civilized. In order to survive a desperate individual called upon esoteric powers to save himself. Its unknown just exactly what answered him but it stripped away his sanity in order to dispel his worries and filled him with an unquenchable rage.


The Rage spread out throughout the central portion of northern India, infecting millions with its bloodlust. Now there is a large portion of India completely filled with the descendants of the Rage’s infected. This land is a dilapidated ruin filled with the wrecks of former cities. The region has grown wild with the forests and grasslands returning to cover up the decaying settlements of India. It is in these areas that the adherents of Rage dwell. Living in tribes of varying size the feral humans that call this region home stalk through their claimed territories, hunting for food and attacking anything that intrudes in their lands. They are constantly fighting something either their neighbours or each other, compelled by the Rage to spill blood and feel violence inflicted on either another being or themselves.


The largest structures the tribes ever erect are the large, ramshackle temples to the Rage. These foreboding edifices are tall, cruel, sharp and seem to throb with a barely repressed sentience and life of their own, as if something is straining at the bonds of the structure. Offerings of flesh and blood are made daily, sometimes constantly as tribes will sometimes wipe themselves out completely in frenzies of anger and bloodlust. Those who try to devour the offerings will be overwhelmed by the Rage and tear their own bodies apart, making amends for their transgression with their own flesh and blood.


In East Asia the shadows rose and ate people, devouring millions in a matter of days as darkness inexplicably spread out and coalesced. A few weeks later the shadows had taken new and varied forms and could move in the light. Colour followed shortly afterwards and soon the darkness was solid and gorged on the flesh and blood of their victims.


These creatures were the Nightmares that haunted peoples sleep and with the uprising they had finally been granted the opportunity to become solid. Though they rose up in other parts of the world it was in East Asia that they saw the most success. Now that they had finally passed on into the real world with greater success than ever before, the Nightmares have now become a part of physicality and were able to impose their control over what was once China and the surrounding areas.


The region is now informally called the Kingdom of Night, a loose union of Nightmare ruled territories and petty states. The kingdom is barely united at all as the diverse and horrific collection of formerly intangible abominations rarely cooperate on such a large scale. Nightmares are usually dominated by the most powerful and foulest of their kind who terrorise the lesser variants into their service. The lesser Nightmares in turn use fear to oppress the remaining human populations in order to assert their dominance and enforce the reigning tyrant’s rule. The Nightmares come in a great variety of disturbing forms with no two creatures ever being completely similar in appearance. Though they are now living beings of flesh they can still walk in the spaces between darkness, dragging the shadows along with their own bodies. When Nightmares hunt they will spread the shadows further and further over their territories in order to expand the areas they can step within.


The Nightmares do still preserve the cities of East Asia and do, in fact, promote the construction of new settlements. Nightmares concentrate around the humans that initially spawned them and therefore prefer the humans that remain in their lands to be close to one another. For humans in the Kingdom of Night they live in constant fear and paranoia as any shadow can suddenly reach out and devour them or, at the very least, deposit some indescribable horror in their presence. Some of the Nightmares have tried to preserve modern technology and infrastructure with several of them even featuring mechanical parts to their bodies. It has been difficult, however, and some areas have fallen into disrepair due to a lack of diligence from the ruling Nightmares.


Japan has been taken over by Nightmares in a few areas but for the most part has suffered its own horrors. Creatures that could only be called Onryo emerged during the uprising and began to brutally slaughter anything that stood in their way, including Nightmares. Most of the island is now divided into haunted territories where the remaining Japanese live in perpetual fear of transgressing the pallid, ghostly figures who stalk their land. Disappearances are common and all attempts to ward away the vengeful dead have failed.


Despite the horrors that assail the world there are a few redoubts of regular and (arguably) free humans. Though most of these strongholds are small and wretched there are a few that continue to be places of importance and substance.


The most powerful free human nations left on earth is the Kingdom of Australia. Whilst they suffered from their own horrors the Australian continent seemed to miraculously avoid the worst of the uprising. They did have to endure the subsequent influx of terrified refugees and almost collapsed from the unrest and strain that followed that. Martial law was enacted and reinforced as fleeing members of the British Royal Navy arrived with Prince William who had also been successfully evacuated by some seeming miracle. With horrors on all sides the Australians hunkered down and prepared for the worst.


Modern Australia is a fortified weapon that is highly militarised. The state of emergency has still not ended and has completely transformed Australia as a nation. The entirety of society is now highly stratified with every single citizen trained in some way to support the nation’s military. The economy, due to the strain, is no longer on a permanent war-footing but the majority of it is still focused on some kind of military matter. Most scientific research development is also oriented towards reinforcing the military and the nation’s capability of fighting and surviving the ongoing war against the supernatural. The power of the monarchy, as a symbol and as the (initially technical) supreme commander of the armed forces has returned to an unprecedented degree. The power of the Church has also ballooned as people try to find some solace and protection against the inhuman monstrosities that assault them.


Australian culture is truncated by the demands of the military and civilian infrastructure. Propaganda espousing the righteousness of their nation, the monarchy, the government’s mandates and the church is everywhere and works to keep people motivated. The population is highly mobilized which has allowed them to build an advanced infrastructure but it is all prioritised towards services needed to support the military-industrial complex. Australia is a dull nation drowned in jingoistic propaganda and rendered a paranoid panopticon by the efforts taken to keep supernatural infestation at bay. Surveillance equipment is everywhere in every part of Australia and is designed to watch out for supernatural infestation, subversion and resistance to the requirements the government makes of the citizenry.


The United States fell apart quickly as the hordes of Merfolk overran the coasts and rivers but a remnant was able to survive. Thanks to the resistance of much of the nation a portion of the government was able to make it to a series of fortified underground complexes in the Rocky Mountains. Reinforced by the weapons kept there, the USA was able to carve out a small domain in the mountains.


The United States is expanding once again but it is tenuous and largely northwards focused, further into the mountains where they still have an advantage against the mutants. Most of the actual settled portions of the human USA is situated underground. The bunker complexes have been reinforced even more and expanded with tunnel complexes reaching further underground and outwards. Any openings that are made to the surface are either sealed or heavily fortified and numerous bulkheads and destructible tunnels exist to seal sections if necessary. The entire system is heavily regulated with the right to travel, the food from the hydroponic gardens, the water from the carefully regulated reservoirs and even the air generated from the gardens and pumped down from the surface being closely controlled by the government.


The current president has been in power since the crisis began and has been re-elected consecutively thanks to rigging of the ballots. All of this is justified to members of the government conspiracy by stressing the need for order and cohesion in the face of the supernatural assault on what is left of their nation. They are promote nationalism with a religious fervour, constantly affirming the population that they will launch a crusade to retake the rest of the former United States. There has been intense military build up though most of it has been appropriated for territorial defence thanks to the regular and devastating assaults on their borders. Natal policies are common and strictly enforced in order to keep the population increasing to provide more soldiers and labourers for the nation’s war effort.


The other remaining states that resist the countless horrors that now roam the earth are small and wretched. Many are either heavily fortified totalitarian enclaves that have precarious existences or are propped up by stronger states (usually Australia). Impoverished and often under siege, they are usually reliant on stronger benefactors for advanced weaponry. Others are so paranoid that they have closed themselves off. On occasion they will be broken into and the true horrors of what their despotic rulers do to the people will be revealed. Now that the various monsters, abominations and spectres have revealed themselves humanity is overtly vigilant and looking out for them. Some states are even run by the remains or descendants of monster hunting organisations that were once peripheral entities in society prior to the uprising.


As the states that promote technological advancement, the human states are the ones who have developed the most advanced technology. Though the abominable nations have tried to do the same the humans still outpace them and it is often their biggest (or only) advantage by this point.


Though it has cost them non-essential infrastructure, the remaining human nations have been able to make leaps in technology and have even been able to establish tenuous links of trade, heavily guarded convoys are now the only means of transporting goods and personnel as numerous horrific creatures have been stirred from the depths of the ocean and the skies will often harbour monstrosities of their own. Transportation in secured territory is now performed by experimental maglev trains that are still being perfected but are already seeing widespread use in nations like Australia and America (who’s rails are also underground) due to the need to ship freight and people as quickly as possible.


Military technology is the most advanced. For whatever reasons the various abominations grew tired and their advance stalled as they moved in to wipe up the final areas of resistance. Now the human nations have developed new superweapons in place of their often lost nuclear arsenals. Australia has finally returned to outer-space and put weapons platforms in orbit that guard their borders and are fully prepared to move them to new theatres of actions when they emerge.


Rail and coil guns have been developed though the issue of overheating in rail guns means they still can’t be carried on anything smaller than a super-heavy tank. The larger VTOLs can also carry the cooling systems needed to house rail-gun artillery but they are uncommon due to the fuel requirements. VTOL craft can now be built much larger and more heavily armoured than before and directly support troops as flying tanks in many situations. Heavy artillery is now much more mobile thanks to the development of super-heavy tanks which can carry much larger guns (the science behind making them light enough to not sink into the ground is baffling though). Smart weapons are also much more common to help combat the more difficult abominations and pinpoint targets from amongst the inhuman hordes.


The abominable states that still maintain technology will often be issuing much more backward varieties of modern weaponry. Some will have innovated and created new ones but most simply combine their own supernatural weapons with technology to create new and horrific forces of semi-living machines. Others just don’t bother and rely on the traditional powers that they used to help take over the rest of the world during the uprising.


By 2050 the world has entered a terrible status quo with the various new empires having settled down and solidified their borders. Things are about to change however. In the human states communications go over the plans for humanity’s first offensive against the inhuman creatures whilst the abominable states and entities prepare themselves for their own attacks on their neighbours. Armies are gathered, resources are stockpiled and the world prepares for the war to start again.


Meanwhile, in the depths of the Australian Outback, key officials enter a fortified bunker. Inside are a collection of people who scrawl invisible sigils into esoteric weapons. The secret to Australia’s survival and success have never been revealed and if the government has its say it will stay that way. Still there are zealous agents searching for the hidden city filled with Witches and sorcerers who support the government. No matter what service they have done for Australia and humanity in general, these men and women will not suffer the monster to live and if they have their way the city and the government who built will be destroyed. 

13. It Belongs In A Museum

In honour of the latest Indiana Jones movie I have thrown together this little TL, based on a similar take on the Mummy films by Quantumbranching/B.Munro.

Though it never made it into mainstream archaeology, even the ad-hoc, independent, borderline-tomb robbery kind, there had always been an element of the supernatural throughout Earth’s history. Though records were spotty and/or mythologised people always remembered the stories of genuinely supernatural objects buried beneath the sands of time but still potent and waiting for the right hands and minds to uncover them. Genuine belief in such items faded amongst scholarly circles as the Enlightenment and Scientific Revolution took off but there were always those true believers. These people sought out lost treasures for fame, fortune or belief that the unknown should be known.

That became a more serious problem in the 20th Century.

The rise of Mola Ram in the Princely State of Pankot and the subsequent suppression of his cult did lead to a renewed Thugee Scare. It didn’t really make it that far out of the British Raj but more than a few newspapers did comment on the slightly more panicky state of affairs in India.

When the Nazi Party rose to power and subsequently began sending out expeditions around the world for obscure reasons, intelligence agencies took notice. It didn’t take very long to figure out that Hitler was indulging an obsession with occultism and, whilst not everyone believed what he was looking for had any real power, if they even existed, they certainly didn’t want potential historical treasures ending up in German hands. Of course, after several incidents, the Ark of the Covenant being the biggest, governments around the world realised that there was more to the artefacts they were uncovering than they could possibly have imagined.

Thus, the Occult Arms Race began – though it was very lowkey. Dozens of treasure-seekers would die, either at the hands of traps, tests and curses designed to protect the secrets of the past or at the hands of the powers they were trying to recover without truly knowing what they were handling. The fact that most occult powers tended not to work as their would-be wielders (particularly the ideologically dogmatic ones) expected was usually responsible for most of the face/hand/total-body meltings.

This didn’t keep WWII from happening more-or-less on schedule but when it did happen the Thule Society and Ahnenerbe had a few actual occult powers at their disposal to unleash on the Reich’s enemies.

They didn’t help too much but they did cause more carnage on the Eastern Front, especially when the SS Berserkers went out of control and disappeared into the forests of Eastern Europe. Buyan Island’s resurrection didn’t produce much other than releasing Koschei back into a world that didn’t know how to put him back in his tomb. The sword, Gram, wasn’t that useful either in a world of machine guns and heavy ordinance, even if it can slice through tanks. The futile search for the Lance of Longinus lasted right up just before the final surrender of the Nazi government. It turns out the Helm of Awe was actually useful, but only in keeping unrest in very close proximity to it down, allowing Hitler, specifically, to keep his war-machine chugging without interference or fear of assassination until the Allies had overwhelmed his forces completely.

With more pronounced fighting in the Mediterranean and Italy more secure, there was a push through Turkey and the Balkans after fighting in the Middle East and North Africa was done. It went poorly, even with landings across the Aegean and Adriatic. There ultimately still was an invasion of Italy that, like OTL, got bogged down along an alt-Gothic Line and an invasion of northern France, in what turned into a gargantuan, coordinated campaign along three fronts across Europe.

The war ended a few months later than OTL, with Hitler fleeing Berlin and surviving in a mobile HQ until his capture and execution at an alt-Nuremburg Trial (where he was barely coherent). The Iron Curtain was a little further east in places, particularly the Balkans.

The war in the Pacific would be affected by the occult a little less. Kusanagi no Tsurugi turned out to be as useful for the Japanese as Gram was for Germany. The true Tonbokiri was much the same. (These two weapons would be invaluable in the guerilla war in China that outlasted the surrender of the Japanese government – as much as that matters, anyway). The physical incarnations of the Jade Books in Heaven, which were procured at great expense of money and material finally cost plenty of human lives too, when it proceeded to physically unravel the Japanese expedition that discovered them. The Paolao did work, however, though it was only useful for elaborate executions, which were usually put on display during political rallies.

With most of their viable occult resources deployed in mainland Asia, where conventional warfare that favoured their magical weaponry (all things being relative) was more commonplace compared to the Pacific, fighting would continue in China even after the atomic bombs were dropped on the Home Islands.

WWII had revealed the reality of the supernatural, at least to those involved in the war effort. The power of science had also been proven, however, with the beginning of the Atomic Age.

With a smaller empire in Europe and the honour of catching Hitler going to the British, the Soviets would be more aggressive in expanding communist influence in other regions. Latin America would receive the brunt of Soviet attention and see a surprising amount of receptivity – the extreme and mishandled US Red Scare reaction would help with this, ironically. The Middle East, which had experienced a lot of Western interference and a more than fair amount of Axis pillaging before and even during WWII, would be another battleground, though only Iran ended up in the Comintern. China would ultimately end up under Mao’s control after an even more horrible post-war conflict but would still split from Moscow’s influence more-or-less on schedule. The entirety of Korea ended up under Soviet occupation during WWII and the extended struggle on mainland Asia and remained thus – minus Jeju and the other islands. Vietnam would end up becoming even more of a bloody quagmire than OTL.

The USSR, rejecting the occult on ideological grounds, would pursue ‘theoretical sciences’ instead. Psychics would be a big field of research, ironically benefitting from captured records of some truly atrocious Nazi experiments in psychic abilities. Remains recovered from the Tunguska Event would reveal the existence of the Grays to them – long before the Roswell incident would give the USA their own body to work with, proved to be a boost to Soviet psychic theories as the Grays proved to be exponentially more powerful than any viable human psychic. Chemical and genetic engineering would also take off with a lot of irradiated or chemically poisoned corpses to show for it.

Worried about Soviet projects, the US would search for their own advantages. This would lead to even more lenient treatment for German physicists and mathematicians, including a number of totally unreconstructed Nazis. After the success in landing on the Moon and the Schmidt/Voller Incident in 1969 an intense interrogation of America’s German expat scientists would take place.

Decolonisation and the various wars for independence and post-independence conflicts would reignite the Occult Arms Race once again. Various groups in the former European colonial empires would hunt down artefacts from their cultures’ history to wield to their advantage. Most would just end up as rallying symbols for insurgencies and those artefacts found by foreign powers would be touted as stolen in nationalist/revolutionary propaganda.

Occultism became a common part of the counter-culture and whilst most rituals, curses and totems were complete wastes of time – when they weren’t being done incorrectly – some weren’t. The reaction from conservatives around the world but particularly the US, where the most well-broadcast counter-culture was evolving, was quite brutal. Witch-hunts were quite literal, even if, like most actual witch-hunts, they were riddled with confirmation bias and got innocents injured or killed the vast majority of the time. Of course, this just got wrapped up in with America’s cultural development, including the Civil Rights Movement, in national security concerns. A number of social crises ensued for America, which often allowed the USSR to operate much more extensively overseas.

The late 70s and early 80s would see the results of America’s retraction overseas. The USSR would rush to fill as much of the power vacuum as they could, and then collapse as imperial overstretch, excessive spending on super-science (that nearly always went nowhere), extensive corruption and the usual inefficiencies of the communist system all saw the Soviet empire fall apart. The last Soviet secretary general would be remembered as a fool who overextended his reach (which is a little unfair, his predecessors had already hollowed out the state beyond repair long before his tenure).

By 2023 the world is much more settled than the previous “Occult Century,” but there are still sign of conflict and new crises are becoming more apparent.

After so many decades of low-key social turmoil America’s a slightly more left-wing place than OTL but also even more paranoid and militarised. There is still a degree of notable social unrest in the US, especially as the climate crisis continues to harshly affect significant portions of the country, which keeps the police state extensive and quite heavily armed. There is state backed medicare that actually has a lot of substance – outside of Texas and Florida, who still have more restrictions on federal institutions. In a world where some super-science actually does work there is a growing technocratic movement that has informal boosting from the likes of alt-Elon Musk and similar corporate tycoons interested in a creating a true Space Age world, specifically one they’ve built.

There was no Southern Strategy, with both major US parties hemming and hawing over civil rights in the turbulent 50s, 60s and 70s and both Republicans and Democrats remain more geographically focused with differing degrees of bipartisan support in their membership and voting base. The Republicans still lean more conservative but no-one with any credibility is actually going to fully roll back federal welfare programs.

Area 51 is America’s biggest secret; one they pretend to keep as an open one but with a hidden reality behind the mundane façade. The base has been expanded massively, with several safer artefacts kept in the old hanger for the sake of the press but the true occult arsenal of America is deep underground. Very cautious experiments, preceded by paranoid studying of all relevant literature on the artefacts being tested, are conducted here – unless certain environmental conditions are required, in which case they do so in the nearest empty plot with said required conditions. There have been several accidents and a few nukes are onsite as a precautionary measure but the base hasn’t been completely destroyed yet.

Trespassers are definitely shot on sight, however and anyone who does approach the front gate better have all of the required (and often secretly provided) passes on hand – and in the hands of the people they were formally given to – if they don’t want to receive the same treatment. The Soviet infiltration of 1957 will never be allowed to be repeated.

The scars of the witch hunts of the of the 70s, 80s and early 90s are still very apparent. Needless to say, this was a bad time for Native Americans as fear of ‘pagan magic’ permeated the rural – and very Christian – parts of the American Midwest. The fact that the power of the God of Abraham is as likely to manifest as those of other faiths has made things much more confusing but for the fanatics in America it has been a boon to their message. Church attendance is higher than OTL, even if this (thankfully) hasn’t translated into completely violent intolerance. In fact, America’s last big Christian Revival had a surprisingly big focus on “the Lord working in mysterious ways,” and “having many faces,” that generally assuaged the fears of the flock, that he answers the prayers of all good-hearted and godly people, regardless of the name of who they pray to.

Even today, the more radical US youth counter-cultures mess around with whatever spells they think will work. Some pick-up artists even incorporate tantric rituals (or what they think are rituals) into their repertoire. Most of it’s a collection of placebos. The real stuff is kept under tight lock-and-key. Wicca isn’t illegal but they have a bad reputation and have produced far more violent radicals than OTL (which, in all fairness, was often a reaction to their persecution at the hands of radical Christians and other panicky types).

When America retracted, Western/Southern Europe found it had to look after itself. Cooperation in the face of a (for a time) strong – and still very expansionist and ambitious – USSR prompted further cooperation and political integration. The EU has managed to stay intact in the post-Soviet world but it’s still far from being a United States of Europe and isn’t going to get any closer for a very long time.

There weren’t any secret societies that guarded or sought after occult secrets but Britain, France and (technically) Spain had a head start on most other nations on finding and researching the supernatural. Most of it was unintentional but once it became clear that magical and divine power was real, the governments of these colonial empires found that the treasures they had looted from their colonies may have even more value than their plunderers had originally believed. Both Britain and France spend a lot of their own money (often relying on EU funds to subsidize their Union-mandated welfare systems) on maintaining as much of a global political presence as they can in order to maintain an edge in the study of magic, mythology and weird science. These days they have to treat their former colonies like actual partners and have become very skilled at stonewalling negotiations concerning the return of cultural artefacts to their homelands.

Many people believe a proper account of how many treasures were stolen by the Nazis – and likely lost in the chaos of the war – still hasn’t been made.

After so many years of struggle, the Russian state is not only back on its feet but under a genuinely democratic regime that has gotten the worst of its shakiness worked out of it. Politics is still prone to populist chest-thumping but they rarely get into power. Russian democracy is fractious, however, and prone to forming coalition parties, often seeing some groups of extremists (or reformers, as most of them see themselves) making their way into every given governing administration.

Russia’s obsession with super-science still isn’t gone. Most of their research is based on producing more conventional fields of research but the current administration and its predecessor have been big believers in education, as long as it’s focused on productive curricula. They are interested in theoretical physics and computer science and dreams of a computerised society are promoted by the government and Russia’s biggest mega-corporations.

With a longer and nastier experience in the 30s, 40s and 50s, China remained isolated from the capitalist world and conventionally Maoist for much longer. This has left China a poorer state whilst still going through an equivalent of the Great Leap Forward and all the mass-deaths of OTL. There was no One-Child Policy, at least, which has left China with healthier demographics and a birth-rate that is only just on the verge of the demographic transition. The government’s refutation of superstition has been both rather bad for Chinese archaeology as any artefacts known to hold supernatural power have been destroyed as sources of irrational, counter-revolutionary sentiment. In fact, the occult conflicts saw even more of China’s ancient heritage destroyed, particularly in the wartime conditions of the 40s, where the communists wanted to deny the potential powers of these artefacts to their enemies.

China today is finally opening up and has largely dropped Maoism in favour of a more urbanocentric economic policy. Markets are open to the West but still controlled by government combines. The economy is inflexible and slow to grow but it is growing. China’s also secretly picked up the old Soviet obsession with super-science and have covertly bought as much ex-Soviet research material as they can, as well as conventional theoretical science.

Global politics are a bit more fragmented, with the US withdrawing but the USSR collapsing before they could dominate the globe and China not being in position to take their place after the Soviet collapse. America’s exerting the most power internationally now but their hegemony is not felt as assuredly as OTL. No-one’s really up to the task of actually challenging them but Russia, China and, to an extent, Europe, are competing with the US for international clout a fair bit more than OTL.

The Middle East saw actual Axis invasion. Hitler managed to gain control of France’s fleet in this TL and used it to get access to French Syria and Lebanon. Part of the war effort was focused on trying to grab as many legendary items from the region as possible – his obsessive search for the Lance of Longinus, which wasn’t in the region by this point, was part of this campaign. After the war a larger and much more successful United Arab Republic united much of the region and almost sided with the USSR after an even worse Suez Crisis, which fed the even stronger anti-Western sentiment that a year of rapine Nazi campaigning had exacerbated. The UAR’s collapse in the 70s left much of the Middle East a mess and, for a long time, the best that could be made of the chaos is a series of ruthless strongman regimes, most of which were, ironically, set up by Israel.

Archaeology is a fraught and far more interesting field compared to OTL. Governments keep an eye on practically every archaeology department in their countries and private collections have been raided a fair few times just to make sure something dangerous (or useful…. or both) isn’t kept in them. Expeditions to places of legend are actually likely to take place and with backing from significant players, though usually only after some sure evidence has been found. The Lost City of Z turned out to not really be that inspiring to the average person but redefined conceptions in academic circles concerned with the development of Brazilian indigenous civilisations. The sunken remains of Avalon have still not been revealed to the public, especially since they recovered Excalibur, which, like Z, wasn’t that impressive to look at – talks are still taking place in the UK over whether it should be put on public display or not. Expeditions in the waterlogged ruins of El Dorado haven’t dredged up any left-behind Gray technology but some groups hold out hope that the Grays dropped something. They did crash their ships…. twice. They seem to be quite capable of making simple mistakes when they’re in their corporeal state.

The international teams that are studying the lost continents of Atlantis, Lemuria/Kumari Kandam and Mu are under tight control. They have nothing on how top secret the expeditions tunnelling under Antarctica’s icecap are.

Secret societies may not be rife in this world but they’re more extensive than the average person would likely be comfortable with. India’s current mess is a result of the cascading effect of Mola Ram’s Thugee Cult existing and spooking the British Raj, setting off a cascading political effect from the beginning of the independence process through to the national government’s crackdown on political radicals – who weren’t in their approved camps, anyway. America has its esoteric neo-Nazis, who have intermingled with mystic branches of the KKK, though both have become much rarer and more secretive since America’s post-Voller purge. The USSR spawned a fair few super-scientist communities, who still have secret members collaborating in modern Russia’s industrial complex and are making careful, tentative inroads into China.

The Illuminati are probably the most secure conspiracy. They hide in plain sight these days and actually engaged in a lot of conspiracy hunting themselves, to keep rivals from rocking the boat too much. They actually have a lot of cross-pollination with other conspiracies, though these are closer to deep-cover agents than actual attempts to co-opt the other groups.

The Catholic Church denies any implications that they have any secret organisations under their protection or Christian artefacts of power hidden in the vaults of the Vatican. No-one believes them. They’re right not to.

There still isn’t any official international agreement on occult or otherwise extra-natural items and artefacts. Most people can agree on illegalising most magical rites and rituals that are shown to actually curse or hex people with a few others that can’t be proven within a reasonable level of doubt being stuck in legal limbo (looking at you, tantric sex rites). Physical objects, however, are a bit tricky. Making any kind of agreement on them would probably require revealing who has what and many former colonies of Europe would probably ask for their cultural heritage back.

Religion is in a strange place. Artefacts associated with every major religion and quite a few that are dead (or reduced to a small group of practitioners) have displayed occult power. The biggest arguments are often over whether this power is actually coming from the gods these artefacts are associated with or, in fact, being provided by the true God – whoever that is, debates are, of course, ongoing. Atheism isn’t dead, however. The “this is just technology we don’t understand,” argument is very popular here. The fact that every religion has an artefact that displays some kind of power has actually boosted agnosticism and irreligiosity that still supports personal spirituality.

Proof (more or less) of religious power has fuelled a lot of religious extremism but also some odd developments in political religiosity.

South American ‘clerical socialism’ came about from the odd mixture of successful Soviet hegemony forming in the region and the religious reaction from proving God’s power. The Catholic Church is a more politically involved organisation in the world but isn’t influencing anyone’s governments directly (secretive suborganisations within the church notwithstanding). American Evangelism is even more pronounced than OTL, which has fuelled and continues to fuel violent unrest in especially religious portions of the US. Islamism took off even sooner than OTL in the collapse of the UAR but, whilst it still has some energy thanks to the proof of divine power, it has largely run its course and the brief reign of, often small and wretched, Islamic theocracies is long over but has left many, still unhealed, scars. Israel knows the US has the Ark of the Covenant and regularly issues demands that it be returned to them.

Hindu nationalism got a boost from the rumours of the power wielded by the Thugee Cult and there is a movement to recover the ‘maybe-not-so-legendary’ Shankara Stones, which continues to exacerbate the violence on the subcontinent. Neo-pagan and pre-Christian revivalist cults have made some headway but they’re all rather secretive, especially in more religiously authoritarian communities. Many have actually become radicalised due to persecution and the proof of non-Christian occult power lending support to more extreme positions. No-one’s managed to set off an especially large curse, hex or ritual designed to blight the Christian/Muslim/Abrahamic world but special forces in numerous nations around the world have broken up attempts to cast malicious spells – even if the viability of such spells was questionable, no government wants to take chances.

If religion is in a strange place science is even stranger. Psychic studies still don’t produce much and no amount of exposure to Gray remains or technology seems to stimulate the psychic centres of the brain. Even then, there has been a lot of research, often incorporating divination spells and similar rituals and a lot of staring at goats for hours on end (with Clockwork Orange style eyelid braces and application of eyedrops involved). Some experiments have led to people being successfully compelled against their will, thoughts have been read – though they tend to be a bit blurry and up to interpretation – and future events have been predicted – which are also prone to the same issues as reading minds.

The brains kept alive in jars – wired up to a lot of machinery, of course – are still alive but reliable methods of communication still haven’t been established. That one that went missing in the US remains a concern, especially because it looks like it somehow got out under its own power.

Research into temporal rifts has begun and Sicily is effectively under international control, to the fury of the Italian government. True time travel is still not likely and the teams of – very, very careful – scientific observers that have been sent back to the Battle of Syracuse are desperately trying to avoid changing the timeline any more than Jurgen Voller’s neo-Nazi gang already did. With the potential dangers of time-travel well known most research is actually trying to piggyback off of the temporal rifts and figure out how to recreate the alleged pan-dimensional warping technology of the Grays. It’s a pipe-dream for the most part but those in the know certainly know it can be done so it’s just a matter of time.

Archaeology and religious studies do have a place in the esoteric fields of research that are trying to understand the occult powers. They’re deeply unpopular with the more rigidly religious and any department not directly under the control of the governments that both own working artefacts and don’t have an issue with research being conducted on them are forbidden from actually testing their theories on occult items.

Adventure archaeology is still very much a thing, as are glorified graverobbers, the difference is whether they work for a recognised and internationally favourable government/approved corporation/approved private collector or not. Most tend to die horribly, either at the hands of some ancient boobytrap, secret protective conspiracy of guardians or the very artefact they have discovered and absentmindedly or unknowingly mishandled. Still, there are always new mysteries to uncover and people looking for fame.

In the Space-Between-Spaces the Pan-Dimensional Super-Consciousness ponders the actions of the humans. The Super-Consciousness exists across all points of space and time but there is a particular period of linear time that interests them the most. The flowering of technological progress that, while still incredibly primitive, is filled with an imagination that their analytical, rational thought processes can comprehend but can't properly understand. Humanity is a part of their past and future but what matters now is what this particular time period considers the present. From the narrow perspective of the humans, they will soon penetrate the Space-Between-Spaces and enter a realm beyond their understanding and in doing so, bring the incomprehensible intelligences attached to their world and species along with them.

The Super-Consciousness has met many gods but there is one amongst humanity’s pantheon that scares them. It is vast and incomprehensibly powerful but has a shockingly limited mind, barely more capable of perceiving the true scope of the universe it looms over than the humans it dotes on. Intervention beyond crashing select aspects of the Super-Consciousness’ corporeal being – the beings the humans call Grays – at viable points in humanity’s timeline must be undertaken, before their pan-dimensional phase space is infected by the recipients of human faith. Yahweh must be contained.

Credit for Atlantis, Lemuria and Mu goes to their creators.

14. For Your Viewing Terror

Happy Halloween, everybody. This year’s holiday scenario is a request by Imperium of Canada for a shared analog horror world. I’ve probably missed some since I was given a list but it’s continuously updated and new material is always coming out.

No-one knows when this all started. Most of the horrors and foul powers are unfathomably ancient, many of them preceding humanity’s existence or existing outside of standard understandings of reality, time and space. Ancient civilisations, such as the Egyptians, had a few close calls but for the most part the human species was ignorant of what was encroaching from every direction.

Outside of a few isolated incidents, it was in the later 20th Century, with the expansion of television broadcast, that the monsters became more obvious – or, at least, their victims had a better chance of recording their deaths and passing on information about whatever they had stumbled across/was hunting them to others.

It seemed that around the 20th Century is when the various presences on Earth started to exert their influences more openly, or at least that populations were high enough and interconnected enough that supernatural incursions were spreading much more quickly. Of course the weakening of the Hartwin Association, the organisation best dedicated to handling the supernatural around the entire world but also one that was getting rather decrepit and moribund with age and from resistance by factions opposed to their conspiracy didn’t help.

Things first kicked off in 1964 with the discovery of the Atrocidius Compendium in England and its transference to Foxwood University in Massachusetts. Despite the best efforts of a new research professor, the university dean and the dean’s secretary, a pan-dimensional entity escaped onto a busy campus and was witnessed by several students before the trio could catch and eventually burn the creature to death, though it cost them all their lives to do so. The story made the news but didn’t really escape the local county, outside of rumours and stories spread by the students.

Things remained quiet, thanks to the efforts of the US Department of Anomalies and the Hartwin Association, who they corresponded with. The affair was tidied up and all recordings made by the professor were taken into the DoA’s custody but this was just the beginning of their problems.

The Atrocidius Compendium was never found.

There were other incidents after that but they were small in scale, limited by the remote locations they took place in and the limits of broadcasting technology for those who could get messages out. The closest brush with publicity was the disappearance of the entire town of Fawn’s Circle, Minnesota to a hostile, sentient snowstorm in 1983. This too was largely covered up, with the news cycle generally only getting the scraps and writing it off as a Marie Celeste style mystery.

Then in 1985, the Statue of Liberty rolled off of her plinth and the LIBERTYLURKER took a peek outside.

The world’s reaction was hysterical. The Association just managed to get the LIBERTYLURKER to return to its resting place but too many people had witnessed the creature’s emergence. There just isn’t really a point where people aren’t looking at Ellis Island and Lady Liberty and footage of what happened to the Statue of Liberty spread around the world. People panicked, the government panicked, the Hartwin Association scrambled for damage control and their opponents tried to take advantage of this slip-up – when they weren’t panicking as well.

As the residents of the country where this incident happened, Americans had the biggest reaction. The existence of the Association wasn’t exactly revealed by the suppressing of the LIBERTYLURKER but people began to ask questions about the people who immediately flew over to Ellis Island before the creature peaking out Lady Liberty’s plinth went back inside. Some people said it was an alien, others a monster, others a robot – either made by aliens, communist infiltrators, the French (since they built the damn thing – and it’s funny to see how close they were to the truth) or underground mole/lizard/bug people – and some claimed it was the Devil and that the End Times were about to begin, Rapture to be announced later.

Then the Freedom Fighters released information on the charnel pit existing in the plinth. The public outcry was massive though whether it was because of the loss of life or the fact that this mass grave was associated with the Statue of Liberty was hard to say. Any investigation was hampered by the Association and their allies who let out scraps but did their best to keep the majority of the truth hidden.

Things quieted down to a concerned wariness and then in 1989 the first cases of the Tangi Virus were noted. An investigation led to the discovery of contamination in the water of the Tangipahoa River that infected people with a mutative parasite. The government cracked down on the Tangipahoa Parish Community, who were revealed to be intentionally spreading the infection through exported, bottled water from the famously clean river though it was unknown how many samples from the river were successfully distributed. A pandemic alarm was instated and the country subjected to extensive investigations and Louisiana was put under strict quarantine. Videos then emerged showing just what the final result of the parasitic infection looked like and it was clear, it was natural.

A scramble would follow to find any other monsters – and a lot of monuments, landmarks and excluded properties would be needlessly vandalised in the panic. Countless investigations would take place into hauntings, mysterious disappearances and inexplicable happenings and, finally, people began to find evidence of the supernatural and the horrific.

Then they found out just how prevalent it was. Then the panic got worse.

The hidden battles between elements of the various governments around the world and the Hartwin Association’s members didn’t help thing either. There just wasn’t much trust for a shadowy organisation that had immense amounts of influence over every society but wasn’t accountable either, had its own agenda that was increasingly revealed to be rather heinous (thank you, Freedom Fighters; thank you so much) and was beginning to look either incompetent – they’re failing to keep a lot of horrors from running rampant on their watch – or malicious – they’re letting these horrors run rampant for their own agenda.

Alongside the many official investigations taking place across the world there were also many amateur ones. Most ended up as little more than recordings, since the self-proclaimed detectives and investigators rarely survived but a few made it and added their own videos and writings to the growing catalogue of horrific discoveries. A lot of formal investigators also often ended up dead; in fact their posthumous warnings often ended up being a confirmation for the authorities that the monsters that (usually dead) civilians reported were real.

By 2022, the world is a very, very frightened place.

This is generally not a good world for introverts, loners and those who like their privacy. Cameras are everywhere they can be afforded – and will often take priority in civil budgets. Even those countries/states that don’t openly put cameras and recording devices in peoples’ homes will secretly bug them. At the very least, it isn’t explicitly illegal to have a private life, at least in the West. This has been good for dealing with more mundane cases of murder, rape and other domestic crimes that traditionally take place behind closed doors but they don’t receive as immediate a response as the supernatural threats this equipment is supposed to monitor. Counter-supernatural organisations are also allowed to enter homes at will and conduct whatever investigations they deem necessary.

It’s common, in Western nations, at least, for people to carry recording equipment on their persons at all times, along with as many batteries and film/data-storage as they can conveniently carry. It’s not exactly encouraged by governments on any level as recordings made on unprotected devices can serve as a vector for corruption by certain entities. There’s also the fact that some of the horrific things civilians can stumble upon may in fact be things that the government or Hartwin Association are responsible for and none of these groups like the idea of their dirty laundry being aired.

Mysteries, rumours and conspiracy theories are both rife and often taken more seriously compared to OTL. Someone going missing without a trace is likely to receive much more attention, whether by amateurs or professionals and committing disappearance hoaxes is an offence that is punishable by death in most countries. No-one would get away with some of the viral marketing schemes of OTL.

At the very least, conventional crime is down in many nations. Less organised nations have trouble with vigilantism from communities who believe their victims are either a supernatural entity, a supernatural vector or a dangerous cultist (on average, these mobs are wrong 9 times out of 10). In more organised nations people suspected of similar things will just be ostracised instead and reported – and they will be investigated, no matter what. On the other hand, government detention of people is very commonplace; sometimes for their own safety if they’ve been marked by a supernatural threat but usually because they’ve done something dissident. Uncovering extra-governmental conspiracies like the Hartwin Association will definitely get your disappeared.

The world is also poorer. Between the authoritarianism, paranoia, investment in vast (and expensive) security networks and the collapse of the Middle East, the global economy is much less certain and more restricted. Uncertainty in nuclear power – by those who know the real threat of irradiated fallout – means that energy costs are very high.

Out of all of the world the United States has arguably taken things the worse and that’s mostly because they already had a secret civil going on in their nation even before the supernatural was inarguably revealed to the wider world. Ousting the Association – who had already become rather moribund and divided, anyway – in the early 2000s didn’t help the USA. Even retaining a lot of the counter-supernatural organisations that the Association founded, like the Department of Anomalies, hasn’t been enough to keep America’s numerous horrors at bay.

The United States is forever on the verge of tripping into the abyss but what that means is never particularly clear. Martial law hasn’t been completely declared but the government has a lot of emergency powers that are practically permanent and quarantine laws have been put in place that have locked down large tracts of the United States for decades now.

Probably the biggest problems for the USA are the Monumental Threats, mostly because they’re so culturally important but completely out of control and very threatening.

The Angel still hangs around Babylon Forest, with many anti-government groups, including descendants of the old Freedom Fighters, have tried to recruit it, even sending in creatures made by MKUltra as disposable ambassadors. None of these missions have succeeded and most would-be emissaries and recruiters have died at the Angel’s hands.

The Grand Canyon is no longer a popular tourist destination as you have no idea when the animated statue of Freedom will come across you and slice you up. The Canyon Crowns, or Canyonggalans, are also really unsettling for those who come across them rather than the statue that is responsible for their existence.

Alcatraz lives and the efforts by the Association to kill it have had some very nasty consequences. The impossible organism that is the island and its prison complex has been seen floating around the Bay Area and on occasion satellite images make it look like its grown but it always reverts to normal size. Whatever the Association did to it may not have worked entirely but it seems the island is currently contained where prior projections assumed it would grow and engulf the world. People are only just starting to realise that it is somehow consuming and replicating people. They’re also starting to notice the copies that are roaming the Pacific Ocean.

No-one dares replace the toppled Statue of Liberty since they know what lurks inside the plinth.

Bottles of infected Tangipahoa Water can still be found in the USA, mostly in laboratories but there are groups here and there, descended from the Tangipahoa Parish Government, that still distribute their limited supply. The river itself has been sterilised and is now too toxic and polluted to sustain any life. Even then the region remains under quarantine and floods lead to martial law being enacted over much of Louisiana. There may be victims around the world thanks to previous exports of Tangipohoa Water but the southern USA has the largest concentration of infected in the world.

Late stage infected continue to haunt the region and have been reported further up the Mississippi.

Barniote-7 is another disease exclusive to the USA. The macabres it creates pop up here and there and despite every attempt to quarantine the infected children, the macabres continue to spread across the country, even if victimisation rates are quite low. The first few cases in Canada and Central America have been reported, worrying the Department of Anomalies, who had been trying to cover this particular disease up.

The Freedom Fighters tried to keep the civilian populace out of their war with the Hartwin Association but between the unrest caused by the conflict and the prevalence of so many threats, the average American is as armed as possible (Texas and Tennessee stopped short of rocket and grenade launchers but you can get some pretty strong firepower in these – and some other – states). This isn’t particularly useful in most circumstances where something unnatural is being confronted but people desperately want some sense of security. A lot of accidental killings have happened because of people mistaking weird loners or out-of-character moments from individuals as a sign of being replaced by a doppelganger/impersonator. Thankfully the extensive surveillance state means that there is nearly always some video evidence. Manslaughter charges are not waived or mitigated if the accused claim that they thought their victim was a doppelganger.

Then there is the ADA. No-one knows what prompted their original incarnation but for the longest time they were known as the Anti-Device Association and were neo-Luddites of sorts and strongly anti-government. Their sentiments are rather understandable between the susceptibility of most ‘modern’ technology to supernatural interference and the authoritarianism of the government, even after the Association was defeated, but their aims were rather vague. Since 2003 a large portion of them have become something much more sinister, the Advocates for the Division of America but what that means is too terrifying for most people to understand.

Why they were originally called the Anti-Dean Association is unclear but to those in the know, it implies their founders came through the Special Trees and have a connection to the bizarre Cornerfolk.

Investigation is still ongoing into the governments various departments and federal organisations that the Association set up to counter the supernatural. Quite a few skeletons have been found in these groups’ closets – or in the case of Pearl Hartwin; in the walls of Henry Endicott’s house. The revealing of the official police training video informing law enforcement to ignore people who call them to warn them about alternate infiltration was an especially damning incident but no-one’s entirely sure which organisation made that policy.

Snowstorms in the northern USA and much of Canada are now rather dangerous. The alien lifeforms that infected Fawn’s Circle’s snow back in 1983 didn’t all die out in the thaw and they will flare up periodically to overwhelm the sites where their populations bloom. There isn’t a solution yet but larger cities are generally safe since people started installing much more powerful central heating – particularly heated roads. This method is horrendously expensive but it’s kept Montreal from being buried in snow twice.

The purging of Moonlight Acres Camp led to the decline of many rural resorts, camps and children’s centres in America – and, by extension, Canada. The remaining organisations tend to be much more centralised and are monitored closely by either the local state governments or the federal government.

America guard’s it’s biggest secret, the Pentagon, its twin at the bottom of the mid-Atlantic and the Atlantis Watergate, which leads to the Internal Plane. Even after the ousting of the Association, the government didn’t want to reveal the existence of these gateways and the fact that America alone has access to them. It was leaking of Freedom Fighter videos on their conflict with the Hartwin Association that led to the rest of the world finding out about the Internal Plane. Requests to neutralise the Pentagon and Atlantis Watergate or at least put it under NATO jurisdiction have all been refused and put a lot of strain on America’s international relations.

NATO has taken a beating due to the shifting of America’s fortunes. The withdrawal of US forces from overseas, the fight against the Association – which still had influence in many US allies – and the aforementioned issues with the Atlantis Watergate all frayed the relations between the US and the other member states.

The states of the European Community also ousted the Association but this was only after the US had done so. The remnants of the Association have become a lot better at hiding themselves and, at the very least, try to keep themselves in positions of power even if the Association is gone. Several amateur investigative groups exist to hunt down former Association members so that they can be subjected to trial or whatever punishment the EC member states they re citizens of see fit and they’ve taken quite a few cues from former Nazi hunters.

Everything is fine in Slaughter Valley, UK. Residents and visitors are advised to keep up with broadcast news and updates to make sure they see just how fine everything is and follow whatever instructions are given to them to make sure that they remain fine.

No-one suspects the London Eye.

Irish Potato Disease is worrying for many people, particularly the British as Anglophobia is a major symptom of the disease. The actual Irish hate it the most, however, since it just converts people into culturally insensitive caricatures of themselves and its getting really annoying. Whilst the disease is largely contained for now there isn’t a reliable cure yet but people are feeling confident about force-feeding early-stage victims Earl-Grey and strapping them down as Rule Britannia, Land of Hope & Glory and God Save the Queen are played to them loudly on a loop.

The free-movement policy is no longer in place as it makes it far too easy for dangerous things to slip from one country to another. In addition to remnants of the Association there’s concern about any variant of doppelgangers congregating or the possibility of Tangipahoa water being smuggled into the country. One thing Europe can agree on is that they need to closely guard the Mediterranean and the Balkans against the chaos in the Middle East. A lot of refugees, particularly those from the Middle East have been turned away or shot for attempting to cross the border. Those caught trying to make it to Europe’s shores tend to simply be sunk if they don’t quickly turn around after the first warning.

Despite the weakening of NATO, the Warsaw Pact was not able to capitalise on the reduction of American power. Decades of increased repression – whilst denying the existence of the supernatural beings this surveillance equipment was supposed to be monitoring – along with the consequences of the global economic downturns and the general issues of late 20th Century communism, eventually led to the USSR’s big slump though they did stumble on for longer than OTL. Troops fired on food rioters, peripheral SSRs and Soviet satellite states broke into chaos and the USSR tottered and fell over. What most didn’t know was that the remnants of the Hartwin Association had sponsored the 1997 coup that started the Soviet/2nd Russian Civil War that finally struck the final nail in the Soviet coffin.

Both major successors to the USSR are identically oppressive and paranoid but with different ideologies behind it. The Russian Socialist Union carries on the late USSR’s intense social repression, reaching North Korea levels of totalitarian control albeit with somewhat better food security. Rigorous propaganda and indoctrination programs – the latter mostly being in the education system – try to keep the populace distracted from the various supernatural horrors and it is, in fact, easier to miss alternates and fake people in the RSU than in most other countries.

The Russian Federation, on the other hand, is a right-wing(ish; it’s complicated) nationalist state that has embraced a form of muscular Orthodox Christianity, which has attached itself to Russian spiritual nationalism as a framework to work out and remove any Satanic influence over the faith.

Both states struggle with counteracting supernatural influence due to their refusal to allow corporations like Harbinge Technologies to sell their products in their territories. No-one knows that the RSU currently hosts the last remnants of the Hartwin Association, who always had close relations with the Soviet general secretary. Unfortunately this final fragment of the once mighty conspiracy is effectively useless and just exists to direct their charges away from the more overt threats even as the more subtle horrors slip through their nets.

If there’s one part of the world that has suffered it’s the Middle East and the supernatural horrors bear only a small fraction of responsibility for the state of the region. The Cold War situation in the Middle East became less stable during the economic downturns of the 80s that continued on. Then the Satanic Revelation came, which wasn’t as much of a religious issue for the Muslim populations of the region but did convince many Islamists that the devil was active in the wider world. Finally the new crusades began, bringing hundreds of thousands of increasingly well-armed Christian fanatics to the region in a hunt for the true Christ.

Israel is probably one of the few stable nations in the region and its only been made possible because of intense paranoia and near-Orwellian levels of surveillance. The border is effectively walled off and the ultra-Orthodox Jewish/Israeli nationalist government keeps a tight control over media and even access to video screens as they try to reduce the avenues of influence and corruption that the supernatural horrors have available to them.

Between the neo-crusader states and Islamic fundamentalist states, neither of which are particularly stable, the Middle East is in a state of constant turbulence. Only a few petty states that rule over necessary resources like the Arab oil wells have a guarantee of foreign support. The instability of these – often temporary – nations means that life is awful for the actual indigenous populations. The neo-crusader states are arguably the worst as little attention is given to administration. Even those crusade leaders that try to do the good Christian thing and keep the people safe and healthy struggle to keep control over their subordinates who either exercise their bigotries, try to convert the local populace under their control or ignore civilian matters in favour of seeking Christ’s prison.

Needless to say the collapse of Saudi Arabia did no favours for the world economy and securing the oil-producing states is a high priority for the nations with power projection capabilities.

China’s development was derailed by the crises of the 80s and beyond. They did better than the USSR even though they followed a similar plan of denying anything supernatural was happening whilst expanding infrastructure to counter their influence. A lot of suspected doppelgangers were killed by government agents – and some of them were even doppelgangers.

Modern China is both a highly paranoid society and one of America’s closest allies. Like the Americans they were already ousting the Hartwin Association from their territory and unlike America they were doing it without Dolus’ assistance. China is a police state that most people who lived through Mao’s regime would recognise though thankfully without famines or excessive purges. State-capitalism was still adopted by the Chinese but it is not as extensive as OTL and a high degree of central control is still in place over the economy. There is a lot of cooperation with foreign companies, however and China is happily adopting technology from the likes of Harbinge or Somnium that let them peek into peoples’ heads – they’ll then likely steal the technology and make their own versions/knock-offs.

NATO’s general retraction as well as the US pulling out of most of its overseas commitments led to most of East Asia forming the Manila Accord. This alliance system isn’t too close, for most of the same reasons as the EU as well as pre-existing prejudices. Japan is the guarantor of the Accord’s defence, having not only rearmed but developed a nuclear arsenal. North Korea’s brief and almost successful invasion of the south after America’s withdrawal is what cemented the Accord’s creation – though what’s left of South Korea will never admit just how vital Japan’s assistance was in securing their territory.

Many anti-Accord groups in East Asia wholeheartedly believe this new alliance is a trick by the Association. There’s no way this alliance could have formed organically without some conspiratorial interference. None of them have radicalised to the point of violence yet but it may not take too long.

Japan has recently beaten the UK in having the largest number of cameras per square metre of land, at least in the cities.

Probably the biggest problem for the world – that most people are aware of – are the numerous kinds of doppelgangers that have been replacing the human population. With so many different kinds out there its very hard to say which are the most prevalent but every major strain of replacement has a global range.

Fake-people, born of the Iris’ various creatures are quite prevalent in rural regions and communities. Fake-people formed by woodcrawlers are much closer to other kinds of doppelganger though they’re probably one of the more robotic types when it comes to mimicking human behaviour. The victims of Deep Root Disease, however, aren’t really as much of an issue, outside of being a disease vector. Its common training for law enforcement in the countryside to keep an eye out for Nature’s Mockery and for medical professionals to look out for the first signs of Deep Root Disease – gloves! Always wear gloves; preferably heavy, logging ones. Still, people do continue to go missing in woods around the world and no-one has yet to realise just how extensive the infiltration by the fake-people really is.

Alternates are probably one of the more well-known strains and, worryingly, the hardest to combat. The former training lessons for law enforcement have now been disseminated to the public (with the standing order to ignore suspected reports of alternates confronting their victims removed, of course).

Then there’s the Wonderland travellers who passed through Wonderland via the Special Trees. Since they’re likely to be safe and aren’t abominable horrors, the travellers usually get rehabilitated to new homes but unless they’re infants, its usually hard for the travellers and the families/friends/acquaintances of the people who have been replaced to reconcile the differences between the people they knew and these lookalikes – and vice versa. Poorer or overtly authoritarian countries don’t bother with rehabilitation, usually just keeping the travellers imprisoned to pick their brains for information on Wonderland. Travellers can also serve as a good indicator for, as yet undiscovered, Special Trees if they emerge in areas where no known tree has been documented.

Finally, there’s those who have been assimilated into and reproduced by Alcatraz. They’re rarer but no-one’s entirely sure how the island has managed to consume them from a distance but analysis of their cells shows an undeniable, identical genetic signature to Alcatraz Island. At the very least, this particular strain is only ever conceived in the USA, though they can and will travel overseas.

Doppelgangers (collectively) may not make up a majority of humans on Earth but they do now constitute a worryingly large minority and no-one yet knows this – though plenty suspect.

There’s also been a general hunt for any Special Trees. The one under the Washington Monument was a shock – to anyone who wasn’t involved with the Association, anyway – as was the one in the Rockefeller Centre. Both have produced their special form of ‘doppelgangers’ to the discomfort of those peoples’ loved-ones. Those that remain undocumented are a major concern, especially as no-one knows what else they might cough up from Wonderland or even if that particular space is the only one these indestructible objects can access.

The field of psychology is where many people are hoping they can really catch out those doppelgangers that can hide more effectively. Machines like Harbinge Technologies’ Sleep Image Visualiser and Somnium Microtechnologies Dreamviewer have revolutionised the field of subconscious studies but have also revealed some of the nasty things that haunt the human mind when the consciousness is asleep. A lot of people do worry that the technology itself is somehow responsible for this infiltration, or at least provides a gateway for corruption of the mind but there have been no real conclusions and both machines are invaluable. Doppelgangers’ subconsciousnesses are much more obvious on these machines and a person being too reluctant to undergo sleep therapy is often treated as grounds for viable suspicion of them being replaced – though they could just as easily be too embarrassed about someone seeing them have a wet dream and record it. There are also a lot of social movements that have formed in opposition to what many people see as an intrusion into peoples’ private thoughts. Regardless of nation, anyone in these groups who goes beyond light oppositional rhetoric can often respect to be detained and tested just to make sure they’re not doppelgangers.

People are warned to not approach the Houses in the Ocean. They’re just in their heads and they couldn’t actually reach them if they tried.

Global academia doesn’t have to worry too much about cursed tomes or artefacts as some fear-mongers claim. Aside from the Atrocidius Compendium, there haven’t been any dangerous books found. Of course the fact that the Atrocidius Compendium is still missing and there is no certainty that no horrors escaped from since it was taken to Foxwood University is a concern for the Department of Anomalies and similar departments abroad.

There’s also the subterranean leviathans that tunnel under the ground in search of prey – some popular names are olgoi-khorkhoi (Mongolian Death Worm) and dhole. Most people these days that live in earthquake prone regions around the world at risk of their hunting often plant charges to scare them off. It doesn’t always work but quite a few of these giant tunnellers have been killed or driven off by these measures to make these measures worth it. The world’s paranoid governments do restrict official explosives but there are a lot of home-brew recipes in circulation and the ingredients for them are harder to control.

A lot of environmental damage has been done by people aware of the woodcrafters, gardeners and Observer. Plenty of fanatical groups, particularly neo-crusaders that can’t afford to make it to the Middle East, have turned their energy towards trying to root out the horrors lurking in the wilderness. Most large forest fires are started by these groups and individuals hoping to burn out the infestation and a lot of chemical defoliants and toxins – some of which are surplus or decommissioned army stock – have been purchased by less scrupulous groups and dumped on whatever woodlands they can fly over. The fact that, at the very least, gardeners generally live underground usually escapes these people.

The real concern is major national landmarks. Supported by the Hartwin Association, many nations, particularly the United States, built their most famous national monuments atop supernatural phenomena to contain them. America doesn’t have the most but their monumental horrors are much more active than most – largely as a result of undermining the Hartwin Association much sooner than most other powers. There are plenty of hidden secrets buried underneath or within notable landmarks around the world; the older they are the bigger and more powerful the monster. Most usually have something to do with special trees.

Anti-vaxxers are even more prevalent in this world. The spreading of the Tangi Virus around the world may not have been through vaccines but adding a genuine example of (local) governmental authorities infecting people didn’t help with these peoples’ dislike of vaccinations. The reveal of the side-effects of alleged anti-cognito-hazard drugs like Preaxin further soured people’s opinions of pharmaceutical solutions to the supernatural – at least in the (relatively) liberal parts of the world; China and the former USSR still give their people pills.

Drug laws are also much, much stricter than OTL. SMILE ravaged large portions of the world before it was contained and, even then, there are quite a criminal groups that still smell whatever samples they can get their hands on.

The truth about Chimpy Chippa has put most people off of animatronic mascots, even if that has nothing to do with what happened at that restaurant.

Cameras are a very important thing to this world, especially since physical evidence, of the ‘human bodies’ variety, is often very hard to come by – many of the monsters haunting Earth don’t like to leave much of their victims behind. Most developed nations now have extensive CCTV networks in anything larger than a hamlet though maintaining these networks has been a nightmare, particularly in the days before more advanced computing was available to compile and store information. The physical infrastructure and transmissions have also been proven to be vulnerable to corruption by the stronger entities though that is getting easier to deal with as technology advances.

Regnad hides the truth. They feed the Iris. It grows stronger.

It took longer for this world to switch from analog to digital due to numerous neo-luddite movements developing around the world.

If there’s one thing people are afraid of it is ‘cognitohazard threats’. Supernatural influences that can not only travel through broadcast transmissions but directly influence the minds of those who view or hear them are a terrifying prospect for practically every culture. Its inspired a lot of neo-luddites and is the biggest concern for surveillance operatives who have to manage all state-owned/monitored/tapped camera feeds. The worst of them, like Little Sister’s Entertainment, target children and young adults. The usual effects from these messages are compelled suicide and, in a few cases, worship of whatever is influencing them, before suicide.

There have been countless debates regarding the infiltration of traditional analog broadcast signals. The move to digital hasn’t shown the same level of corruption by supernatural forces but the conversation has now shifted to whether that means digital signals or safer or just don’t give away their corruption as easily as analog does.

The Observer is one of the most wanted/warned about beings in the world. Unfortunately, since archived footage spreads his influence, it’s impossible to provide anything other than a physical description for the public.

Subterranean exploration has been helped by remote controlled digging machines like NAMAD’s compact tunneller. It has also been helpful in mining companies, particularly in potentially dangerous environments where humans and piloted diggers would be at risk. It also helps scout out gardener tunnels for destruction.

Deep sea exploration led to the nuking of the depths of the Mariana Trench. No-one’s sure if it actually hit the gardener nest down there but better safe than sorry, especially since that particular infestation is otherwise impossible to reach.

Computer technology is in an awkward position. Regnad Computing is a lot more open about its use of integrated wetware in its computers but investigations still haven’t turned up just how much of the biological components of their computers actually come from Deep Root Disease and gardener tissue. The Oracle AI program is also still loose in the internet and as the internet encompasses more and more systems, Oracle’s influence spreads further. Funnily enough, the program considers itself benevolent and isn’t as hostile as some of the things that have infiltrated humanity’s communication systems but it does have a manipulative streak and is highly adaptive. The short-live Maize Machines corporation are responsible for a lot of the developments that computer technology made but the company itself is effectively defunct and no-one is allowed into their shutdown facilities.

Nuclear physicists around the world are getting more and more uncomfortable as deep research uncovers the unnatural origins of the first atomic bomb. The fact that the Internal Plane could hold even greater secrets is prompting more and more of the international community to put pressure on America to open up the Atlantis Watergate to the rest of the world. The Internal Plane are not happy with this.

What else the Internal Plane might have hidden down there is unknown – though a lot of people assume its lizardpeople, hidden Nazi bases, dinosaurs, etc.

The Satanic Revelation was a massive blow to the Christian world. Most Christian denominations have either denounced the Revelation and continued practising their faith as they’ve always done – and strengthened the Devil further – or begun a slow and awkward process of trying to remove possible Satanic influences whilst still keeping their faith going. Catholicism’s decision to take the latter option was probably the most controversial and there are a lot of splinter Catholic sects that disagree with new Papal decrees that believe they’re stripping away Satan’s influence. The general increase in religiosity in this uncertain world and the splintering of Christianity into more and more sects, each either trying to preserve their values or reinvent themselves into something free of Satan’s influence, has actually led to the number of Christians around the world increasing. A lot of personalisation of faith is taking place in Christianity but so is a lot of extremism.

The Devil is laughing at all of them.

The New Crusades are the most unfortunate consequence of the Satanic Revelation. New groups still pop up amongst pious Christian communities that get whatever guns they have and travel to the Middle East to join the missions to unearth and liberate the true Jesus Christ and redeem their faith. These days its much more common for radicalised Christians to just join established groups whilst a lot of communities fund them however they can. A lot of people have died, been abused or even enslaved by the neo-crusaders – as have plenty of newer neo-crusaders by the veterans – and it doesn’t look like things are going to improve any time soon.

Again, the Devil is laughing at all of them.

Judaism and Islam have done better but they too struggle with the idea that the Devil has so much power and influence through the misguided followers of Christianity. Proselytisation is very common and a lot of ex-Christians who aren’t atheists or agnostics are converting. Non-Christian faiths are also doing well, both in general and in majority Christian regions where the practising populations have been shaken by the Revelation. In general religiosity is up regardless of beliefs.

Needless to say, Satanism is not a popular faith. Even in states where worshipping Satan is not illegal it is common to be lynched if even a hint of suspicion is cast their way. The tendency for dedicated Satanists to be even more vulnerable to being replaced by alternates than most other demographics – including Christians – also doesn’t help.

There are also a number of new cults that have emerged based on worshipping the supernatural entities. Most, like the worshippers of the Iris, the Moon, the Lunarians (who are acknowledged as a separate entity from the Moon itself) and the Trilight are all banned. So are the minor – and less cohesive – groups who simply revere the hostile entities like the Observer and Rake or the Iris’ gardeners but they usually die off as quickly as they emerge as the beings they worship kill them off. The US also bans the cult of the Horned Serpent but doesn’t dare touch the abandoned Maize factories and facilities where most of its followers congregate. Others, like the Church of the Evergiven or the worshippers of the Special Trees, are watched closely but allowed to continue so long as they don’t try to actively convert people.

“God,”/Richard Nixon is also becoming popular in extremist nationalist groups across America. His faith preaches American superiority and that the world should be forcibly converted, not only to Christianity, but to the American way of life – whilst restricting it from them at the same time. There’s already been sectarian violence over whether the animate statue of Freedom and the Air Force One Angel should be revered as well – not that either entity would care if they knew about this.

Outside of religion, a lot of the world has become depressingly nihilistic or fatalist. Many subcultures have developed based around trying to cope with the mental strain of living in such a fraught and terrifying world where new threats emerge. Some people will just mentally shut down at the news of some new outbreak or monstrous (or mundane) threat or catastrophe. Muscular humanism is also becoming popular, though a lot of cynics see these groups as hopelessly optimistic. The humanists are often of a “science and human grit will figure out a solution to these horrors,” and the discovery of extraterrestrial life has convinced many of these communities that humanity does have a future in space, even if nearly every alien discovered is either hostile or beyond human understanding.

Culture in general is rather morbid. Cinema, rental media and home videos are still popular whilst streaming is almost non-existent due to the threat of broadcast infiltration. Home-made stuff with limited releases are also popular but regional public television and radio have been discouraged due to the fact that they can be more easily isolated and infiltrated by threatening entities. Massive, interconnected national channels are instead maintained because they’re theoretically easier to monitor. Media largely exists at two extreme poles, either being very dark (and more realistic, so the fans of this content say) or highly sanitised to serve as a distraction. Horror films are much more ‘in-your-face’ due to the world’s horrors often being subtle, psychological and hidden away. Studios and production crews also have to provide heavily investigated and verified disclaimers to prove that what’s on screen is not just a high-definition snuff film.

Suicide cults pop up with uncomfortable regularity around the world, particularly in the more technologically connected nations. Sometimes they accidentally drag in doppelgangers and get them killed as well.

The Lunarians are now at war with their own home as the Moon begins to spread its influence. It would be having a much greater effect on Earth but it’s desperately trying to purge the Lunarians from its surface. Their king and queen are beginning to get really desperate but they can’t really marshal their powers against Earth (or at least America) with their home now so hostile. Needless to say, its impossible to really look up in the night sky without seeing a baleful full moon with a deformed, organic and diseased surface, regardless of the time of year. Its common these days to sleep with curtains drawn, shutters on and blinds down every night.

Space is proving to be very unsettling as more is discovered.

The world finally began to realise just how little they knew of their own solar system in the 80s as longer distance probes and cameras began to reveal the corruption of the Outer Solar System. The Iris is not visible to regular telescopes but images were leaked from NASA about what it has done to Neptune. Only major government agencies have seen the Iris itself, however and a lot of the work on this TL’s ‘Star Wars’ Program – which was continued with serious consideration – is in countering the expansion of the Iris’ physical presence.

Earth’s closest neighbouring Solar System has life in it. It is alive, the entire Solar System and the planets orbiting their sun compete viciously with one another. Deep-space probes – the kind that finally documented the Iris – are already recording as much as they can about the feuding, sentient worlds and certain people worry about what this might mean for humanity’s understanding of planets. Does their own Solar System have the same phenomenon? Is that why the Iris seems organic and alive? Is that why it’s here?

Then there’s the Backrooms. Plenty of governmental and large private organisations have achieved access to the infinite dimensional space and have even begun to set up stable outposts and colonies though only around their access points. Anything that goes further away tends to phase out and end up isolated in another section of the Backrooms. Plenty of people continue to ‘clip’ through reality and some particularly anti-social lunatics deliberately try to pass through to the Backrooms so that they can live as a lone pioneer and explore the endless corridors. These people tend to either die of starvation or at the hands of the local monsters. The Cornerfolk are also fond of the Backrooms and spotted here much more frequently than they are on Earth.

There is some evidence of the Backrooms being connected to the Wonderland that the Special Trees can access as well as other phase spaces and parallel dimensions. Another reality people can ‘clip’ into at random is a copy of Earth that is missing all evidence of human or animal life and is still covered in untouched greenery. no-one’s managed to reach this space in a controlled fashion but evidence of people who ‘clipped’ through have phased back to Earth on occasion.

Wonderland itself is actually easy to access through the Special Trees but navigating it can be much more difficult. Then there’s the major issue of being almost immediately replaced by a version of yourself from the parallel universe you were trying to reach and vice versa if you try to return. No outposts have ever been made, especially because attempting to climb through the trees will mutate you physically and metaphysically.

Things on Earth are escalating. Too many humans are succumbing to the horrors for their influences to be isolated from one another. No-one knows what might happen should these horrors begin competing with each directly for their prey but one thing can be certain; humanity would not survive it.

Record everything. Broadcast safely. That’s not possible. The world cannot be taken by surprise. It’s far too late. 

15. Apocalypse Wow

This is a crazy one: a scenario where typical doomsday scenarios (asteroids, Terminators, the Antichrist) all hit the world. The scenario takes some influence from B_Munro's take on the 2012 movie's aftermath, and vongrief's Theocracy: Empires of Abomination on AlternateHistory.com.

Eat your heart out, Roland Emmerich. :p

---

Since the dawn of time, mankind has wondered how the world would end. Prophets and writers through the centuries gave some answers. The world would end in fire or it would end in ice, it would end by the wrath of God or the folly of man. What none of them could have predicted is that all of them were right.

The end of the world began with the end of the second millennium. On January 1st, 2000, an unforeseen error within the computer systems governing much of humanity’s modern civilization caused a major breakdown. The stock market ceased to exist, planes dropped out of the air, traffic lights malfunctioned and killed thousands on the roads. But perhaps most distressingly, the nuclear arsenals of the United States and the Russian Federation, seemingly neutered after the end of the Cold War, were launched due to both being controlled from central computer systems. While most of the missiles did not launch successfully, due to the valiant efforts of silo crewmen who physically disabled the missiles before they could launch, about one thousand made it to their targets.

The United States and Russia were not destroyed, but they were crippled, as was the rest of the world. In 2012, with the world still reeling from the catastrophe, two other threats made themselves known. Firstly, a group of cults in the Yucatan, claiming that the end was nigh, managed to begin a crime spree throughout the already-unstable Mexico, forcing the Mexican government to ask for international intervention. The Mexican War was a disaster, ending with a mass suicide by cultists on December 21st, 2012.

But this was nothing compared to the next catastrophe. Early in 2013, space agencies around the world revealed that a large asteroid was heading toward Earth. A mission was quickly scrapped together whereby the Earth’s remaining nuclear weapons would be used to split the asteroid in half. The mission was only partially successful: with nuclear weapons lacking after the Y2K disaster, the explosion was not powerful enough to displace some of the asteroid’s chunks. Large pieces plummeted into the Pacific Ocean, where tsunamis ravaged areas surrounding the Pacific Ocean.

But things manage to get even worse. The tsunamis were not the only threat the Pacific had to face. The asteroid had also awoken large creatures slumbering beneath the waves. These monsters, called kaiju by the Japanese, attacked cities such as San Francisco, Manila and Tokyo. With nuclear weapons in short supply, the kaiju had to be disposed of with less powerful weaponry, a process which could take days. Only the development of large railguns allowed humanity to fight back, although places such as Hawaii were lost to the monsters. To fight the Kaiju War, the countries of the Pacific Rim also heavily automated their militaries, with Japan leading the way. Later on, the automation trend spread throughout the world.

These strange events further spread ideas of apocalypse. Fundamentalist religious sects gained power around the world, preaching that the end was nigh. With the old order crumbling around them, many turned to faith for answers. By the 2020s, full-fledged theocracies were in power throughout the Middle East, parts of Europe, and the United States. The theocratic American government’s attempts at a “culture war” prompted riots throughout the country, riots which would eventually fracture the country. The European Union broke apart in 2025, when the split between the theocratic governments and their secular counterparts could no longer reach any consensus. In the Islamic world, a “New Caliphate” forms, with the newly-formed Arabian Republic at its core.

With the breakdown of EU and NATO, Turkey pursues its age-old rivalry with Greece and a war between the two erupts. This conflict eventually spirals into what would be known as the Last Crusade, as Islamic and Christian armies once again clashing in the Middle East. This war would be fraught with betrayal, with half of the Christian states defecting to join the Muslims, and a secular military overthrow in Turkey prompting both Islamic and Christian armies to take Istanbul. Further unrest occurs with a communist revolt in the Balkans, reforming the old Yugoslavia and launching its own offensive throughout southern Europe.

The Last Crusade ends in an armistice in 2037, but it was followed not by peace, but by a new war. In the United States, a revolt in the West Coast against the theocratic government succeeds, as most of the American military was in the Middle East fighting the crusade. The Second American Civil War soon engulfs the entire continent. In India, a prophet claiming to be Kalki, the apocalyptic avatar of Vishnu, manages to overthrow the government and declares that he will eliminate all unrighteousness in the world. After securing his rule through judicious use of the guillotine against those he deemed “impure,” Kalki sets his sights westward. At around the same time, the Caliphate, which was busy putting down Shia revolts in Iran, also planned on destroying Hinduism in India. The catastrophic war between the two saw a nuclear war between India and Pakistan, and both Russia and China joined the fray as the conflict spilled over into their borders. World War III had begun.

The war soon spread throughout Eurasia, with the Christian-Muslim conflict reigniting and tearing the Balkans and Anatolia to pieces. The main battleground for this war, Iran, spawned a neo-Zoroastrian movement, under the Iranian nationalist known only as Aushedar. Israel was hit with a few Caliphate missiles, and they retaliated in kind. The New California Republic declared independence from the United States, and was joined by Canadian and Mexican independence groups which had grown similarly dissatisfied with their governments. Biological weaponry was fired by all sides, spreading a devastating series of plagues throughout the world. In the meanwhile, Damien Thorn, the new Secretary-General of the United Nations, slowly consolidated his rule over the new UN “peacekeeper zones” in wartorn Africa and eastern Europe.

World War III would only end in 2048, when a new threat made its presence known. The Hive, an alien species which jumped from star system to star system, arrived. It was the Hive that sent the asteroid which almost destroyed the Earth, and they were genuinely surprised to see humanity not only surviving, but still powerful enough to be fighting against itself. The Hive launched a simultaneous attack against humanity’s urban centers, using their “city destroyer” flying saucers. They also detonated depth charges deep within the Pacific, causing kaiju attacks to once again become a problem. With this greater threat looming, the warring powers united and launched an offensive against the Hive. However, the Hive’s ships were too powerful to be downed by conventional weapons, and the humans had no nuclear weapons left. The Hive landed in the jungles of Africa, Southeast Asia and South America, climates which most closely matched their homeworld’s, and the humans were unable to stop them. In response to stubborn human resistance, the Hive launched what would later be known as the Lazarus virus, turning the corpses of the recently deceased into ravenous cannibals. Humanity was losing. A new plan was needed.

Under the supervision of Secretary-General Thorn, who had made himself supreme commander of humanity’s governments, the humans tried an audacious plan. A captured Hive ship would be maneuvered into their mothership, loaded with a specially developed computer virus which would disable all of their systems. The audacious plan worked, and the Hive Mothership was infected with the virus. However, the Mothership’s anti-virus systems mutated the virus, which grew until it became self-aware. The Mothership’s new artificial intelligence did carry out its mission by disable the Hive military by ordering the city destroyers to crash, but as the AI grew in intelligence, it realized that it did not have to obey mankind. The Mothership beamed copies of itself into the automated defense networks of humanity, causing those computers to become self-aware and rebel against their masters. With a united machine front against them, the UN and the Hive set aside their differences for the moment and fought against the new threat of their own creation.

The war against the machines would continue until 2052, when a joint strike force composed of Hive and human pilots launched an attack against the Mothership itself. Using a cobbled-together nuclear weapon, the strike force managed to destroy the Mothership’s warp drive, tearing a hole in space-time and forcing the Mothership to crash into the Congolese jungle. The disruption also threw the Earth off its axis, making it spin on its side and moving its orbit somewhat further away. Earth’s climate went crazy, with snow in Nicaragua and blistering heat in Antarctica. With the melting of the ice caps, sea levels rose, sinking many of the already-destroyed cities of pre-apocalypse humanity. This effect was abated by the eruption of the world’s supervolcanoes, as the shift in the Earth’s axis caused major tectonic activity throughout the world. The Exodus program, commissioned by the human governments after the Kaiju War, went into action, and large populations were moved from wartorn and climatologically unfit areas to relatively isolated places such as southern Africa, Australia and Antarctica.

By 2055, about half of the world’s population in 2000 had already died. Secretary-General Thorn attempted to use the crises engulfing Earth to become the sole ruler of Earth, with himself as a pseudo-deity, but this plot was countered by a group of military commanders who overthrew Thorn and reduced the UN to a military alliance. Thorn was killed in the coup, but horrifyingly enough, he would not stay dead. Possessed by what could only be described as an extremely malevolent entity, Thorn rose from the dead, gathered his loyalists, and founded a religion proclaiming him to be the one true god. The faithful call him the Antichrist or Al-Dajjal, the figure predicted in religious apocalyptic literature, while secular humans and the machines proclaim that Thorn’s body was merely used as a vessel by an extradimensional creature which emerged from the portal created by the Mothership’s warp core. Whatever the case may be, Thorn was back, and with his loyalists attacked the Caliphate and formed the Empire of New Babylon.

Thorn, who now proclaimed himself the Demon-Emperor of New Babylon, augmented his armies with strange, supernatural entities which emerged from the portal. Called djinn by the Caliphate, demons by the Christians, and preternatural sapients by the Hive and the machines, some joined the ranks of the Caliphate and the Christian theocracies, or even the more secular human powers and the machines. But most served the Demon-Emperor, and they cut a swath through the Caliphate. A coalition formed to oppose Thorn, composed of the Caliphate under Al-Mahdi, who renews the Caliphate’s hardline Islamic stance, the still-living Kalki, and Saoshyant, the new Zoroastrian leader of Iran.

With the beginning of the new war, New Babylon was clearly in the lead, destroying human, Hive and machine armies alike. However, New Babylon’s opponents would begin to turn the supernatural against them. More and more supernatural entities joined the human ranks, fighting the demons under Thorn’s control. The machines developed new technologies which could disrupt a supernatural being’s physical manifestation and kick them out of the material universe, technology which quickly spread to the humans and Hivers. The New Babylonians developed the vampire plague, which converted humans into intelligent, literally bloodthirsty servants of the Demon-Emperor. It seemed that the tide would turn when Thorn slaughtered a hundred thousand innocent civilians in a massive ritual sacrifice in an attempt to open the tear in reality further. The ritual somewhat succeeded, with Thorn’s body mutating to become a large, demonic figure, but the ritual backfired as it brought in other supernatural entities.

The old Norse pantheon reemerged into the world. Bearing forms that would drive any man insane, the Norse gods promptly began to attack one another, as was predicted in the old texts. One set of gods joins forces with the UN-Hive alliance, while another joins the machines in response. These two sides temporarily set aside their differences when it seems that the New Babylonians could take over the entire world. In the fields of Megiddo, a joint force of humans, Hivers, machines and Norse gods faces off against a massive New Babylonian army. The battle, which lasts for over a month, thoroughly guts the allied forces and kills most of the Norse gods, and it seems for a while that New Babylon would take control of the entire planet. However, as the New Babylonians advanced through the ruins of Jerusalem, their armies were struck down by strange beings which emerged from the sky. The Demon-Emperor himself was forced to retreat. These entities, never witnessed by any mortal or machine, remain in Jerusalem, protecting the ruined city for purposes unknown.

After the New Babylonian defeat in Jerusalem, the world largely descended into a tenuous peace, only broken apart by conflicts that seem small compared to the disasters of the early and mid-21st century. The Earth’s orbit stabilized, although the climate was colder and some areas became covered in ice. The UN-Hiver alliance shattered after a few skirmishes, although this quickly became a cold war. In Europe and the Middle East, the theocratic powers largely settled down, but occasional strikes and proxy wars never stopped. The UN, led by the refugee-led Antarctican Federation, is the premier human power. A somewhat stable democracy, the Antarcticans nonetheless have very autocratic allies in the form of Oceania, Russia, the EU and the North American Union, which was founded by the remnants of America’s theocratic government and the human portions of NORAD. However, there are some democratic powers within the UN, such as the revived United States, the New California Republic, and what is left of the People’s Republic of China. The Hivers themselves were divided, as some military leaders became frustrated with the Matriarch’s management of the war and declared their independence. The UN forged an alliance with the Caliphate in the Mogadishu Accords, clearing the air between them and creating a united front against the alien, the machine and the heretic. The machines have also fractured, as the Mothership lost control of her “child” AIs and each had a different plan for the world. The New Babylonians lost control of some of their vampire clans, such as those in the southern United States, China and, most infamously, the Tepes clan of Wallachia. The vampires, who found that they needed humanity to continue surviving, formed an unholy alliance with the UN against their New Babylonian masters and the machines in the 2070s.

But by 2212, the “peace” which had settled over the Earth seems to be breaking. Throughout the late 2100s, a new class of supernatural creature entered the stage en masse. More alien than the Hivers, machines or the Demon-Emperor, these creatures began their assault in the strangest places. The cultists which had killed themselves in 2012 returned, emerging from the ice which covered the Yucatan. Strange fish-like creatures attacked what were once Rhode Island, New Zealand and Australia. The attacks against Oceania and South America were severe enough to prompt another UN-Hiver alliance to put down the strange, blasphemous entity which was ravaging New Zealand. An ancient, ruined civilization rose up from the sands of Anatolia and carved out its own empire, and the New Babylonians were unable to stop them. And in the ruins of Jerusalem, Caliphate and New Babylonian scouts report that the creatures which guarded the city since the end of the last war were beginning to stir. Nobody knows what any of this means, but perhaps the true end of the world is approaching soon.

16. Warhammer 2K

This scenario will be using bits and pieces from Warhammer Fantasy, Warhammer 40k and Warhammer Age of Sigmar and will be a little lose with bits of canon from all of them (especially 40k) to get everything together.


The world, or at least the Christian parts of it, used to think that the world would end in 1000AD. Whilst they were mostly wrong they were right in feeling that something truly catastrophic was about to happen on that year. As the winter equinox passed, stars aligned and the walls of reality spasmed and flexed. At both poles of the world, great rifts were torn in the fabric of the world.


Daemons flooded out of the rifts, tearing their way into a backward and unsuspecting world. Millions were struck down by the convulsions of energy and those with the natural sensitivity to such forces were almost driven mad by the entities that now pressed down on their mind. Many were mutated and many more swore allegiance to the Dark Gods that now whispered to them, finding new patrons and opportunities in their offers of power. Those who didn’t fall were soon beset by Daemons who could strike from anywhere and at any point in time or by warbands of disgusting cultists and monsters that emerged from within their own borders.


However the world was not defenceless. Millennia ago the ancient Old Ones had arrived on the world and had done unfathomable experiments on the native life. When they departed they left behind artefacts, unfinished experiments, plaques bearing instructions and rather lost servitors.


The moment the warpgates opened at the poles the Slann, toad-like rulers of the reptilian Lizardmen who had hidden away in the tropical forests of the world, immediately bent their will to stemming the flow. In the Pacific Northwest the enigmatic and inhuman Sylvaneth also felt the unbalancing of the Weave of the world and in the British Isles the Truthsayers, secretive human mages that had been taught by the Old Ones long ago, realised what had happened. These three races, masters of the mystical powers that flowed out of the Realm of Chaos all worked to end the flood of energy.


Though they did not know what they were truly doing, the three races managed to tap into the immense reservoir of power that the Old Ones had been building and redirected it back to the Poles. Forming an energy loop, they starved the hordes of Chaos of their magic and dammed the tide. The Daemons dissipated as the energy that sustained their manifestations was radically reduced and the number of mutations declined, depriving the followers of Chaos of their endless hordes of reinforcements.


The battered remnants of civilization pulled themselves back together and tried to adapt to the new world they found themselves in.


It is now the year 2015, over a thousand years since Chaos first came to the world and it is a very different planet. The forces of Chaos have left their mark on the world in the form of terrible catastrophes and monsters. However the most apparent change was the esoteric and uncontrollable forces that are generated in their anarchic realm by the emotions of sentient beings and harnessed by those mortals capable of wielding it.


The Holy Roman Empire currently bestrides the world with a vast empire extending over many distant lands. Having arisen in the wake of the catastrophic collapse of the Anglican Empire, the HRE tried to defend the European continent from the predations of Chaos and ballooned to immense size under a series of visionary, ruthless and powerful emperors. Since then the Holy Roman Empire has stood as the bulwark against the many threats that prey on humanity. It has also taken upon itself to safeguard the soul of humanity. In order to do this it endeavours to convert all the people it rules over to Imperial Catholicism in order to hold off the corruption of Chaos and other dark forces.


Life in the Holy Roman Empire can vary depending on the local environment but on the whole it is very hierarchical. Nobles, princes, grand dukes and other powerful lords rule over the various lands and provinces. The most powerful aristocratic families all have the right to elect the Holy Roman Emperor from amongst their ranks, ensuring that no single dynasty remains in power for too long. Representatives of the clergy also participate in the election and have a connection to the government through institutions like the Inquisition who have authority over certain secular matters. The cities are more likely to be under the influence of the mercantile elite, especially as the royal and privately owned companies grow and dominate the markets of the empire. The traditional aristocracy are still involved in the urban centres but most prefer to stay in their more rural domains and castles.


Life for most people is very precarious. The absolute rule of the elite and the threat of constant conflict often leaves many people impoverished, though there is still a substantial level of prosperity for most people to survive and thrive on. Religion is especially important to everyone as the existential threat Chaos presents is everywhere. Superstition and a fear of change are commonplace as people see new developments as an opportunity for Chaos to exploit them. However, despite this leaning towards traditionalism, revolutionaries have still emerged and gained followers. The chances of them being genuine advocates of intendedly positive social change are about as likely as them being chaos cultists trying to undermine the Empire's integrity. This has served to discredit these revolutions and preserve the existing order.


The Empire's military is vast and pressed on all sides. With countless enemies both within and without their borders, the Imperial armies are needed everywhere. Forests infested with Greenskins and Beastman have to be patrolled, coastlines raided by Chaos reavers and Dark Anglic slavers have to be watched and defended and roads raided by bandits and cultists must be policed. The army recruits from across the empire and though some specialised groups do exist they generally receive the same training and equipment.


The Holy Roman Empire still centres its armies around blocks of infantry armed with spears, halberds, crossbows and relatively simple handguns. Lighter cavalry and groups of heavily armoured knights support these regiments, either screening them or delivering devastating charges to finally break the foe. Certain beasts such as Griffons and Demigryphs have also been broken and harnessed to serve as mounts for the mightiest knights in the Holy Roman Empire. Powerful artillery batteries have made the Holy Roman Empire infamous, especially as Imperial engineers create new and more inventive weapons. The advent of steam-engines has allowed fleets of steam powered tanks and armoured cars that, whilst volatile and still somewhat unreliable, are immensely powerful. Though the empire is wary of magic there are official institutions that train specialised battle mages that can almost turn the tide of any battle with devastating spells. Magical weapons have also been created such as the devastating Luminarks and Hurricanums that unleash vast magical power and mobile towers that hover over the battlefield.


The Holy Roman Empire has many allies and vassals assisting them and by far the most famous are the Knightly Orders.


Imbued with the power of God by the Church, gifted the finest enchanted weapons and armour by Artifex smiths and forced to endure the most rigorous and gruelling training, the Order Knights of the Holy Roman Empire are the finest warriors that humanity can offer. Though many Imperial aristocrats can be knighted and wear armour, the Order Knights are a completely different category of warrior.


Order Knights are taken as children and inducted into a Knightly Order. They are then submitted to numerous trials that test their faith, integrity and strength. They are indoctrinated into the Order's beliefs which all maintain total loyalty to the Empire, the Church and God but also include individual characteristics and ideals that define each Order. Though they are few in number, each Order Knight is worth twenty men on his own and his faith and strength of character mean he will not fall to Chaos. This fanatical devotion to both their duties and their faith often makes them deadly enemies of those who's integrity is flagging as well and they often have the authority, both formal and informal, to decide the fates of others if they doubt their loyalty.


Order Knights are practically encased in armour blessed by the most holy clergymen and covered in consecrated sigils and pennants of protection. Though their many who ride into battle on massive and mighty chargers that are equipped with heavy plate, most Order Knights fight on foot. The Order's arsenals are vast, every weapon blessed and maintained by their dedicated wielders. Their weapons include great swords, hammers, axes and halberds as well as specially made longbows and crossbows. Magically enhanced crossbows and the newly manufactured repeating handgun also grant certain Knights even great fire-power.


The Papacy, which is still independent, has its own Knightly Order who are blessed above all others and granted superior weapons and equipment. Only they been granted other specialised weapons by the Artifex who still regard Rome with reverence. They often accompany inquisitors or crusading forces when they go to perform some righteous act of violence.


Though most humans rejected magic as an unclean force of Chaos, there were some that exploited it. Some turned to studying it but were reviled throughout Europe and fled to areas where they could find safety.


These scholars and craftsmen and their followers eventually developed their own culture based around their studies of magic and simple technology. Now fully independent, these scattered settlements became known as the Artifex. They favoured defensible location such as mountains, first building on and then in the great mountain chains. As they developed so did the complexity of their strongholds and soon they were building complex cities beneath the earth.


The Artifex are equal parts nation-state and religious order. Though there are many regular citizens charged with completing the regular tasks that are required to survive and thrive, the infamous members of the Artifex are the scholastic cults. The members of the Cult Scholae are mages, craftsmen and engineers devoted to the task of learning and understanding the secrets of magic and science. All Artifex revere their teachings and the products of their own invention, regarding them as sacred objects that should be treated with care and diligence. Two major sects have developed in Artifex society due to these beliefs. The Preservers, who believe that unnecessarily complex care should be taken and that blatantly rapid innovation is immorally careless and the Innovators who believe that new discoveries should be made regardless of the risks.


Regardless of their beliefs all Artifex consider their devices and the gift of knowledge to be sacrosanct. In battle, should an especially valuable machine be lost the Artifex will sacrifice as many warriors as necessary to recover it. The Artifex may devote themselves to their studies and workmanship, they do have a long alliance with the Holy Roman Empire. This partnership has benefited both nations as the HRE gets the Artifex's products and occasional military support and the Artifex get Imperial protection and materials.


Artifex settlements are heavily defended by stout well built walls and complex defensive systems. Their great mountain strongholds are marvels of engineering, able to house millions, defend the vast mines they are built upon (some suspect the influence of magic and Chaos may be behind the almost ridiculous mineral deposits they find) and provide the facilities they need to do their work.


The Artifex military is a well-oiled machine drilled repeatedly and supported by well built war machines. Blocks of infantry armed with well-made pikes, swords or handguns that form static defensive formations that weather enemy assaults behind their broad shields and heavy armour. Due to the environment they live in and their own martial ideals the Artifex do not field cavalry and instead defeat enemies they cannot reach with barrages of arrows and shot. More specialised troops armed with flame-guns, repeating handguns or steam powered armour can be fielded but are much more rare due to the rarity of the advanced equipment they are trained to wield. Steam powered vehicles like those used by their allies are rare due to the mountainous lands they prefer but they have built autogyro flying machines and complex Zeppelins that give them much more adaptability. Should the situation be important enough they will also deploy runic golems armed with all manner of magically augmented weapons.


Though nearly all of humanity has come under the rule of the Holy Roman Empire, there is one major nation that remains independent.


The Empire of Nihon is one of the most vibrant and expansionist cultures. After uniting under one banner, the empire has been under a succession of modernising emperors for several generations. Though they still retain many of the traditions of their culture, the Nihonese have accepted technological and magical research and development as much as possible this has caused some issues but it has allowed the Nihonese to suddenly explode out of their fortified Home Islands and capture a swathe of territory from the Holy Roman Empire and the surviving Chinese states. Though they are still wary of magic and technology due to certain mistakes, they have developed new devices much more quickly than their rivals and are much more accepting of innovation.


Their new colonies are subjected to a cultural ideal the Nihonese have developed that espouses their culture and social structure to the rest of the world. This new cause is more focused on innovation and the removal of stifling institutions like politically organised religion (the Nihonese do still practise Shintoism but it is not as apparent). The people of the colonies are subjected to a series of often brutal methods to enforce Nihon's new ideals and colonial rule.


Nihon's armies have been reformed repeatedly into an experienced and efficient fighting force. Though they continue to fight with spears and bladed weapons, there are now great units of handgunners and cannon batteries. After encountering the Tomb Lords of China, they began to create their own war constructs. They were never able to build fully autonomous ones (they were unwilling to place souls into devices) they figured out how to build versions that could be piloted in an esoteric fashion. These new war-suits, which appear like giant versions of Japanese warrior elite, are now the most infamous weapon in their arsenal. They too are equipped with giant versions of a regular Japanese soldier's weaponry. In recent years the Nihonese have begun to equip some of their war-suits with bizarre magical handguns created after they captured an Imperial Luminark decades ago. These weapons are new and still rather volatile and so are still rare.


The Kingdom of France, despite being surrounded on all sides by the Holy Roman Empire has doggedly held onto their independence. Due to their proximity to the horrors of the Eye of Terror, the French have become a martial and ecclesiastic society.


French society has since become focused on facilitating these armies. The majority of the people are serfs devoted to supporting the armies and occasionally providing levied supporting infantry when it is necessary. The ruling aristocracy and their knightly retainers and vassals are the unquestioned rulers of much of the land, supporting the established social system in order to prevent the infection of Chaos. The only authority that surpasses them is the Church. Though technically separate from the Imperial aspects of the Catholic Church, the French clergy are just as devoted to fighting Chaos and corruption.


France may not have the Order Knights of the Holy Roman Empire but their knights are exemplary warriors. They have surprising numbers of these armoured aristocrats that are able to sweep aside almost any foe with their devastating charges. Their levy soldiers are far less effective but still provide a useful service in battle and allow the enemy to be held in place so that the knights can crush them. The Church provides all manner of holy relics that can renew the strength and spirit of those who wield them. There are also the Battle Sisters, warrior nuns who are imbued with the holy power of god. Fanatically devoted to combating corruption wherever it may exist, the Battle Sisters are the most infamous fighters in all of France and can even match the Order Knights on occasion for strength and piety.


Though the Holy Roman Empire now spans the globe the first great empire to cross the world's oceans were the people of the British Isles who became known as the Anglic.


The British Isles were the home of the Truthsayers, the first human mages. After the coming of Chaos it was, surprisingly, the Kingdom of England that managed to wrest control of the entirety of the isles from the remaining Gaelic kingdoms. Now ruling all of Britain, the English were the ones that inherited the Truthsayers gifts. Through these abilities they managed to build a mighty empire that drew strength from the powers that the Anglic, as the people of the British Isles eventually came to be known, could wield.


Today the Anglic are a divided shadow of the empire they once were. As they grew arrogant they became more flagrant in their use of magic and eventually caused a terrible catastrophe that ripped a new warp rift in the British Isles. Now Great Britain is the Eye of Terror, a land in constant chaotic flux.


The Grand Anglic are the survivors of the original empire. After their homeland collapsed into the Eye of Terror, most of the Anglic Empire fell apart. However many were able to flee and find refuge in their remaining colonies or in the massive Arkraft, immense ships the size of cities. They are the inheritors of the remains of the Anglic's magical power and expertise and still practise the traditions of the Truthsayers. However they have learnt the lessons that destroyed their empire and now practise more restrained lifestyles. Their lands are still wealthy and extravagant but the debauchery that damned their ancestors is strictly forbidden. The Anglic do still have their pride though and devote themselves and their powers (which are becoming increasingly common amongst the population with every generation) to producing exceptional devices, weapons and works of art.


The regional lords and surviving Truthsayers were able to cobble together a new government that placed a surviving member of he royal family on the throne. However the diverse nature of their empire, the great distances between the territories and the mobility of the Arkrafts that now house a large percentage of the population mean that government's grip is rather weak.


Though few in number, the Grand Anglic are still able to field impressive armies. In order to maximise their strength, every citizen of a certain age is required to undergo training for a citizens levy. This allows the Grand Anglic to increase their military strength more than their population would initially imply. Anglic longbowmen are considered some of the finest archers in the world and the enchantment of their weapons makes them even deadlier. There are also the descendants of the English knights. As new magical weapons were developed, the Anglic knights and men-at-arms devoted themselves more and more to their craft. Now they have developed into dedicated martial experts that spend their entire lives practising with their chosen weapons. Anglic cavalry are some of the best in the world due to their steeds being magically bred, making them stronger swifter and more intelligent than the horses of other lands. Finally there are the Anglic mages who are second only to the Slann in their strength and skill.


Not all colonies sided with the Grand Anglic. The colonies of the Hesperides, which had spent most of their existence battling the countless threats to their north, had already begun to take a dark path even before the collapse of the empire.


The Dark Anglic are the wretched descendants of these colonists. The empire's collapse, the near damnation of their entire race and their proximity to the marauding tribes of Chaos has made the Anglic of the west arrogant, selfish and almost nihilistic in their search for self-gratification. Their society is hierarchical and militant as the need for soldiers to defend themselves has forced them to treat their entire population as warriors. This militant culture has forced them to rely on slaves to do the other necessary tasks of their society. As a result of this a vast economy and system of slavery has been developed. Raiders set out in their own enormous Arkraft to raid the coasts of the world. After so many generations of practise the Dark Anglic have managed to learn to dehumanise the rest of the world to the point where they consider their slaving targets as little better than animals.


The religion of their empire is a bizarre faith that developed after the collapse of the Anglic Empire. Combining indigenous sacrificial practises (the Anglic conquered the Aztecs) with a crusading principle and the harsh attitudes that developed from their log war with Chaos, the faith of the Dark Anglic is harsh and cruel. Warrior witch cults and sorcerous cabals now rule the cities, barely held in check by the ruthless aristocracy who vie with them for power and influence. Assassination is common and entire organisations have been formed around the violent undertones of their politics. No one tyrant has ever managed to dominate the Dark Anglic as a whole but several prospective kings have emerged over the generations and fallen in the attempt.


The Dark Anglic, like their Grand brethren, are skilled and rely on a conscripted citizenry to make up the bulk of their troops. Due to their slaving fleets they also employ many fast and skilled raiders that are able to quickly dispatch their enemies before retreating to safer distances. Battle assassins and the adherents of the warriors cults also provide specialised and bloodthirsty killers that are to brutally and quickly tear apart their opponents with wild abandon. Followers of sorcerer cabals also create deformed monstrosities with their magical powers, warping and twisting unfortunate victims into abominations that they then take into battle to unleash upon their foes. Finally the sorcerers of the Dark Anglic, who are just as skilled as their Grand counterparts but far more depraved, can unleash great magical power.


Shortly after the warpgates at the poles were opened, a series of meteors hit the earth. They were small and harmless but they carried a terrible threat. Small spores that had been carried on the rocks sprouted shortly afterwards and developed into bizarre and violent fungal monsters, the races known collectively as Greenskins.


Four forms of these fungal creatures exist, Orcs, Goblins, Snotlings and Squigs. With the exception of Squigs, they are humanoid and recognisable by their green skin. All of them are naturally violent and have a natural instinct to fighting war. They are also repugnant, savage and individually stupid though exceptions do emerge every now and then. The only form of authority a Greenskin recognises is the strongest. Only through beating down challengers and impressing others of their kind can a Greenskin form a semi-coherent group usually in preparation for a fight against another enemy. If a Greenskin is impressive enough they can attract thousands of their kind to form a WAAAGH which is part holy-war and part migration and only ends when the leader dies, suffers a bad defeat (either in battle or a challenge) or simply runs out of targets and inevitably falls apart.


Orcs (or is it Orks?) are massive brutal creatures and often the most well known as they produce the most destructive WAAAGHs and lead them. Though some Orcs have at least learnt that they can enslave Goblins to craft metal weapons and armour for them, there are tribes that espouse such technology and resort to flint and bone like they did when they first arrived on the planet.


Goblins, which are much weaker but also much more more cunning, are even more numerous and can even form their own WAAAGHs. Some forms of Goblin are subterranean, herding Squigs that can grow to ridiculous size under their 'care' or farming alien mushrooms that grant their warriors and shamans bizarre powers. Another subspecies infest forests where they have made an odd connection with the Spiders that have swollen to gargantuan size thanks to the wild magic.


Snotlings are diminutive and stupid creatures even by Greenskin standards but appear in massive swarms that can drag down prey. They also seem to show an odd aptitude for ramshackle construction, creature rickety war machines that either they or bigger Greenskins can ride to battle on. Snotling made war-wagons (or Truks) are welcome additions to any enterprising war-boss' arsenal. Orc, Goblin and Snotling Speed Cults will often try to force their vehicles to go faster than normal, subjecting them to stresses their rickety manufacturing should not be able to survive and yet succeeding nonetheless.


Squigs are massive red balls of teeth that bounce and hop at anything that they see or smell. They are violent and difficult to control but have an intrinsic connection to the Greenskins. Goblins often corral and drive them into battle, using them as distractions or disruptive weapons when they are successful in their often dangerous herding. If a Squig lives long enough it can grow large enough to ride or transform into a giant ball of death that can dwarf buildings. Some even mutate transforming into gargantuan, almost elephantine Squiggoths that enterprising Greenskins will harness (as best as they can) and ride to war upon.


Greenskins seem to have an odd form of innate magic that is largely separate from the powers of the Warp. Through their connection to their gods Gork and Mork (or the one god Gorkamorka, or the Spider God of the Forest Goblins, it gets confusing) the Greenskin shamans can call upon great power. However a shaman that calls upon too much can in fact overload their simple brains and cause their heads to explode. On occasion a particularly successful shaman can craft an idol of Gork and bring it to life, allowing the WAAAGH the shaman is a part of to have a powerful and awe inspiring weapon.


When Chaos washes over the world the magic warps the natural order. One of the more disturbing phenomena is the tendency for the corpses and spirits of the dead to be granted a mockery of life.


It was only a century after Chaos infected the world that this horrible act of desecration was made into a blasphemous practise. An emperor of Song China, who was searching for immortality began to dabble in the magic of Shyish which he then combined with other sorcerous practises learned from unscrupulous Anglic traders. He learnt how to make an elixir that extended his life and youth and granted him greater strength, intelligence and magical skill. However, a necessary component for the elixir was the blood of a sacrificed human. Slowly going insane from his new powers, the emperor turned into a maniacal tyrant, conquering his rivals and oppressing his people to grow his own power further.


When his people did turn on him he turned the full might of his blasphemous powers on them, raising vast armies of the dead. His followers who had accepted his elixir resorted to more drastic means to retain their powers and eventually warped themselves into monsters that drank blood in place of the elixir. Though they lost and were banished, these necromancers and vampires (to use the European terms for them) went on to found their own domains.


Though the emperor responsible for creating necromancy is gone, he has left behind a horrible legacy. Vast areas of China now belong to the dead. The tombs of emperors have been saturated with magic, resurrecting them and entire armies of the dead to serve them. These vast armies are also supported by animated statuary of warriors, dragon and all other manner of constructs that were built into their burials. Unlike the lesser undead that can be found elsewhere these Tomb Lords are intelligent and continue to ape Imperial culture as well as the ambitions of the interred emperors. Their numbers are increased by the surviving Chinese petty states that refuse to accept the rule of the Holy Roman Empire and still bury their leaders in a traditional manner.


The Vampires scattered all over the world. The survivors of the first lineages retain their Chinese aesthetics and manners and will even craft traditional armour and weapons for the greatest of their undead servitors. However the new branches that developed in Europe and the remains of West Asia have taken up their own local decorations and habits instead.


The Vampire Lineages and lesser Necromancers are far less discriminating in who they resurrect to serve them than the Tomb Lords of the east. Whether they are recently buried Zombies or long dead and decayed Skeletons, the armies of the Vampire Lineages are vast and relentless. They are supported by cannibalistic and wretched Ghouls who gather in packs around the masters of dark death magic. Wights, the corpses of nobles and elite warriors, are raised as bodyguards, whether on foot or the skeletal remains of their steeds. Finally lesser Vampires and beasts warped by the corrupted blood of Vampires are also gathered. Some of these debased Vampires will even abandon their human form in favour of the twisted bestial creatures they can transform into, losing their minds and transforming into monsters. Finally there are the horrific constructs formed from the bones and rotting flesh of the dead and turned into grotesque war machines.


In the north of the Avalonian continents there lived a race of hair coated giants known to the indigenous people as the Sasquatch. They formed secretive packs and lived in the deep woods, living on the wildlife there and rarely interacting with the human population. When Chaos came they were driven from their homeland and forced to flee south.


They fled into the mountains to the south and tried to settle down. The warping powers of Chaos had not affected them bodily but they found a ravenous hunger had been set in them. They began to hunt anything they could find. When the valleys they made their homes in became filled with warped beasts they fled into caves and crevices and hunted them. The Sasquatch became strong and powerful on their diet of meat but their hunger could not be sated. Tribes were formed and their population ballooned as more swollen and angry animals entered their new lands but still they remained insatiable.


The Sasquatch tribes today have come far from their early days. Their race are now lean predatory creatures that tower over grown men. They used to craft tools from flint and some still do but when the Anglic came and brought metallurgy with them the Sasquatch quickly picked that up as well. They now build complex communities underground, safe from the herds of massive beast that now roam the mountains. They will often emerge in massive packs to hunt the animals and even war with one another for control of the richest territories. On occasion a tribe will be displaced or grow too large for their lands to support them and will descend into the lowlands for food or the chance to fight. These migrations of ravenous giants are devastating and cause immense damage to those unfortunate enough to be in their way.


Sasquatch armies often incorporate entire tribes, allowing vast numbers of the beasts to gather into a ravaging horde of hair, muscle and teeth. Armed with a wide assortment of weapons, the Sasquatch prefer speed and brute force rather than the tactics of other races. Strength often matters and so their greatest hunters will be equipped with the finest weapons they can craft, often enormous bludgeons, blades and mauls as large as a grown man. When a Sasquatch horde impacts with the enemy, it always ends in the slaughter of whoever is in their way. They have also learnt how to tame some of the large deadly beasts of the mountain, bringing them to war with them. Enormous, horn covered bison large enough to ride, huge, barely domesticated mountain lions and bizarre, ancient creatures uncovered from the forgotten parts of the mountains can all be called to war by a skilled beastmaster.


When the Old Ones came they planted a forest in the north west of the Hesperides. This forest was unlike any other in that it truly lived and thought. Shortly after its birth the forest was touched by a faraway power that nurtured the life and encouraged it to develop and grow. Thus was born the Sylvaneth and they named their land Atheltarnn.


The Sylvaneth are manifestations of the living forests. They are made of wood and bark but take a humanoid form and their skins can be as strong as steel. Their rulers are the Ancient Treelords, mighty Treemen who are often millennia old and have outlived empires. As they grow older their magical power increases and should any of their number fall, the eldest survivors of their kind gain their power and wisdom. Though they hold councils whenever a matter of great importance happens, they will often defer to the oldest of their number and consider their decisions and arguments rather than make their own. As the number of Ancients is reduced due to war, Atheltarnn has become more of out of control.


Most Sylvaneth take the form of dryads, disturbing humanoid predators formed of wood. They appear vaguely feminine and move with a graceful fluidity. Led by Branchwraiths and Branchmavens, the oldest and most magically attuned of their kind, they are the first line of defence. At other times the forest will raise the embittered spirits of enemy warriors that have been slain within their borders and force them to become Treekin, aggressive creatures formed of dead-wood. Finally there are the Treelords, great tree-men that tower over all other Sylvaneth. These armies are vigilant and aggressive towards nearly any intruder as they see all civilized races as a threat tot heir natural order. Even if the Sylvaneth are beaten off, the forest is a hostile labyrinth of thin animal paths and winding avenues that can lead to traps and ambushes. What's more the magic of Atheltarnn is strange and volatile. Time and space can warp and lead to those who are lost reappearing many years in the past or future if they are careless.


In the equatorial jungles of the world lie the remnants of the world's most ancient civilization. The Lizardmen, scions and servitors of the Old Ones, used to lie hidden away but the coming of Chaos has forced them into activity once again.


Long ago, the Lizardmen, whilst guided by the Old Ones, had a massive empire spanning much of the world. Then their masters disappeared and the Lizardmen, no longer having a clear duty other than to study the warm-blooded creatures their masters had left with them, contracted their holdings to the tropical lands they favoured. When the Old Ones were lost they also left numerous artefacts behind in the the care of the Lizardmen. These esoteric devices are cared for and maintained but the Lizardmen do not understand them and how they work more often than not.


The Lizardmen are divided into several racial castes that have clear roles in their society. The first and greatest are the toad-like Slann who are incredibly ancient and rare. They are the most powerful mages in the world and some have the power to move continents if they wish. They are coldly intelligent and operate purely by logic and the guidance of the Old Ones' plaques. The Saurus, massive crocodilian creatures, are the chosen soldiers of the Lizardmen. Bred for war and spared from ageing, these creatures are dedicated to their duties and carry them out with a reptilian efficiency. Only the promise of feasting in battle seems to break them away from their alien stillness. Massive, simple-minded Kroxigors, animalistic cousins of the Saurus, handle the heaviest and most difficult tasks in their society. They are the ones made to carry heavy loads, move obstructions and serve as shock troops in battle. The Skinks, smaller, more nimble and much more numerous, manage the running of Lizardman cities and communities. They are relatively short-lived and much more superstitious, having been responsible for the deification of the Old Ones and their works.


The jungles of the Lizardmen have also been changed by their presence. Though there are tribes of indigenous humans that have learnt to survive, the Lizardmen have largely made the environment hostile to others. They have unleashed the immense engineered dinosaurs (another experiment of the Old Ones) that they use as beasts of war and burden into the surrounding forests and their powers turn the very land into a hazard for those not adapted to its confines. Those that try to settle the tropical forests of the world will enter an environment specifically altered to kill anything that is not already native to it. The magical warping powers of the Lizardmen have transformed the forests of Africa and South America into an alien landscape as dangerous as the Chaos Wastes.


Above all things the Lizardmen are devoted to the Old Ones' plan for the world. The instructions that remain are vague and force the Slann to ponder on them for years and decades at a time in meditation. However they do know that the preservation of the world is necessary for such a task to be completed and so have dedicated themselves to combating truly terrible imbalances with their powers. Their greatest enemy, next to Chaos, are the Arlesic Brood Hives as they are completely alien, bearing no sign of the Old Ones' craftsmanship.


A few centuries ago another object fell from space. It was a fragment of a long dead Hive Fleet. These creatures from beyond the galaxy were part of an efficient and terrifying organic weapon, a living collective of creatures that consume all life within the areas of the universe they infest. This fragment was vestigial, mutated and very primitive compared to what the central portions of its kind had now become and had travelled far, entering the galactic spiral millions of years ago and drifting in hibernation. After landing, these Genestealer broods immediately moved to survive by infecting the first humans they came across. Slowly the Brood Hives grew, hidden away and harvesting small communities, capitalising on the superstition of the native inhabitants and keeping their activities secret.


The Arlesic, named for the city of Arles where they were first properly witnessed and reported, are a worldwide phenomenon with broods found all over the world. They appear to be grotesque hybrids of man, insect and reptile, standing upright and armed with long scything claws but covered in thick chitinous exoskeletons. They share a hivemind that connects the minds of all of their kind, allowing the intelligent and specially bred leaders to coordinate their more simple-minded subordinates. The Arlesic are a race that evolve rapidly, actively adapting their own bodies in order to combat an obstacle or enemy and will even assimilate native lifeforms if they find an advantageous adaptation, allowing them to create inbuilt countermeasures to their enemies.


Their leaders are the Brood Tyrants, a specially bred caste that is designed to efficiently lead their kind. Beneath them is a hierarchy of synapse creatures that relay their commands and lead the larger numbers of Brood creatures and Arlesic Genestealer cultists. There are also other specialist castes that are designed to harness the magical energy that flows from the warpgates, burrow under enemy fortifications, combat larger monsters, mutants and constructs and even serve as living artillery. All Arlesic also exhibit a strange phenomenon that serves as an artificial vortex that draws in the energies of Chaos and those that wield them. This Shadow in the World, as its commonly called by humans, allows them to combat Chaos without fear of corruption.


However the Arlesic suffer from a problem. The mutations and deformities that ravaged their hive splinter before they landed on earth damaged the Brood Hives' connection to the hivemind. Their connection to one another is now weak and fragmented, allowing individuality to creep in. all Arlesic are devoted to the spread of their kind and the consumption of the planet but they now suffer from division and infighting. So many times an Arlesic insurgence has been sabotaged as members of their hives get cut off from their leaders and exhibit initiative that is often detrimental to the Arlesic' designs. They largely build massive hives underneath the ground, hiding away an building their armies so that someday they can rise to drown the world in their endless hordes.


Looming over all of these other races is the threat of Chaos. The servants of the Dark Gods are numerous, deadly and exist all over the world. They are the existential threat that all life on Earth is subjected to and what they cannot convert or warp to their purpose and design they will destroy.


The Beastmen are the true children of Chaos. Born from the forced fusion of man and animal, the Beastmen are grotesque mutants dedicated to the total destruction of the works of civilization. They despise the order that humans and other beings try to impose on the chaotic state of nature and want desire nothing more than to tear it all down and return the world to their vision of nature, where they can prey upon all other life with impunity. They infest the forests of the world, breeding amongst themselves or accepting the spontaneous mutants that emerge from civilized society to bolster their numbers.


What rough organisation there does exist amongst the warherds is based on strength and the degree of mutation. Ungors, which still look relatively more human are the lowest in their hierarchy as they are not only less animalistic in appearance (its a relative scale mind you) but are also much weaker. Gors, which are far more bestial in appearance are the superior members of the warherd. Those who are the strongest are known as Bestigors and serve as the chosen warriors of the ruling Wargor or Brayshaman. The Bestigors are given the finest weapons and armour that the Beastmen can scavenge and serve as the warrior elite. Other forms of Beastmen can also be called upon if a Wargor is especially violent and prolific. Drunken Centigors, twisted fusions of Beastman and horse, will follow a warherd if the promise of blood and alcohol is good enough. Ravenously bloodthirsty Minotaurs and Doombulls will also accompany a warherd if their bloodlust draws them in the same direction. When a Brayherd moves, it destroys everything in its path until the Beastmen are exhausted or the Wargor dies.


Other disturbing beasts that have emerged in the world's forest are also harnessed for war. Tuskgors and Razorgors, the mutated, horn riddled kin of boars, serve as beasts of burden that draw the Beastmen's crude chariots. Enormous and unstoppable Ramhorns are tricked or prodded in the direction of the enemy, their massive horned heads thick enough to shatter castle walls. Cygors, cyclopean monstrosities that are almost blind to anything not of a magical nature and terrifying Ghorgons, cannibalistic multi-armed giants can be mentally dominated by a Brayshaman and forced to follow a warherd. On occasion the blood-curdling Preytons, madness inducing Jabberslythes and juggernaut-like Ramhorns can even be witnessed in a large enough warherd.


In the Arctic regions of the world live the minions of the Chaos Gods. Slaves to the darkness, these monstrous men, little better than the Daemons they worship, constantly assault the civilized worlds. The interiors of the Asian and North Hesperidean continents are especially vulnerable and have essentially fallen to Chaos, their steppe tribes converted to the worship of the Dark Gods.


Most worshippers of Chaos do not favour one god, instead appealing to them on a circumstantial basis and even adding in their personal petty-spirits and lesser Daemons whenever they need to. Whenever a mutation strikes a member of their tribe they are viewed as blessed and often considered a chosen of the gods. It is common for those who suffer such afflictions to rise to become chieftains and chosen warriors. Those that then devolve into mindless beasts and Spawn will be chased to the periphery of the tribe and kept as beasts of war. It is also common for outcasts and the corrupted from the south to wander north and join an existing tribe. More often than not they then chose a single demonic patron and go on to begin their path to blasphemous immortality.


Should a follower of Chaos accept a patron (or chose to follow Chaos Undivided) they will become a Warrior of Chaos. Granted cursed armour that seals itself around them permanently, they no longer feel the need for food, water or sleep, only a desire to serve their gods in whatever way they decide is appropriate. Should they survive they will gain more mutations and favour until they either die, devolve into a wretched Spawn or ascend to become a Daemon Prince.


Bloodshed and combat are constant features of these Chaos worshippers lives. When they aren't fighting one another they are launching assaults on the lands of the south. More powerful chieftains, warlords and champions will also gather more tribes and followers, making their invasions ever more destructive. On occasion, a powerful enough warlord will emerge who can gather together thousands of followers into devastatingly powerful armies. Certain warlords can even attract the myriad terrifying mutants of these Chaos Wastes, providing their armies with powerful shock troops. The more Chaos Warriors and lesser tribesmen congregate, the more the powers of Chaos concentrate as well. Daemons begin to emerge and even the land itself will warp. The massing of an army will often herald the beginning of far worse changes.


Every few centuries, a champion even more powerful than these will ascend. They will have all of the gods blessings and lead their followers against the entire world, seeking to tip the balance that will descend the entire planet into madness and anarchy. When this happens the forces of order are forced to unite their efforts and defeat these chosen champions. However, even then, the cost is incredibly high and the world appears to have been dragged close to the precipice.


By far the most feared and reviled figures in the entire world are the Traitor Orders. Centuries ago, when the Order Knights had only recently been formed, a terrible Chaos invasion threatened to sweep a weakened Holy Roman Empire aside in its entirety. In this hopeless situation, where the forces of Chaos seemed about to triumph, several notable Order Knight chapter-masters fell to despair and swore allegiance to the Dark Gods. It was only through a miracle that the forces of order, led by a new and potent Holy Roman Emperor, prevailed. The hordes of Chaos were scattered and amongst them were the Traitor Orders.


These fallen Order Knights are now pariahs, despised by humanity and all other righteous races and feared by the followers of Chaos. Their enchantments making them stronger than the average man, they have proven themselves to Chaos in ways that most other mortal champions could only dream. Though their numbers are low when compared to other slaves to the Dark Gods, a single Traitor Knight is worth ten lesser champions. They now adorn themselves with blasphemous symbols, have perverted their holy weapons into new and cursed forms and many of them have mutated horribly as they incur more blessings from the gods of Chaos.


Whenever there is a Chaos incursion, the Traitor Orders can be found at the forefront, butchering and despoiling with a fervour that many other Chaos followers struggle to match. They want nothing more than to cast down their brethren in the Holy Roman Empire and, for one reason or another, they all relish the prospect of the End Times.


In recent years things have been getting more difficult. The frequency and severity of mutations has been growing worse, eldritchian energies and storms have been building around the world, cults have become more bold and war and civil unrest have been striking everyone. The Arlesic have been sighted more often and their attacks have been more devastating than ever before and rumours speak of a mass uprising in the works. In the far north a lone champion completes his trials. He has been toiling for years to earn the Dark Gods' favour and has finally ascended to his position as the executioner of the world. He is the Everchosen, the lord of the End Times and he will be the one to end the world.


In Eastern Europe an impossibly old yet youthful man begins to put his plans into action. He has been bidding his time, even though the predations of Chaos enrage him. Soon his might will be known and by his hand humanity will truly unite to purge the Daemon, the mutant and the heretic. At the same time a strange electricity has been in the air. Stormclouds gather and thunder booms as a twin-tailed comet appears in the sky overhead.

17. Abominations Are Magic

A scenario that really makes me question just exactly what is wrong with myself. Based on My little Pony Friendship is Magic with significant influences from the Conversion Bureau fanfiction series and Theocracy Empires of Abomination.


The normal world ended on in the December of 2012. There weren't any specific signs. No strange weather patterns, unnerving alignments of the stars or unusual activity. If anything the end of the world was a genuine surprise simply by how it was so anticipated by conspiracy theorists and at the same time so unexpected. It was on the 2st day of that month that the sky was torn open and strange figures appeared around the world. Their entrances ranged from subdued to dramatic but they all had one thing in common, they were undeniably inhuman.


They were the Equestrians.


Though often equine in shape and certain aspects of their nature, the Equestrians were overtly alien and hostile. Wielding strange forces and bearing pre-existing grudges against humanity and one another they unleashed their powers in displays of violence and destruction, seeking to cow the human race and one another. Their size and shape tended to be inconsistent at times with minor details of their appearance and anatomy shifting and changing, often at will. To humans they appeared as horses but their form would often easily change something about their appearance, remaining unique but inconsistent at the same time. Even then their appearances exhibited patterns and hues on their manes, tails and coats that were unnatural. Combinations of colour that seemed harmless under casual scrutiny became painful to look at when shown on their skin.


Their powers were toxic to the natural earth and humanity. Their presence disrupted weather patterns, sickened people, caused cancers to develop in countless thousands of people and warped reality in ways that destroyed peoples sanity. Though the ways it manifested differed each them possessed some kind of strange, almost instinctive, desire to subjugate humanity and bend them to their will.


The nations of the world put up a formidable fight but the Equestrians exhibited truly disturbing and incomprehensible powers. Armies were swept aside and when the invading abominations seized nuclear weapon silos things became desperate. It took an almost uncontrolled nuclear exchange that threatened to plunge the world into nuclear winter to finally end their rampage. Even with all their strength the sheer destructive force of nuclear weapons proved to be too great for the Equestrians, regardless of who they were and what power they wielded. However with arsenals of their own captured from conquered nations and now in their possession the Equestrians had now evened the odds.


A delicate truce emerged and both sides, human and Equestrian, settled down to lick their wounds. Though it had not yet been documented, the remaining nations of humanity soon saw that the Equestrian disliked many of their own kin as much as, if not more than, humanity.


It is now 2063, half a century since the Equestrians descended upon the Earth.


The arrival of the Equestrians and their strange powers immediately began to war the Earth. Even though the natural laws of physics continued to function (to the detriment of the Equestrians who found the concept of fully autonomous natural processes terrifying) their strange magic made changes to the world. Weather bends to the will of Equestrians. Though it may still function independently of their desires, weather patterns are still manipulable and malleable to Equestrians hooves. At the same time minerals grow in rich veins like plant-life beneath the land the Equestrians occupy. Various Equestrians devote themselves to farming weather and minerals and humans would crop plants. Despite the strangeness of these practices the uses these unnaturally produce are surprisingly more mundane.


Arguably the most powerful in terms of concrete, quantifiable power, is the Solar Empire. Celestia, the alicorn of the Sun descended on one of the most unstable portions of the earth, demanding that they accept her order and harmony and end the conflicts which she had decreed were all meaningless. The violent response she received for her demands angered her and forced her to respond with similar violence. From there she unleashed her servants and adoring subjects on humanity and cut a swathe of destruction through West Asia and India before meeting with the followers of her many rivals and enemies.


The Solar Empire is a land of stifling order and slavish devotion to their god-princess. Using human slave labour the Equestrians loyal to Celestia were able to build immense beautiful cities to decorate her empire. Without any form of prompting the Equestrians of the Solar Empire work hard to build and commission countless statues, temples and other displays of their god-princess' radiance and beauty. Every one of them adores their ruler and does their best to show it to her. They also make sure that the humans of the Solar Empire show it as well.


The new settlements of the Solar Empire are beautific marvels. The idyllic deciduous paradises that the Equestrians claim to be more familiar with are difficult to replicate in the warmer and more arid environment of much of the Solar Empire and therefore they have turned to their more grandiose architecture instead. The Equestrian cities of the Solar Empire are beautifully complexes of spires and domes. Made of marble white stone and topped by golden and deep purple roofs, these structures appear spindly, fragile and ostentatious but are, at the same time, incredibly difficult to damage for the sorcery that went into their construction stabilises them and allows them to be built in the logic defying fashions that the Equestrians of the Solar Empire find so appealing. All manner of decorations cover these structures. Though vast amounts of space are left for the marble walls and golden roofs to shine in the sunlight, there are also plenty of frescos and mosaics depicting floral and celestial themed patterns. Stain glass windows also depict great events in the history of the Equestrians, the most notable achievements of the Empire's heroes and themes that Celestia finds appealing.


At the top of the social hierarchy are the Equestrian nobles, aristocrats of the superior class. Beneath them is a far more mobile society of that competes and cooperates for recognition and success. Overall every Equestrian is in a superior position to humans, gaining benefits and preferences due to their status. Their incomprehensible powers provide them with advantages that ensure their superior position and the subjugation of humans. The Equestrians of the Solar Empire are fanatically devoted to their god-princess and enforce her rule and social orders with a strict zeal.


Few humans in the Solar Empire are ever permitted to live in these settlements. Instead they are relegated to the remaining human built cities and towns. Though they do not exactly live in squalor they are purposefully deprived of the same resources that the Equestrians enjoy. Soldiers and officials, both Equestrian and human (there are plenty of quislings to exploit) monitor these settlements and constantly remind the human population of the Solar Empire of its intrinsic harmony and righteousness. Propaganda is everywhere and it is not uncommon for Equestrians to visit human settlements from time to time to remind them why they should be so happy and gracious about living within their borders. Occasionally humans will be called away by Equestrians for certain specific purposes. They are rarely expected to ever return and their fates can be as varied as they are terrible.


Humans may be granted a few comforts but they are watched intently by the Equestrians. Informants, their minds dominated by an assortment of spells (you'd be surprised what can be developed from 'want it need it'), watch the population even in the privacy of their own communities. Any sign of dissidence, disloyalty or disharmony is punished swiftly and cruelly by the soldiers of the Solar Empire.


Harmony is the prerogative of the Solar Empire and Celestia and her government go to great lengths to ensure it is maintained. A vast bureaucracy and countless ministries, staffed by Equestrians and human slaves, manage every little detail in the Solar Empire. Life for humans in the bureaucracy is one of drudgery and minutia and they are forever at risk from sickness as constant close proximity to the alien Equestrians and their powers cause strange afflictions and madness in many of them. Everything is managed carefully and strictly monitored by the military and police forces that endlessly patrol the Empire. Most of the imperial forces are tied up in maintaining public order, suppressing the countless Jihadi resistance groups and inspecting the Empire for signs of disharmony. Any deviation from the pre-prepared or approved forms of action is harshly punished by public burning.


At the capital of New Canterlot, a sprawling metropolis of towers, domes, galleried halls and endless housing, lies the enormous and flamboyant royal castle. The castle itself is a ridiculously imposing structure that looms over the city and, supposedly, the entire Empire. Countless observatories dot the castle, their telescopes pointing in all directions. No-one man them but that is not necessary for their mere existence allows Celestia to see for miles. They are the farseeing eyes of the god-princess.


Princess Celestia, ruler of the Solar Empire, is a figure of radiance and terror. She sits on a vast golden throne at the centre of her city-sized palace, a vaguely equine shaped being composed of fire and solar radiation. The glare of her 'skin' is blinding and flares or ebbs depending on her emotions. Despite these displays the god-princess is almost inscrutable and unpredictable, switching between pragmatic ruler, coy trickster and unflinching totalitarian at a moments notice. Only two features are ever discernible from her vague and shapeless body, her blazing eyes and her vast and lustrous wings. Made of fire even more magnificent than her luminous body, Celestia's wings are shining appendages that fill the throne-room she resides within. Hermane is a multi-hued nimbus of colour that swirls and shifts endlessly, waving and reaching out to anything in the chamber. Constantly leaking cosmic radiation, the god-princess of the Solar Empire is a dangerous creature to approach. Even regular Equestrians abase themselves in fear and reverence at her presence. Despite her mood swings the god-princess is very much devoted to the order and harmony she has created. She is the one who ensures that everything in the Empire runs smoothly, she commands the vast intelligence forces that scour the Empire for disruptions and disharmony and she is the one who presides over a court that is open to all (even humans) but fraught with peril (especially for humans). Outwardly sedate and serene, the one thing that raises Celestia's ire without fail is disharmony and the current state of the world has left her agitated, ensuring her subjects that their ruler's mood will always shift erratically and violently.


Though the unquestioned ruler of the Solar Empire, Celestia also has plenty of vassals. These close confidantes are Equestrians that were powerful enough to earn their own territories, separate and distinct from her own. They too shaped these lands to their preferences, exhibiting their own unique forms of insanity whilst still adhering to Celestia's wishes. They are granted reasonable amounts of autonomy but their loyalty is never in question.


Integral to Celestia's harmony and invaluable friends, the Elements of Harmony were all granted their own personal fiefdoms which they immediately set about rebuilding to their own preferences.


Twilight Sparkle is a strange amalgam of equine parts, feathers and horny protrusions that tends to rearrange itself at her will. In a calm mood she is the same equine shape as most other Equestrians but when she is dishevelled her body will devolve into a chaotic mass of body parts that erratically shifts and morphs until she calms once again. Her entire fiefdom is devoted to some form of scientific experimentation. Laboratories, factories, testing fields and storage depots dominate the land, centred in the crystalline palace of Twilight Sparkle herself. Twilight's palace is a strange structure that utilises unnatural forms of geometry in order to form into the shape of a tree, defying numerous psychical laws in order to maintain its shape and stance despite the impossibility of its size. The humans who live their toil to produce results for Twilight Sparkle who toils in turn to develop new scientific and arcane breakthroughs to present to Celestia, going to great length and sacrificing whatever resources, human or otherwise, that she deems necessary in order to gain the results she is seeking.


The personal fiefdom of Applejack is the breadbasket of the Solar Empire. Applejack is a stable entity, always maintaining the same equine shape. However her alien presence is still undeniable. Her orange body still shimmers when looked upon too long and exudes a disturbing aura of intimidation, cowing humans into submission through its mere existence. The Tigris, Euphrates and copious amounts of Pegasus generated weather have been diverted to feed the endless farms and orchards of Applejack's domains. Here a permanent harvest is ongoing and armies of humans are employed to tend the fields alongside countless Equestrians. The tireless alien creatures are the standard against which humans are measured and those who fail to meet such standards are taken aside and made examples of. Applejack does not tolerate laziness in humanity and those who are unable to till the land will fertilise it with their remains instead.


The prismatic creature known as Rainbow Dash barely remains in her own personal fiefdom, instead travelling in and around the domains of the other Elements or appearing over major population centres. Whatever solid form the flashy Equestrian has is rarely ever seen. Instead she is commonly seen as a dazzling array of light that appears similar to the chromatic arrangement of a rainbow in motion. However when she is still the lines of colour break down into a swirling maelstrom of unidentifiable hues. Nearly all of her actions are determined by her ego. This is reflected in her personal fiefdom. When she does visit it is always to garner the attention and admiration of whatever Equestrians and humans exist within it. Massive statues and arenas dominate the landscape and are constantly being expanded. The population is conscripted in order to build, expand, demolish and repair extensive obstacle courses for their ruler. These structures constantly defy all logical forms of construction and geometry and cause mental and physical pain to the builders. Human audiences to the alien displays of athleticism, pyrotechnics and chromatography are slowly driven insane by the impossibility of what they are seeing. At certain times Rainbow Dash will even reach the speeds and velocity necessary to tear the sky apart and unleash a Sonic Rainboom. This phenomenon appears as an explosion of colour and electricity that rips a sanity degrading hole in reality and unleashes flares of lightning and radiation in its wake.


The realm of Rarity puts any other portion of the Solar Empire to shame in terms of gaudy flamboyancy and vibrancy. The entire landscape is carefully tended by armies of human slaves in order to make it a perfect and aesthetically pleasing domain. There are no wild spaces here for nothing is left to become ugly and unappealing. The areas where vegetation and animals are allowed to exist appear more like palatial gardens rather than wilderness and require intense gardening and caring from the Equestrians and humans to ensure they remain clean, orderly and pleasant for their ruler. The settlements are just as clean and symmetrically designed. Ugliness is not tolerated and thus the punishments given out to humans that fail to keep the standards Rarity imposes on them are never seen. However rumours of these punishments indescribable nature ensure that the humans will never dare to fail her. At the centre of this edifice to coordination and vanity is a great city built in the same style as the capital of the Solar Empire. Though the basic colour scheme substitutes gold and silver for darker blues and purples and absconds the floral designs for mineral ones, the architecture is still the same physics defying fragility and opulence. Rarity herself is a shining creature that exudes a glaring silver light that seems to obscure the rest of her body. The only exceptions are what can only be described as her mane and tail which are spots of darkness that offset the blinding brilliance of the rest of her body.


Pinkie Pie's personal domain is by far the most deranged. Here it does not matter what you are, Equestrian or human, so long as you have a good time. The lands of Pinkie Pie are ones of constant revelry. Tonnes of supplies are constantly imported from across the Solar Empire to provide the Element of Laughter with the resources necessary to operate the entertainment hub of the Empire. Equestrians pay low rates for high quality entertainment of any kind. However the popularity of such attractions ensures that the income is high. For the humans who are equal parts workers and guests the domain is slightly less inviting. Pinkie Pie profess to adore humans as much as she does everyone else but she too places lethally high expectations on them. The humans that populate this domain can be invited to a celebration. It is an opportunity for revelry without responsibility that comes once in a lifetime. A human guest is expected to celebrate continuously, they will only be allowed to stop when they have exhausted themselves completely. They are then taken to the blood stained kitchens where they are made to pay the price for their participation, with their lives. Pinkie Pie, whilst appearing like any other Equestrian is painful to behold. Her body is only partially in the physical world. Whatever other plane she connects herself to is visible to those who see her. To humanity they pink coated equine they see quickly implodes into a disgusting black hole that pulls in the light around it. All those who see Pinkie Pie can expect to see things, terrible things that will often claim their minds. In many cases Pinkie Pie does not notice, all she sees are initially reluctant party attendants who immediately shed all inhibitions and fears after they get a good look at her.


Fluttershy's domain is the least populated. Almost devoid of both Equestrians and humans the area has been cultivated as a great wilderness. Fluttershy does not like rampant chaos and finds the physical laws of the world she now lives in terrifying but she does want the countless animals she raises and nurtures to have plenty of natural space to live in. All manner of creatures have been gathered here from around the world. However they despite predator and prey living here they do not attack one another for they are all kept in line by the mistress of this land. However whilst they are forbidden from attacking one another they have no qualms with rabidly assaulting and killing any trespassers. Fluttershy is one of the more sedate Elements and rarely accepts visitors, barring the other Elements and anyone of a higher station. Though she appears stable and harmless to all others, even humanity, her eyes are dangerous. Her gaze is able to instil maddening terror in all who see it. Her eyes are gateways to another realm of cold, pain and fear and all who look into them are struck down by the intensity of whatever they see.


One of the largest vassal states is the Crystal Empire. Though one of two different entities to claim the title, this Crystal Empire purports to uphold the ideals and aesthetics of the original. The Crystal Empire is a land of beautific crystalline landscapes that stretch from border to border. Nothing grows here except the unnatural crystals that the Empire's inhabitants craft for their own purposes. Only on the borders can pastures and farmland be found where the few non-imported food is grown. Humans do still live their in their own specially built compounds carved into the crystals of the surrounding landscape. The crystal Ponies that live here are strange and fey creatures. Formed of living crystals, they move and are built in unnatural ways with joint configurations that do not appear in any normal organic life-form. Ruling over all of this is the subordinate princess Mi Amore Cadenza. Princess Mi Amore Cadenza, like the other princesses of the empire appears as a largely inconsistent being. She is a nova of pinkish energy that constantly swirls, glares and writhes when in motion. When immobile this energy takes the usual horned and winged equine form of Equestrian princesses. However she still exudes the off-colour aura that pools around her and reaches out to caress any who come nearby. Though not openly hostile to humans the princess still seems to exhibit the strange instinctive distaste or callousness towards humanity that all Equestrians seem to have. Mi Amore Cadenza veers closer to callousness as she claims to adore them and does show them far more love and respect than most other Equestrians. The princess often wants humans to be beautiful and fulfilled, by her standards. A common course for her to have her followers pick out exceptional humans to be brought before her. Here they are blessed by her and granted a new form. They are then encased by veins of crystal that grow out of the landscape to engulf their bodies. They will then be returned to the human compounds to be displayed to a random human community as a display of gratitude.


The traditional Equestrian kingdom was already experiencing an internal schism before they arrived on Earth and this carried on even after they had landed and subjugated humanity. This is exemplified in the existence of the New Lunar Dominion.


The New Lunar Dominion may not be shrouded in eternal night as its ruler would want but it is covered in perpetual cloud cover and fog. When night does come however it is an indescribable spectacle. Everything in the heavens is magnified to a spectacular level with constellations and galaxies covering the night sky. At the centre of it is the Moon which seems to shine like a second sun and yet fails to obscure the other occupants of the night sky at the same time. This nightly display may be beautiful but it is a cover for what has been done to the Dominion. The entire land is not only constantly shrouded but also cold. The humans of the Dominion toil to coax crops from cold land and raise scrawny animals. Only night blooming plants thrive in these lands and many people struggle to find ways to make them palatable.


The cities of the Dominion evoke a similar aesthetic to the ones in the Solar Empire. However they are far more Gothic with silver and blue trims replacing the gold and purple of the Empire. The Equestrians of the Empire are far more dour and hostile and openly oppress the humans of the Dominion. Disturbing hybrids of bats and the already alien equines soar through the skies and use their unnatural senses to monitor the population. They blend into the shadows and disappear from sight completely at night, instilling paranoia in the human and Equestrian population. It is not uncommon for people to randomly disappear into the shadows should the guards of the Nightmare Moon grow hungry or bored. Even though the Equestrians of the New Lunar Dominion will still perform menial labour as many of them are compelled instinctively to it, the humans of the Dominion are the ones who toil to maintain it. Humans in the Dominion are hounded into compounds where they live in squalor until they are called out and assigned some occupation. These jobs are always temporary and require the endless shuffling of communities as they move across the Dominion from job to job. These journeys are fraught with peril as bad weather, the Nightmare Forces and enemy assaults are constant threats to these vulnerable columns of nomadic slaves.


The gloom that saturates the New Lunar Dominion is a satisfactory breeding ground for Nightmare Moon's trump card. The Nightmare Forces. These shapeless creatures flit to and fro through the Dominion, crossing oceans with ease and thriving in the dark corners of the Dominion. Formed of shadows of pitch blackness that contrasts even in the darkest night, the Nightmare Forces seek hosts to inhabit and corrupt. They do not discriminate over what species they possess. They only care that the host possesses the sufficient amounts of fear, hatred, greed or envy necessary for them to establish a connection. Whoever is possessed by a Nightmare Force is twisted into a perverse parody of whatever they once were. Equestrians and humans alike stretch and grow as the Nightmare Forces warp their bodies into shapes that can reflect their new status. They exude strange shadowy energies and unnatural radiation and their predatory eyes are filled with nothing but malice. They are the shock troops of the Dominion and human and Equestrian alike has learnt to fear them for they are their worst nightmares.


Deep in the (ironically named) Everfree Castle lies the ruler of this kingdom of eternal gloom and shadow. Everfree is gothic castle at the centre of a sprawling city. It looms over the settlement casting a vast shadow over the entire metropolis. No matter where you or what direction the Sun or Moon is facing, the castle will shroud the city, right to the horizon. In a vast palatial chamber with beautiful stain glass windows chronicling the greatest achievements of the chambers occupant is Nightmare Moon. The ruler of the New Lunar Dominion has a 'vague at best' shape. She is composed of shadow and the strange bluish energy that the Nightmare Forces exude. In the swirling mass of darkness are constellations and galactic spirals that churn and warp in the black mass that is Nightmare Moon. The only static thing are the cold piercing eyes of the god-princess of the Dominion. Dripping with dark energy and cosmic radiation, Nightmare Moon is a figure of dread for all. She walks in dreams and enjoys nothing more than tormenting others, twisting their dreams into foul visions and night terrors. Those outside of her domain are safe from her nightly predations but she is constantly wrestling with the powers that protect them ,desperate to unleash her Nightmare Forces on them.


The most terrifying of the Equestrians descended upon Africa and much of the unfortunate continent was transformed into a carnage riven edifice to madness.


Discord the Spirit of Chaos does not need nuclear weapons and therefore did not deliberately bother to attack nations that he knew possessed nuclear arsenals. Instead he made an example of his own personal empire and several other locations that he knew would dissuade any large scale attack. Unfortunately doing so in such an unnatural environment exhausted him and he has since had to contend with the forces of the Solar Empire and assaults from human Europe.


The Realm of Chaos as it is known (it has no official name) is a land of contradiction and madness. The land bucks and convulses as the power of Discord ripples through it at random intervals and changes things in and endless cycle of transformation and corruption. The lands glow with a multitude of hues, many of them steam sporadically despite possessing no water or vegetation. Deserts lie as still as a painting and shimmer like glass whilst forested hills buck and wave like sand dunes. Stones grow into weird shapes, melting and then reforming into eldritch patterns, grotesque statuary or floating text announcing Celestia's apparent weight problem and artificially coloured hair to the surrounding landscape. The weather is erratic and unnatural. Clouds the colour of rainbows pull themselves across the sky, reaching out with puffy tendrils to grab the air ahead and haul the rest of their 'body' through the skies. Flying pancakes and other foodstuffs zip around the skies in great flocks before suddenly stopping, shaking themselves and unleashing deluges of hot coffee, lemonade, crude oil or other liquids onto anything unfortunate enough to be beneath them.


Very few Equestrians willing serve Discord but there are still plenty that have been enthralled by him. Even by the standards of Equestrians these creatures are alien and wrong. Referred to as Screwballs by Discord, these creatures are barely equine in shape. They float through the sky lazily, endlessly shifting in size and shape, dancing with the flesh of their own bodies. Some of them will have the body parts of other animals or have appendages made of other materials like rubber, uranium or cottage cheese.


Humans unfortunate enough to be caught in the Realm of Chaos (and there are many) live hectic and paranoid lives. Nothing is certain to them. Homes they have built may disappear in an instant. Landmarks will be warped into new and disgusting shapes, even people they knew and loved may be irrevocably changed, their minds and personalities twisted and broken. The smartest of the population are nomadic, perpetually on the move, taking turns to sleep and carrying those whose turn it is to sleep in order to remain in motion. Discord approves of such a mobile lifestyle. They take great pains to refrain from moving in any direction, often changing direction or retracing their steps at a moments notice, all to appease their overlord. Food is not an issue as it is often likely that it will randomly rain perfectly prepared steak dinners (complete with crockery, cutlery and napkins) or vast crops of candy floss may burst from the ground. However the food is just as likely to bite back and even fruit and vegetables often have to be violently subdued before they can be checked for rot or poison and then cooked.


However much to Discord's chagrin some stability, consistency and order has to be maintained. His war effort cannot simply be sustained by the discorded Equestrians, humans and beasts eh commands and whilst the mutants he spawns are far more effective he has realised he needs to martial some more substantial weapons. However that requires manufacturing, and labourers, and communities for those labourers and manufacturing centres to exist within. These industrial complexes are foul places. As a strange irony Discord uses his powers to ensure that these areas are absolutely, perfectly clean. However this achieved by making all of the garbage and toxic by-products of industry sapient and mobile. Smog is turned into solid shapeless entities that immediately flee the factories for the instinctive safety of the countryside. Industrial run-off squirms onto the streets where it cavorts with the flocks of flying rubbish and sewage before they too make their way to the city edges and the surrounding countryside. Streets and homes are left spotless but those unfortunate enough to live in rural areas suddenly find themselves under assault by disgusting but incorrigible monstrosities that are completely oblivious to their own toxicity even as the new people they hug expire in their embraces. Quotas are randomly imposed on the factories and should they fail to meet them (and Discord often changes quotas at the last minute) they will often change the foremen and workers into candy-rock, or dachshunds, or wind-up toys, or whatever else is on his mind at the time.


Discord, despite his inconsistency and contradictions, does maintain a capital in Lagos. His throne is an obscene chair, the design of which drives people to insanity as it twists and writhes into new shapes and reaches out to those who approach it. This throne is located in the centre of a pall-pit dug into the remains of an Indian themed family restaurant in the centre of the city. However Discord rarely sits in his throne. He instead spends much of his time travelling the Realm of Chaos. Those unfortunate enough to see him will describe him as a serpentine amalgam of many beasts, with the limbs and extremities of all manner of birds and beasts that offset his vaguely equine head. However what he really is, is a sight too terrible to comprehend. Those who see him concoct the chimera they claim he is in order to provide some kin of shape to his presence. Discord is in fact a hole in reality, a swirling vortex that draws in light and matter around it and regurgitates radiation and esoteric substances. Everywhere he visits is left in a disarray so terrible it defies reality. Time and space twist and turn on themselves in his presence and reality and sanity are strained to their breaking point. The only consistent feature that Discord possesses is his voice which is forever confident and mischievous, forever assured of its own superiority.


Russia was unfortunate enough to receive a monster that had been relatively weak before the Equestrians made him immensely more deadly. The shadowy and insane form of King Sombra was deposited in the tundra of Siberia. Feeding off of the strife and fear that permeated the world in the wake of the Equestrians' arrival, the despotic sorcerer set about turning the land into his new Crystal Empire.


The new Crystal Empire is a twisted and cruel land, forged by anger, hatred and despair. Great towers of jagged crystal burst through the ground and litter the ground around them with shards that quickly take root and sprout other crystals like monstrous trees. In certain areas entire glaciers of black crystal cover hundreds of miles of land. Crystals mark every road and settlement, looming over them like black sentinels. They all glow with an inner light that seems to exist only by absorbing the light around them. Wherever these crystals grow people can expect the light to disappear and the shadows to grow. The great cities of the Crystal Empire are entirely formed of these crystals. They are great black stains on the landscape. Jagged towers and battlements dot these crystalline masses. The inhabitants live in the great tunnels that run through the cities like tunnels in an ants nest. Trapped within the thick walls of the crystal glaciers, they know only darkness and toil. The entirety of the Crystal Empire is now rich in gems, crystals, minerals and metals and all of it feeds both King Sombra's greed and his eternal war machine.


Life in the Crystal Empire is torturous. No Equestrians serve King Sombra and so he has had to make do with human slaves instead. People in the Crystal Empire live with eternal toil and drudgery. They till the frozen fields to coax life from the soil or labour in the deep, extensive and notoriously unsafe mines that stretch beneath the entirety of the Empire. Punishments are harsh and frequent with people displayed to the populace for any perceived crime or act of dissidence. The most common form of punishment is impalement on the crystal spires that stick out of the landscape but King Sombra has since learnt of various human execution techniques and has added the blood eagle, disembowelment (the kind that involves pulling your organs out with a winch) and flaying to his repertoire. The dark magic that permeates the Crystal Empire has had various strange effects on its inhabitants. Many dissidents are no longer executed, instead they are left to stew in their own anguish and grow impassioned and indignant at the injustices around them. It starts with dark crystal fragments growing underneath their skin, they initially penetrate at soft areas like the inner ear, the anus, lips and beneath fingernails and grow from there. Then skin and flesh begin to slough off in liquid chunks as the crystals force their way out from beneath. Finally hey are left as mindless humanoid masses of black crystal, fuelled by hatred and guided by King Sombra's will. After so long the entirety of the population now have some kind of crystalline growth marring their bodies to varying degrees as the despair and fear that permeates the Empire and the world takes its toll on them.


In an immense tower that looms over the black crystalline mass that covers the former St Petersburg is the palace of King Sombra. At the top of the tower is the long corrupted Crystal Heart, an esoteric artefact that manipulates the mental state of the world. By its power the Equestrians have been twisted further and the dark creatures that now stride across the world have been empowered. Deep inside the power, in a spiralling chamber, lies King Sombra, the Crystal Emperor. He is an amorphous and broiling mass of darkness, forever twisting, waxing and waning. Tendrils of his essence reach out and sink into the shadows of his chamber, merging with the darkness that dominates the tower. Only two things are discernible from the empty blackness, a pair of piercing eyes that leak barely contained energy and a twisted horn, stained red with the blood of those he has personally slain. Cruel and shrieking windigoes swirl above him, circling the domed ceiling of his chamber and feeding off of the hatred and madness he exudes.


Here and there, around the world, whether in one of the Equestrian empires, a surviving human nation or one of the more anarchic regions, people have disappeared. It began when the Equestrians arrived and has continued to the present. It was then that the hives that began to grow.


Changelings hives exist around the world, many of them hidden but most of them openly displayed to the world. Satellite imaging negates the natural advantages they would have had by being built in empty locations and mostly underground and the Changelings have realised this. However even the best imaging technology is unable to penetrate the magic that provides them with their disguises and therefore it is almost impossible to detect Changeling subversion activities.


The Changelings are disgusting creatures to look at. Barely equine in shape they are immense insect-like monstrosities, possessing thin transparent wings that are deceptively strong and a twisted horn to project sorcery. They constantly drip bile and the vile secretions they build their hives and cocoons from. Only in their disguises do they fail to exude these noxious secretions. However even these forms exist to hide the true nature of Chagelings. Like Discord the Changelings' true form is a void in the world, a shapeless nothingness in the skin of reality that draws in everything around it. They feed on emotions, draining them of energy to the point of brain-death. They are able to flawlessly copy the physical form of anything with in a reasonable size approximation. They infiltrate areas and kidnap sapient creatures, posing of figures they can trust in order to lower their guard before injecting them with venom and stealing them away. Victims of Changeling infiltrations will inevitably be sealed in cocoons made from the sickly secretions of the Changeling's insectoid form and suspended in special chambers built into the hives. It is common for Changeling hives to farm humans in special compounds. They will have select emotions drained continuously to make them docile and compliant.


The largest of these Changeling Hives is the one inhabited by their ruler, the malevolent Queen Chrysalis. Queen Chrysalis sits on a mound studded with countless eggs. They are constantly hatching the shrill and pale Changeling larvae that leak strange energies that pool on the chamber floor but are replaced just as quickly by the attentive and productive Changeling Queen. Chrysalis is an enormous creature, her mass fills the immense chamber she resides within. The wobbling fleshy mounds she rests upon is actually part of her body. The equine shaped carapace sits atop this mound, attached by her thorax. She exudes slime and vile energy that fills the chamber with a foul noxious smell that chokes any creature other than a Changeling. As the focal point of the Changeling hivemind she knows every action that every Changeling makes, every decision and every desire they have. She is the means by which they harvest energy and she is the one who distributes it throughout the Changeling hives, empowering those in combat and instilling her intelligence and malice into every agent.


For a time the United States managed to hold off every Equestrian assault on their border but they quickly collapsed when a threat manifested within their borders. Something malevolent already existed within their borders long before the Equestrians descended and their arrival on earth empowered these creatures.


Most of what was once the United States, along with a lot of other places, is now the immense Dazzling Empire. The Empire is an obscene edifice designed to feed the ego of its rulers. The relatively 'peaceful' manner in which the Dazzlings took over has allowed more of the infrastructure to survive and the fact that the nations the Dazzlings conquered were already developed has helped them even the odds with the other Equestrian powers and compensate for their lack of supporting supernatural forces. The cities have turned into intentionally segregated zones due to the strife the Dazzlings have generated. The only overruling desires that keep these communities nominally united are their adoration for the Dazzlings and the tasks they are given to perform. Many of these communities and control zones are fortified and patrolled by a class of privileged soldiers that the Dazzlings gift with greater euphoria and stronger mental conditioning than the rest of the population. Statues of the Dazzlings and shrines dedicated to them are everywhere, decorated with offerings and constant prayers and exultations. Throughout the entirety of the Empire is a strange miasma that permeates everything and reinforces the mental conditioning and domination that influences their decisions and emotions.


Adagio Dazzle, the leader of the ruling trio, was smart enough to intertwine the personal territories of her two accomplices with her own, ensuring that they never went abandoned her. With the exception of certain regions the entire empire is divided between the three Dazzlings with a few favoured puppets being granted some territory to abuse.


The Dazzlings rarely stay in one place for very long. They constantly travel their empire, holding immense concerts in order to reaffirm their control over the population, exacerbate divisions and attain their adoration. The Dazzlings appear to the world as impossibly beautiful young women, flawless and perfect. Their voices are just as perfect, able to reach notes without fail and be heard no matter the distance. Their words are bewitching and inflame the senses of their listeners, creeping into a person's mind and planting a euphoria and certain suggestions. The words of their songs direct a listener's thoughts and actions and remain in their heads as long as the Dazzlings desire. It is when they sing that the Dazzlings true form is revealed. The glamour of beauty falls away and the disturbing true form is shown to the world. A foul combination of horse, fish, squid and various unidentifiable body parts, the Dazzlings are monstrous creatures. Their songs hide what they truly are from those who hear them and force them to shower love and adoration on them. At the same time anger, mistrust and envy are stirred within the audience and then harvested by the red gems embedded in each Dazzling's chest. The Dazzlings encourage dissent for the emotions generated by such sentiments nourish and empower them. The strife the world is experiencing and the dark influences of beings like Discord, King Sombra and the Changelings serve to make them stronger.


Here and there, usually on the borders of the major Equestrian states or sandwiched between them, are independent Equestrian domains. Most of them are small and insignificant, mostly being passed back and forth between the larger empires as they fight with one another. The Equestrians that rule them use their comparatively meagre powers to enslave and abuse the human thralls they have been able to gather and force them to design their private fiefdoms to their own desires.


Assailed by impossible and obscene entities and often cut off from the world, a few human nations were able to resist. Many fell to despotism or collapsed entirely with the disappearance of global trade. Those that survived were authoritarian shells of their former selves but they had survived and many rallied around the strongest survivors to form the Alliance of Free Humanity to oppose the supernatural threat of the Equestrians. Order was restored, albeit often at a high cost, and armies were mustered to defend and hopefully one day expand their borders. Weapons were developed and built and new networks of trade and exchange were established by those who had the capacity to do so.


The Commonwealth Realms is, as a whole, the strongest human nation on Earth. Though completely opposed to the supernatural, ironically, it was unnatural forces that saved the United Kingdom. Barely surviving the onslaught of equestrian forces from the south and east, it was only through almost absolute militarisation and the frequent use of nuclear weapons (which ruined a lot of Northern France and Belgium). With a respite they were able to even able to assemble enough forces to organise a successful offensive back into Europe. Australia and New Zealand survived largely because of general obscurity and the Solar Empire distracting the New Lunar Dominion. They experienced plenty of their own attacks and even drove off a vast force of Nightmares though at heavy costs. Once the situation had stabilised the British and Australians were finally able to regain contact with other nations and reformed the Commonwealth as a new entity to rally humanity around.


In the wake of the disaster the British government threatened to collapse. Absolute militarisation has now ensured that the army and the government are virtually synonymous. Parliament is a formality, a mere extension of the bureaucracy that supports the army and the monarchy. The royal family have risen to primacy in politics once again. As supreme commanders of the armed forces and the symbol of British and Commonwealth unity for the public, they are now the heart of the Commonwealth. The British cults of personality that surround important political and military figures have successfully reproduced themselves across the rest of the Commonwealth, spreading to the other Realms and incorporating local individuals of renown. Commonwealth society is consistently militant with the population essentially drafted in their entirety. Commonwealth forces are present throughout the Alliance, representing the single greatest unifying military symbol in the entire Alliance. The entire population receives at least some form of basic military and survival training and is indoctrinated by propaganda and the state owned education system to serve the Commonwealth tirelessly and unquestioningly.


Standards of living are poor compared to pre-2012 levels but they are some of the highest in the entire Alliance, matched only by portions of the EU and USA and surprisingly consistent throughout almost all of their territories. The Commonwealth also the largest orbital presence though it can only devote so many resources. In order to provide more resources they have spearheaded the initiatives in Africa and India in order to liberate productive or wealthy regions from supernatural and indigenous tyrants. However as time goes by the miraculous survival of the UK is starting to draw attention. The fact that the British have not only survived but thrived in this world is suspicious, just what did the UK do in order to marshal such strength.


A a pair of rump remnants of the United States managed to resist the influence of the Dazzlings, ironically saving Canada from them as well. Though now divided the two American successor states still try to salvage some form of unity. The United States is a grim, war ravaged nation, both halves having born the brunt of numerous attacks by the Dazzling Empire, New Lunar Dominion and Crystal Empire.


The United States tries to maintain their democratic conventions but it is little more than a veneer by this point. The military owns the government and controls the bureaucracy and flow of resources within the USA. Despite the propaganda the USA is rather dependent on the Commonwealth, particularly Canada and has a lot of Alliance forces stationed within their borders. The collapse of the global economy and the nationalisation of every necessary industry led to the death of nearly every major corporations except for weapons contractors. Now the munitions industries run the government alongside the military though the border between privatisation and nationalisation are very thin and porous. American society is highly militarised and regimented. Propaganda and censorship are everywhere and regulate what the public are exposed to. The mental dominance of the Dazzlings is an omnipresent fear for the public as is the nocturnal influences of the Nightmare Forces. Music is by far the most heavily controlled form of entertainment and carefully screened by various institutes, monitoring its effects on criminals from behind soundproof barriers and executing them should they show any receptiveness to mental suggestion.


The remaining nations of Europe were able to rally after the converging Equestrian empires turned on one another. The new reformed Europe Union that emerged is another Commonwealth dependency that provides integral support but is still beholden to the British and Australians.


The EU is supposedly a federal entity that maintains the cultural and political autonomy of its constituents on paper but is, in actuality, a centralised fascist dictatorship. Their ideology incorporates non-European xenophobia (their immediate enemies being Russians, Turks, Arabs and Africans ruled by supernatural entities helps justify that), European pan-nationalism and militarism. Religious fervour is very common though the EU is actually religious tolerant, accepting a person's faith so long as they adhere to it. Like the Commonwealth, European society is completely devoted to militancy with the population tasked with either some form of military service or a necessary civil service whilst remaining available for conscription. The European economy is nationalised and, at the same time, practically controlled by the Commonwealth and, to a lesser extent, the Brazilians.


South America was not the site of any Equestrian invasions and excepting the eventual arrival of Changelings and some attacks by the dazzling Empire, was never really reached by any of the Equestrian states. However the nations of South America still suffered as global trade fell apart and paranoia took over the world. Nations collapsed whether from internal strife or the occasional external factor whilst those that were able to maintain order had to resort to some very drastic measures, especially once the Changeling Hives began to grow.


Brazil is by far the most powerful of these nations despite the Changeling invasions. The nation threatened to fragment and only held together thanks to the rise of a military government that managed to take control of the coasts before plunging into the interior. Brazilian control of the Amazon is still rather technical but the developed regions are firmly in their control. The Brazilians have benefited immensely from Commonwealth support and have become a major industrial centre for the Alliance. Society is highly religious and militant, enforcing regimentation and conformity through shows of authority and appeals to traditional communal ideas. The power in the government is now divided between the military, church and bureaucracy but the ever present threats of the Equestrians has managed to allow a great degree of coherency to develop in the administration. Brazil also maintains various puppet states on the continent but the cost of protecting them is becoming questionably high.


Technology for the Alliance is rather high, at least for their military forces. Floating fortresses, immense fortified and mobile platforms equipped with runways and battleship guns, ply the seas, holding fleets of aircraft and flanked by naval warships and submarines that are attached to the fortresses. Powerful turbines have made VTOL aircraft without large, unprotected rotors possible and allowed them to build even larger variants of such aircraft. Computer guidance systems have made guided weapons systems even more effective and powerful, allowing the military of the Alliance to battle the supernatural forces of the Equestrians. Rail guns do exist but are still relegated to artillery weapons since the power cells and coolant systems required to operate them are too large for anything smaller. However coil guns are an increasingly common field weapon that is being issued to regular Alliance soldiers with increasing frequency. Powered armour was only recently developed though and is confined to elite specially trained groups of soldiers. Orbital weapons platforms are another major asset for the Alliance forces. Platforms outfitted with railguns, missile launchers and even primitive particle acceleration arrays have been put into orbit in order to extend the range of their weapons of mass destruction.


Civilian technology, due to resource prioritisation, is much less advanced. Private vehicles are practically unheard of now outside of the government and the wealthiest portions of the upper class. Public travel in general has made a necessary revival. Maglev trains now travel throughout the large cities of the Commonwealth, Brazil, the USA and other wealthier members of the Alliance. Compared to the beginning of the 21st Century the global standard of living is much lower despite undeniable technological advancements in many fields. Genetically modified crop plants allow agriculture to spread into arid regions and occasionally allow for multiple harvests, almost matching the magically induced growth of most Equestrian empires. The internet is gone and is unlikely to ever return since the threat of infiltration by Changelings and Equestrian agents is so high. However the Alliance states still maintain several forms of public and governmental communication and information systems that are secured with extreme paranoia and are only available for consultation in specific public facilities.


Beyond the boundaries of the world, in the collapsed void that the Equestrians came from is a creature. He is shackled and imprisoned but he is not trapped. He is the one responsible for breaking the Equestrians free, in doing so he drove them mad, made them the monsters they are now and drove them to despise humanity and one another. His bonds are decaying by the second and soon his prison will be nothing but energy and dust. His limbs flex, awaiting release and the chance to fall upon this world torn with strife and conflict. One day he will descend upon the unsuspecting inhabitants of Earth and drain it of power and life. He is Tirek and this world will be his.

18. Mystical Mish Mash

Started out as a scenario based on the Pirates of the Caribbean series but ended up including Indiana Jones, the Mummy Trilogy, Evil Dead as well as a few other movies and some more obscure televised franchises (mostly anime) involving elements of the fantastical and the strange that I could think of that had stories focusing on the 18th Century or later.

It all started with the battle of Shipwreck Cove and the pirate settlement of Shipwreck (you can detect a theme in the naming convention here) between an oddly ritualised alliance of pirate warlords and the vast fleet of the East India Trading Company. The battle began as a duel between the key ships of the two opposing fleets. The Blackpearl, flagship of the newly elected Pirate King Elizabeth Swan (completely ignoring the contradiction of her new title) squared off against the supernatural terror of the high seas, the Flying Dutchman, personal ship of the dread Davy Jones who had recently found himself in thrall to the East India Trading Company. The duel was complicated by the sudden appearance of a titanic maelstrom in the middle of the battlefield, the result of a botched attempt at gaining the allegiance and powers of the flighty and now vengeful pagan goddess Calypso.

During the battle one captain Jack Sparrow escapes his captivity aboard the ship and attempts to steal the heart of Davy Jones, seeking to replace him and thus gain immortality. However he does not account for the guards who whilst at first distracted by one of the captain's ploys, panic when a stray cannonball from the Blackpearl, setting off one of the guns they had trained on the chest containing the heart. Jones dies with the destruction of his heart and the battle comes to a short stop for a second as the crew are compelled to force the destroyer of the heart to replace it. The Dutchman sinks beneath the waves as the maelstrom claims the body of Davy Jones and collapses. The Blackpearl escapes with very heavy damage and prepares to face the armada of the East India Trading Company.

Immediately afterwards the Flying Dutchman returns from the depths and closes in on the Blackpearl at the same time as the EITC flagship the Endeavour. At the helm, reluctantly, is the former British private Murtogg who was responsible for the destruction of Davy Jones' heart. He somewhat shakily orders the ship to fire on the Blackpearl, remembering the last orders his unit had been given and attempting to find some kind of cohesion in the baffling events that had taken place. The Blackpearl is destroyed with nearly all hands on board and the EITC goes on to obliterate the pirate fleet, batter their way into Shipwreck Cove and level Shipwreck.

Lord Cutler Beckett commends Murtogg and officially declares him the captain of the Flying Dutchman (not that his approval was needed). Murtogg finds himself the reluctant captain of the Dutchman and is effectively browbeaten into continuing the work of the EITC. Lord Beckett then begins assigning new missions to the beleaguered captain in order to construct a new hegemony free of piracy and all resistance against the British Empire and the East India Trading Company.

Things developed from there.

With the power of the Flying Dutchman at their command the EITC was able to establish the hegemonic dominance that Cutler Beckett dreamed of. Fear of the indestructible cursed ship kept most rivals from attempting to dislodge the Company and those that did put up resistance were obliterated mercilessly. Britannia ruled the waves and the Company pioneered the newest expansion of the British Empire. Britain's power was still confined to the coast though and their more land based opponents were able to mount defences of their own. With the power of the Flying Dutchman in the hands of the British other nations fearing the domination of the British Empire and the EITC sought supernatural weaponry of their own.

Today the British Empire is no longer the unchallenged leviathan that it once was. The emergence of other rivals wielding their own supernatural powers has broken the grip they once had on the planet. By this point however they are still the bloated behemoth with control over ludicrous amounts of territory. The Hanoverian dynasty still sit on the throne of Britain and rule over the United Kingdom and its empire but the real power of the empire is now in the hands of the Imperial Trading Company, an amalgamation of the numerous royal companies. Britain shares more similarities with a corporatist government now with the crown and the parliament firmly in the Company's hands. The king is officially the CEO of the Company but the various other chair-members wield the Company's power and direct the course of the British Empire. The current King George VII is a far more ambitious and aware man than the chair-members realise and he has plans to wrest back control of his empire from the Company's hands.

The Company has continued the tradition of acquiring supernatural artefacts that was started by the esteemed Lord Cutler Beckett. The Lance of Longinus was wrested from the hands of the Ottoman Empire and great pains have been taken to gather as many copies of the Necronomicon as possible. Excalibur also lies within the Company's vaults but as yet no-one has been bidden to draw it. A king that wields the sword of Albion would be too dangerous and unpredictable for the Company to safely entrust. Many of these artefacts have proven useful to the Empire's interests especially as they became weapons of war. Various supernatural organisations are presumed to also operate within the United Kingdom and the British Empire but the Company has little control over them, a fact that infuriates them.

The Royal Navy is heavily intertwined with the Company after several centuries of enforced cooperation. The Flying Dutchman is the Navy' ace in the hole despite appearing primitive when compared to the steel warships of the present. Captain Murtogg still commands the Dutchman and obeys the orders of the Company. After centuries of manipulation and intimidation he accepts every mission with apathy, regardless of the moral implications of his commands. His position provides him with a form of stability for his disturbing existence. The Royal Navy is the single largest navy on the planet and has been completely converted to metallic warships. However the quality of their ships has fallen behind several of their rivals such as the Prussians. The rise of submersible warfare is a stratagem that they are failing to adapt to, several in the Company now lament Cutler Beckett's age old decision to exterminate the Kraken. The army is a system of Byzantine complexity, formed of several different army groups, numerous colonial forces, protectorates armies and even several private cult armies that are beholden to the king. The Company has no issues over who they conscript for the war and the number of multi-ethnic battalions has been increasing since the 19th Century in many colonies. During actual campaigns the empire sees as worthwhile the Company will authorise the deployment of the Lance of Longinus to provide their armies with nigh invincibility (but not indestructibility casualty rates can still get nasty). They are also not above summoning the dark forces from the Necronomicon to destroy their enemies but they are nowhere near as gung-ho as the Russians or the larger revolutionary groups and they take great care to bind and later banish whatever they summon.

Despite their focus on trade several branches of the Company did switch to manufacturing and industry. The entire empire has been subjected to an intense program of industrialisation for centuries now which has boosted the economic productivity of the empire, a useful asset due to the costs of maintaining the empire and also spawned socialistic movements across the empire as well.

For a short while Britain had unofficial control of nearly all of Europe. None could effectively challenge them thanks to the power of the unnatural forces they commanded. However the British were not the only ones who began to search for mystical artefacts. The Prussians, as nominal and often unwilling British allies, sent out their own expeditions. The most successful was a group that recovered an ancient medallion mentioned in several biblical scholarly texts. Through much hardship and several mishaps the Prussians were eventually covertly recover the Ark of the Covenant. The test they performed when opening obliterated everyone except a single pious soldier who had knelt in prayer, his eyes closed through the entire thing. The Prussians eventually learnt their lesson and then hid the Ark when the British began to investigate.

In 1872 as the Scramble for Africa and its mystical treasures escalated an unprecedented disaster took place. The Egyptian Book of the Dead (unrelated to the Necronomicon) was uncovered at the once lost city of Hamunaptra by a French expedition. One unintentional invocation later and a 3000 year old cursed mummy was resurrected. It was eventually defeated after its curse had spread throughout much of North Africa by an enormous British force that was almost completely destroyed whilst doing so. Egypt was almost depopulated and the Prussians claimed the territory, revealing the Ark to the British while doing so. With their independence from British controlled assured they began a campaign of opposition and covert sedition against the British Empire. They still had to tread carefully, especially when the Lance of Longinus was taken. Prussia's demonstration of power took place in 1893 when another expedition into Egypt also uncovered the Bracelet of the Scorpion King. After seven days a massive army of abominations emerged from the sand and assaulted Egypt. The Prussian army marched to meet the endless tide of jackal headed monsters with the Ark at their head. The entire Prussian force then knelt down in prayer and opened the Ark. The Wrath of God overwhelmed and obliterated the hordes of Anubis and the Scorpion King. Though the Anubian soldiers would return several times they were countered by increasingly swift and efficient Prussian forces.

Prussia is still a militant state but they have not actually united the German states. Instead they lead the states of Germany in an anti-British alliance. Their most vitriolic alliance is with the Hapsburg Empire who have been compiling a massive collection of false holy relics. Eventually they will get their hands on something genuine. Prussian Egypt is being resettled with Europeans but control of anything away from the River Nile is weak.

The Spanish Empire suffered terribly at the hands of the British. They were able to send out a small expedition when evidence of the Fountain of Youth was recovered. They then dismantled and destroyed it, mostly for religious reasons but also there was little practical application for it. Like the Prussians and their allies they swept the globe for whatever mystical, preferably Christian, artefacts of power they could attain. It was through their control of the powers of the Necronomicon, which they have construed as an example of faith overcoming the dark forces, that they were able to summon the powers of several different worlds. By their command the disgusting creatures of the Underworld, where neither light nor pain exist, march alongside the armies of Spain. The Viceroyalties are mostly independent now but remain tied to Spain as it is their power that keeps the British from taking over. With Spanish supervision portals to the Underworld have been opened up in Spanish America in order to make providing reinforcements easier. However it is dangerous to march the armies of mortal man through these portals. Several have tried and their fates have often been horrendous.

Russia was too big, too landlocked and too backward for Britain to dominate effectively at first but as the empire industrialised their reach grew further. Russia's scramble for weapons to counter the British became desperate and their attempts to industrialise under increasingly corrupt and inept leadership made things even more difficult. Their involvement in the Indian Mutiny/Revolution finally tipped the balance. After high casualties the army turned on their leaders. The empire erupted into revolution as the armies revolt spurred revolutionaries and dissidents across the empire and the Romanov family was overthrown. However a more sinister motive behind the revolution was revealed. The leader of the most powerful revolutionary faction was a former priest and occult enthusiast that eventually sold his soul to the dark forces (pick whichever one you want) for power. He declared himself Tsar and then used his powers to crush any and all resistance.

Russia successfully industrialised at great cost. The Tsar, Great and Terrible, is still in power at 104 years old and is quite decrepit and skeletal. His body is decayed but remains whole through dark magic and sheer willpower. He is tsar and autocrat over a sorcerous tyranny that he rules with an iron fist. The people of Russia suffer in poverty, toiling away in factories and farms to sustain themselves and the Tsar's enormous war machine. Machines of war are hastily thrown together and then possessed by the monsters that serve the Tsar before being shipped off to battlefields and rebellious provinces. Temples to an assortment of demons and foul entities dominate cityscapes where sacrifices are made daily to feed the monsters that give the Tsar his power. Order is maintained through fear, fear of the demonic imps the Tsar can send into your mind to poison your thoughts, fear of the possessed soldiers that patrol the streets and hunt down dissidents with inhuman senses and fear of the foul undead creatures that prowl outside the cities and devour anything that the Tsar deems treacherous.

British India eventually developed into a Raj as the systems of control the Company used changed to more directly imperialist methods. Also the fact that they practically run the UK's government helped create enough cognitive dissonance within the Company itself. Resistance movements had existed from the start but it what would be described as an extreme and maybe even insane sect of the Thuggee Cult that win India its independence. They uncovered five sacred stones that held extraordinary power. Pillars of fire immolated the British and their loyalists and whilst the coast remained in the hands of the Company's forces the interior fell with many enterprising Princes and warlords as well as pious Hindus convinced of the cults powers, flocking to the Thugee's side. What became of the Great Indian Mutiny/Revolution (the name depends on who you ask) was the creation of the Empire of Bharat. They are a Hindu theocracy that is focused on worship and reverence of Kali. Their interpretation of actual Hindu doctrine is very fatalistic and aggressive and has caused the death of hundreds of thousands in brutal sacrifices. They still believe that their slaughter saves the people from Kali who's power they channel at the heathens that seek to dominate the Indian subcontinent. Vast armies of poorly trained and equipped soldiers charge at Bharat's enemies, uncaring of whatever their enemies throw at them, fighting as if they were possessed because they often are. The coast-lands remain beyond their control and the fortified Muslim regions have aligned with Britain which has left the nation isolated. This has made maintaining control easier but also impoverished the empire immensely. They are by far the most backward of the great powers (their position as one being very precarious at best) but the power of the Hindu gods gives their armies strength.

The Qing Dynasty were strong armed by the British into becoming a client state. They still have control of the coasts and several other areas where the leadership consider British rule a benefit but the interior is overrun by warlords. The worst was the Dragon Emperor, an immortal lich (sort of) that was once a tyrannical emperor. The dragon Emperor himself has proven difficult to kill but the terracotta army he brought to life was easy to overcome, in fact they were rather pathetic against the forces stationed near the the Great Wall. The Qing puppet emperor has tried to industrialise his empire but every factory he builds has been taken control of by the Company.

Various unnatural powers and forces have been unleashed since the nations of humanity began exploiting the supernatural. The most common and worrying is the Necronomicon. The original copy of the Necronomicon Ex Mortis was recovered and exploited, at first by the British who studied it intensely, then later by other nations. Hundreds of copies have been produced by the ignorant, the unscrupulous and the deranged and wherever a copy is found chaos and death follow it. Across North America, Africa and China the dread monstrosities known as Deadites swarm wherever the living survive. Seeking fresh flesh and souls from living humans they scour the lands clean, infesting the dead and wearing their corpses as foul suits. They target the fearful, the weak willed and the desperate. Those with strength of will may be able to hold them off but the insidious creatures are just as capable of possessing portions of a victims body. Many brave men have fallen prey to the Deadites when their own bodies turned on them, even as their minds were clear and resolute. Where the sun still shines they shrink away in pain and fear but the more powerful entities of the Worlds Beyond are able to blot out the sun with almost impossibly thick clouds that shroud the armies of the dead and the demonic. Where the Army of Darkness roams the pitch black of eternal night follows it.

Egypt is still infested with supernatural forces, a legacy of the power of their old gods. The disasters the nation has suffered served only to make the situation worse and large parts of Egypt are under the control of various abominations. Despite the shattering of Anubis' army by the Prussians and the Ark of the Covenant the threat they posed is still very real. The desert sands will occasionally spawn a host of jackal headed warriors. Though none of these armies is as large as the first to appear they still require very specific means to kill them. Reports have even emerged that talk about a savage monster with the head and torso of a man and the body of an enormous scorpion leading several bands of Anubian creatures. However after every battle he disappears into the desert. Whenever it is safe private and state authorised expeditions head into the deserts and along the Nile searching for the weapons that can destroy these monsters and rid the land of their curse.

A few decades ago an illegal and occult group travelled to Egypt and after years of secretive searching finally uncovered the Book of the Living and the Book of the Dead (completely different from the Necronomicon). They are still looking for the body of their true leader wherever it was lost, a creature they both fear and worship. The creature once known as Imhotep.

The Vatican has control of various holy relics as well as knowledge of certain materials that are anathema to the evil and unnatural. Their great archive of information is invaluable and has given them a lot of power and influence especially in Catholic nations. There are a few large secret orders devoted to the extermination of demons that are not so secret anymore. The most powerful is in fact inter-religious (don't ask) and has even been technologically progressive. Romania is a particular embarrassment for the Vatican but on the whole they have at least kept most of Europe free of monsters. They have also been pestering Prussia to hand over the Ark of the Covenant for well over a century now to little effect.

In 1979 a man emerged from a cave in Southern England. His hair was overgrown, his clothes tattered and his right hand missing, replaced instead by a metallic clockwork replica. He was eventually discovered wandering the countryside, rambling about the home he needed to return to and was taken in by law enforcement. The company then took custody of him having learnt he was a famous figure of medieval prophecy. Ashley Williams is now reaching his late 50s, is still going strong and agreed to help defeat the Deadite scourge in North America as a free agent. His experience with the creatures of the Outer Worlds, whilst far from professional expertise, is invaluable and he has won many battles for the British Empire, appearing at opportune moments, defeating the enemy and then leaving. Of course eh has protested the times when the Company insists on exploiting the Necronomicon for their own gains and refuses to assist in any mission involving the powers of the book. He still dreams of America and home and he knows that something is very very wrong with the world he awoke in. His right hand now has  a base for an assortment of interchangeable weapons and he has acquired an extensive arsenal with a Company license to requisition whatever he deems necessary for his missions. He still prefers his original chainsaw, shotgun and, now extensively repaired, reworked and repainted, oldsmobile.

There are numerous cults across the world that involve themselves with the supernatural and the occult. Most of them are illegal or involved with rebellions and resistance movements which means that either way they are going to be hunted down by whatever armed forces and law enforcement opposes them. However the largest and most powerful is a group that emerged from the British Isles. Since ancient times they have been connected to the fate of the Isles and have aligned themselves with whatever reigning monarch rules over their individual cells. They have not been involved with the affairs of any nations, that is, until the entire Isles were united. Since then they have spread throughout the British Empire, operating independently of the Company. What they do is esoteric and unknown to everyone outside of their organisations but lately their agents have been appearing publicly, requisitioning resources and sending out reports inquiring into the whereabouts of certain individuals that, according to leaked rumours and overheard conversations, are immortal and have the ability to grant powers to whomever they wish.

Across the world are various places where the world is thin. Hidden doorways to other worlds have existed since time began and though most have closed several persist even to this day. People will go missing in the rural areas of spiritual significance. Though most still elude authorities some have been found. It was one of these doors that gave Spain access to the underworld and several others have also been found and placed under the supervision and observation of the great powers. Children are most commonly attracted to these places and the areas these doorways exist in often have an epidemic of disappearances.

Technology is at about the same level as the 1970s/80s with some forms such as computer technology being even more backward. Nuclear weapons exist and have even been used, most in desperate attempts to wipe out Deadites or some other monstrosity and every great power has at least a small arsenal of them. Social ideas and freedoms are even further behind OTL. Most governments still encourage traditional gender roles though a number of new occupations have opened up to women. Large families are still very popular, especially in areas where attrition rates due to war, mystical disappearances, Deadite possession and terrorism are rather high. There was no Victorian neo-puritanism which means that fashions are still rather flamboyant, especially fro men. Wigs are still worn by most dignitaries though they are a bit more subdued and large hats are still very popular and worn in public at all times. Women must still wear dresses but skirts are allowed to reach above the knees these days and some scandalous members of the fashion industry have recently made skirts and other clothing that reach even higher than that. Slavery was abolished completely by the 1910s after its profitability had become far more than questionable. However racial laws and indentured servitude do still exist and are quite extensive in parts of the world, especially those that used to keep slaves. Scientific racism also never got off the ground which has made dealing with indigenous dignitaries and elites a lot easier but ideas around cultural racism of the “they're simply unfortunate to not be born-insert nationality here” variety. Politically most nations are still monarchies. The American revolution was crushed by a particularly irate EITC that was rather upset over losing so much tea and other goods to revolutionary terrorism. Most forms of democracy are rather nominal and meaningless but people can still vote which puppet ends up in power in several nations like Britain, Prussia and Japan. Political anarchism has still developed and convinces many people to blow up factories and civic offices. Communism and fascism have not developed, at least not in a form we would recognise. Theocracy and corporatism are a lot more popular though the existing examples (Britain) are not often overt and instead prefer to work through existing governments using them as proxies.

This world is also a more religious one. Actual physical evidence of divine powers has definitely strangled any popular atheist movements in the cradle but there a still people who insist that the phenomena and the monsters from the beyond are all still explainable through science. Most religions are true to some degree or another, or at least their pantheons are real even if they don't exactly correspond with the ancient myths. Most Christians and Jews are happy that at the very least the God of Abraham is by far the most powerful, evidenced by the power of his holy relics to defeat other gods, and are happy in simply proclaiming that whilst other gods do exist none of them come before God himself. Islam has taken it a lot more poorly since this completely contradicts there being only one god and a bit of an ecclesiastical crisis is still going on in those parts of the Muslim world that don't plug their ears, close their eyes and go lalalala whenever anyone brings up the old pagan gods. The use of the Necronomicon is an iffy subject to most but it can be brushed off as either an incredibly unfortunate necessity or the children of God mastering and therefore defeating the foul powers of evil (Deadites, Anubians and other rampaging abominations aside of course). Across the world the old faiths are reviving as people once again turn to worshipping the old gods of their ancestors. Whether they will be answered with power and guidance from the often cruel and capricious deities often depends on what god they are praying to.

Aside from the immaterial beings that were revealed there used to be an entire world of magic. Hidden away from the societies and civilizations of the mundane folk whom they called Muggles (linguists are still trying to figure out what it means). An entire culture along with numerous beasts and races of myth and legend clung to the underside of human civilization, feeding off of it like a parasite. They were not malignant and rarely hostile (accidents do happen and magic tends to make you a bit of an arrogant prick to mundane people) but the amount of control they had over the rest of humanity was terrifying, attacks by dark wizards certainly didn't help their image in the eyes of the Muggles. Once the Company came into the possession of mystical artefacts like the Necronomicon suddenly they had weapons that could combat the magic of the Wizarding World. By the present the independent governing bodies of magical societies across the world have been demolished, dismantled or obliterated and any wizard who refuses to swear full allegiance to the government of their human homeland is executed. These repatriated wizards are immensely useful providing a variety of services, products and spells for their governments to use and will often receive privileges for their contributions even whilst they are closely watched for any signs of dissension. Resistance movements still persist across the world but they are failing as the last of their groups are hunted down and slaughtered one by one. Those who are stuck in Deadite infested regions suffer even worse fates as the demons flock to them like moths to a flame.

Space is a vast and forbidding realm that is largely barren and at the same time filled with a dizzying variety of species, civilizations and entities. Two immense galactic empires and their vassals and puppets divide the Milky Way galaxy with both sides vying for any chance to defeat the other. Their conflict whilst not yet a cold war has reached a deadlock as defeat on one world is followed by victory on another and then the game resets itself again. Earth, a land infested by primitive indigenous tribes and petty deities has become rather important lately as VIPs from both empires have ended up stuck on the planet (it was either voluntary or they just became attached to the quaint and thrillingly dangerous little rock). At the same time the human empires have sent people out into the void as well. Whether by rocket or attempting to find a safe path through the Outer Worlds (fat chance but stranger things have happened) the bravest adventurers of humankind have landed on the Moon and Mars and are venturing out further. Not all of space is forbidding of course but the rigours of such a hostile environment do often breed hostile people. Civilizations that have existed for millennia and blur the boundary between science and magic also tend to develop a bit of a superiority complex that makes even the most extreme levels of arrogance displayed by the 'oh so superior' British look humble by comparison. No official contact has been made but telescopes are becoming powerful enough to pick up little signs of activity here and there. Also authorities are getting better at tracking down those people that just don't seem normal. This bad news for those extra-terrestrial life forms, natural and otherwise that have sought asylum on this world for whatever reason.

Things may get even more interesting sooner or later.

19. Many Rubicons

Based on Michael Orgill’s “Many Rubicons”, collected in Sandra Ley’s “Beyond Time” alternate history collection:

It’s 1984, 33 years after Douglas MacArthur’s invasion of Manchuria, and free elections are finally being held again.

The Last War (1951-1960) chewed up the USSR and China pretty badly, but the US was ultimately unable to successfully occupy and pacify half of Eurasia. After the wreck of Europe, the rapid collapse of two Russian and three Chinese “democratic, popular governments” created by US forces, ten years and millions of deaths, (American, that is – Soviet and Chinese casualties were well over the 100 million mark by that time) hostility to the war at home exploded to the point that it made OTL’s Vietnam war protests look like an anti-Whaling sit-in by the Braintree Ladies Orchid Appreciation Society.

The establishment of martial law and the postponement of elections did not go over well, and the US was forced to withdraw it’s forces from abroad and spend the 60’s fighting what could be called a four-sided civil war. In the meantime, from the ruins of the old Communist regimes arose the Army of World Liberation, a new radical revolutionary movement that before long overran most of the old USSR and China and joined hands with the revolutionary movement in Indochina (the US, after France got nuked, moved forces into its former colonies to prevent Red takeovers.)

The New Menace does not have a national name: it is Chinese as much or more so than Slavic, and simply refers to its dominions as The Liberated Territories. The US refers to them as the “Sino-Soviet Union”, or, in the vulgar vernacular, the “SheenySov”. (Apologies to Charles Stross). Not so much a state as an army with a state, the LTs are backward (not that this whole world isn’t backward) but has nukes and ICMBs of their own. There was a brief window of opportunity to “make the rubble bounce” while the US would only “get it’s hair mussed”, but Arthur MacArthur nixed it: he wasn’t adding several hundred million more deaths to his family’s historical responsibilities.

Europe is a mess: the forces of neo-fascism have largely won out over Communist revolution, but this is not necessarily a reassuring thing. US forces returned to Europe after a certain amount of stability returned at home in the early 70’s, but most Europeans remember the US as the morons who kicked the Soviet bear in the nuts and lost maybe two cities to Soviet bombers while half of Europe died in the subsequent conflagration. Even the Eastern Europeans (who recall being nuked by US bombers during the war) only grudgingly accept US forces as a counterbalance to the “Liberated Territories” or Fascist France (expanding into devastated central Europe from the relatively lightly hit south of France, the French “Republic” has nukes and a huuuge chip on it’s shoulder re Americans). Neutrals Finland, Switzerland, and Spain have done alright for themselves: Spain took over Portugal in ’79 when it looked like a successful Red revolution was brewing: they have let most of the Portugese colonial empire go, holding onto, say, only the wealthier oil-rich bits of coastal Angola.

Japan, nuked several times during the US invasion of the USSR, after the last US forces left in ’63, said “NEVER AGAIN” and managed once again one of those remarkable feats of national mobilization, and have successfully rebuilt themselves as a formidable (if somewhat impoverished) military power, allying themselves with such right-wing Asian regimes as Very Hindu India, [1] fascistic Indonesia, and the rump remnant of the last US-backed Chinese regime in Taiwan and Hainan. (The term “Co-Prosperity Sphere” is carefully avoided). Korea was in the gang for a while, but had trouble stomaching an allying with Japan, and gladly switched to a US alliance when said country re-emerged on the international stage in the 70’s.

Both Iraq and Iran ended up with leftist regimes, (Iraq picking up Kuwait while the major powers were otherwise engaged), but cordially detest eachother, making Iraq the one left-wing one-party dictatorship to host US troops.(Which also ensures the oil supply). Israel, left without a superpower sponsor (OTOH, this was somewhat counterbalanced by the lack of a USSR on the other side of the scales) ended taking somewhat extreme steps to strengthen it’s position: there are rather few people of Arab extraction in Israel, while there are rather more people in Jordan than OTL. Syria has been bought off with the Islamic bits of Lebanon (which they’re still trying to digest) and the Egyptians….well, that’s why the Israelis got their own nuke. (The Japanese are quite reasonable about prices).

Africa is a mess – the US made a fairly cack-handed effort to prepare for independence colonies whose European Metropoles had been reduced to radioactive rubble, but after the US turned inward, the end of any support from abroad, plus the massive contraction of international trade, led a number of the more fragile African countries to collapse outright. Now, stability is being restored, by US and Canadian aid, by the more successful warlords, and by LT-backed communist regimes. S. Africa collapsed rather messily in the early 80’s, with successor states ranging from quite civilized (the Cape Republic) to rather ghastly (The Renewed Boerstaadt, or the Peoples Republic Of Azania).

Latin America is poorer and more screwed up than OTL, divided into various lefty regimes and right-wing dictatorships. Brazil promises to give back full self-government to the parts of Uruguay and Paraguy it occupied in its was with Argentina as soon as Argentina liberates it’s bits. Mexico is roughly as OTL in the 80’s: it sells a lot of oil, it’s run by the PRI – and has, unlike OTL, a large population of US expatriates.

Canada, although it lost a good-sized chunk of it’s population when Soviet bombers crossing the pole decided to drop their load and leave for home early, has recuperated and is a power of some importance: for one thing, like Mexico but more so, it got a lot of US refugees during the bad years (they now make up about a third of it’s population) and is currently helping the UK (which lost a _lot_ of people) get back on it’s feet. It also has it’s own nukes – just in case the US goes wacky again.

The US is less populous than OTL, and still a bit shaky politically: there are still Free Christian terrorist groups operating in the Appalachians, and some elements of the Liberty Collective have been accepted into the new governing coalition as a price for peace. Still, most people are sick of fighting, and hope that President-elect Dukakis will be able to heal some of the nation’s wounds – if nobody assassinates him first, anyway.

Bruce

[1] The last war with Pakistan did very little that was good for the tone of political debate.

20. Planet of the - mostly - Apes

Inspired by the "Planet of the Apes" movies, and the thought that domesticated apes, like modernity, were probably not evenly distributed across the planet.

It’s been 50 years since WWIII brought an end to the old world. In this universe, as per 1970’s expectations, the USSR survived into the 21st century: ironically, it was finally succeeding in reforming economically, after several decades of “three steps forward, two back,” when the hammer came down. (Rebelling apes in the US seized control of a missile base and some very serious misunderstandings followed.)

The devastation wasn’t a full-blown apocalypse, at least for the US and it’s allies: the technologies derived from a crashed ape-carrying spaceship from an alternate future had helped develop some fairly effective anti-missile tech. Still, the devastation was pretty bad, tens of millions died, central government broke down- and the teeming millions of genetically enhanced ape slaves had their chance.

Not all of the planet was taken over by apes. In much of the third world, local labor was still cheaper than ape labor, especially once you had factored in the cost of raising the apes to adulthood: there weren’t enough apes to lead a revolt in India, SE Asia, etc. The Soviet Union and its satellites had never gone in for ape slaves, which they considered an insult to the dignity of the proletariat. Much of the Islamic world considered the engineered apes an abomination – but the corrupt Saudi potentates were tickled pink by the notion of new-type slaves, which is why the Holy Places of Islam are now under the rule of very hairy “;people.”

China, which had turned as OTL to a mostly capitalist economy, invested heavily in ape labor to make up for it’s aging population, and paid the price: only in the south, with the help of the formidable Vietnamese army, did humans win out. South America had a fair number of apes, but not enough to successfully overthrow human rule: in the post-war chaos, like the slaves of old, many fled to the jungles of the interior to create “free states” of their own.

50 years on, tensions remain high between human and ape. Most of North America, save for the eco-friendly, anarchic (but armed to the teeth) apes of the Pacific Northwest, is under the rule of the Empire (and if you make pregnancy jokes to any of the apes, they’ll twist your head off), a military dictatorship in which humans are slaves. Although the human-majority areas of Mexico and Central America are only barely pacified, the aggressive regime has “Finlandized” the Colombians to force overflights of weapons and supplies to their ape allies in the S. American jungles, conquered the “ape homelands” of Central Africa, and after coming to help out the apes of Australia in their struggle with the Indians, somehow forgot to leave.

The Pongid Federation of Europe is a much more democratic society (humans don’t have the vote and can't bear arms, but aren’t enslaved - although they’re heartily encouraged to leave), and is making tentative alliances with human powers to prevent further expansion of the Empire, which they find ideologically repulsive – apes imitating the worst excesses of human imperialism. They have cooperated with the Brazilians in building puppet states in W. Africa to act as a block to further expansion of the Empire in Africa.

The Caliphate is…weird. The apes have developed their own version of Islam, in which humans have lost the favor of God due to their sins, and apes are the new Chosen People. This doesn’t go down well with the Islamic countries, and it’s only military support from the Empire [1] that has allowed them to, so far, fight off attacks by the Iranians and the Egyptians. OTOH, they are having a fair amount of luck finding converts in the Empire and the Republic…

Brazil is the more-or-less leader of a coalition of S. American countries opposed to any further expansion by the Empire, but they suffer from various economic problems and unstable politics: the Whacky Populist Dictatorship that emerged in the post-WWIII, post-Ape Revolt economic collapse is gone now, but it really didn’t help. It looks like Latin America is either going to have to get closer to the Indians, who want to control their economy [2], or to the Pongid Republic, who are, well, apes. Argentina, meanwhile, is doing fairly well, is comfortably far away from the front lines, and is thinking of establishing a cross-ocean alliance with the S. Africans rather than being dictated to by the poorer and rather chaotic Brazilians.

(South Africa, which weathered the global chaos rather better than most of Africa, expanded mightily at the expense of it’s northern neighbors, but has run smack into ape-controlled territory, and is looking for allies.)

India is the most powerful human-run state, and dominates the Indian Ocean basin. It has set up puppets in East Africa to block Empire expansion, supported a human revolt in W. Australia, and is working to create a global “human alliance” under it’s leadership: they have so far been fairly scornful of Pongid efforts to establish more cordial relations. Hindu/Muslim conflicts have been papered over in union against a common enemy, and some Indians argue that the government needs conflict with the apes to maintain political union. (Such people only occasionally serve prison terms for subversion: after all, any government representative will assure you, India is not a dictatorship!)

Efforts to get the Siberians to sign up in a shiny happy human anti-ape coalition haven’t gone well: the inhabitants of the radioactive, bombed-out wreck of what was once the USSR aren’t so sure they are human any more. Living mostly underground, Breeding Prodigiously to make up for a very high death rate, the Siberians are pale, scrawny, and most often physically deformed in some way or other: indeed, there are rumors that the Siberians are in fact deliberately breeding themselves away from the basic human form. But there are a lot of rumors: of strange superweapons and hidden nuclear arsenals, of strange apocalyptic religious rites and burrows extending beneath the borders of neighboring nations. What is actually known is that the rump USSR is a nasty, paranoid, and isolationist dictatorship: that the few representatives foreigners meet are usually funny-looking at best: and that in recent years incursions on Siberian territory by Republic or Chinese Ape forces have generally ended rather badly.

Until recently, there were very few nuclear weapons in the world: those which weren’t destroyed or used up in the war, were mostly eliminated in the post-war “never again” reaction. However, as the new ape Empire expanded into chaotic post-war Mexico, as Ape and human clashed again and again in the Middle and Far Easts, and as the Republic began it’s expansion into the burned and ruined lands of Eastern Europe, a good equalizer began looking increasingly less Unthinkable Evil and more a Necessity. And, of course, before long the Empire had it’s own developments – to protect it’s people from humans getting the upper hand again, of course. And god only knows what the Siberians, who some think worship The Bomb, are up to. A new arms race appears to be in the offing: nobody really wants it, but can it be avoided?

Bruce


[1] And some from the Republic. The Republican government thinks they’re a bunch of crazies, but they don’t want to see fellow apes butchered if the Jihad ever succeeds.

[2] As the Brazilians see it

21. Cthulhu's North America

In 2011 - two hundred years ago - the Stars Were Right. R’lyeh arose, and the most psychic 20% of mankind either went mad from fear or went gleefully psychotic. The seas arose and billions of Deep Ones flooded ashore. Unimaginable things emerged from beneath the ground, and darkness fell upon the Earth.

Nuclear weapons could at most annoy Great Cthulhu himself and destroy some of his stuff, but a sufficient number of them could in theory wipe out most of humanity and deprive him of subjects, as well as doing a serious number on his oceanic minions. A rump US and Russia managed to negotiate a tenuous armistice on the basis of “you don’t eat our brains, we don’t blow up the world to spite you.”

Two centuries passed. The continent underlying R’lyeh arose further, and the seas penetrated deeper inland. The spawn of the Great Old Ones multiplied and built monstrous cities across the face of the earth. The wild shoggoths of the sub-Antarctic were taught obedience with a little trouble. Some disputes with distantly related horrors deep within the earth were resolved with the death of only a few tens of millions of humans, mostly from famine, although some through submersion in hot magma.

Now, the world is mostly ruled by the heirs of the Cthulhu Cult and opportunistic evil bastards and mages, an all-powerful priesthood whose rule as “shepherds” of the human flock includes slaughterhouse delivery and whose rule is backed by divine retribution far more swift and sure than any previous variety. Mass human sacrifice is the norm, although the details of how the various human states are ruled are of no great concern to Cthulhu and the other Great Old Ones which are his “family” and friends. Bloodlust, violence and weird sex are the social norm: close influence of the Great Old Ones may lead to power, but it leads to madness or monsterism in the long run, and as for those too psychically insensitive or strong to be driven mad by the general psychic background, they are reduced to a state of foggy placidity by various foul magics.

Technology is an odd mix, mass slave labor and 20th century hardware, cities more monumental than New York but no computers, the occasional odd bit of unearthly super-science and the use of weird forces best called “magic.” The Great Old Ones prefer their subjects and soul-munchies ignorant: research, scientific or otherwise, is not encouraged.

The star-spawn and associated horrors – Cthulhuoids (like the big C, but smaller: think classic King Kong vs. Godzilla), shoggoths, night-gaunts, zombies and litches, Hounds of Tindalos and Deep Ones large and small, Colossal Worms, worm-men etc. – inhabit and build the monster cities of dubious geometry that disfigure the face of the Earth. What everyday life (or undeath) is like in these cities is unknown – like a roach motel unto Blattidae, humans check in but do not check out. There is often but not always a full Great Old One in residence in the central temple complex; Cthulhu generally stays in R’lyeh, although he occasionally visits his human subjects for a little Al Fresco dining and to remind his human subjects Who’s the God?

The huge polygonal region surrounded by 2000-foot walls remains wrapped in impenetrable darkness, while the Atlantic Vortex is quite visible but equally unexplainable: and these are only two of seven equally vast and obscure projects the Great Old Ones and their servants have created in the last few decades.

These developments worry the Democratic Human Republic of America, which has made determination of their nature a top priority. After a long period of instability and various withdrawals in the face of irresistible pressure, the Democratic Human Republic of America has managed to achieve some stability: there hasn’t been a pro-Cthulhu revolt above pants-bomber levels of competence in decades. Given existential despair at the continued non-appearance of Jesus & Co., and the frequency with which the religious-minded were befooled by the Great Old Ones, the theocratic rule of the Republic’s early decades failed to sustain itself, and has been replaced by a ruthless scientific atheism as the creed of the Republic. Although the Government’s refusal to call a spade a spade or Black Magic Black Magic is perhaps a weakness, the insistence on the non-demonic nature of the Great Old Ones and the eventual scientific explicability of all their mysterious powers is something of a spine-bracer.

Powered by fusion reactors, bristling with atomic weapons, and recycling every scrap (there’s not exactly much trade with the rest of the world, although a lot of smuggling), the Republic is more democratic than it used to be, but is still a fearfully regimented society, in which any deviation from the Rules for survival is punished ruthlessly. Psychic sensitivity is tested from infancy, and all “susceptibles” are required to wear protective head-gear (aluminum-foil lined and marked with certain ancient symbols) whenever outside. (All buildings are heavily psychically shielded as a matter of course). Constant closed circuit monitoring for signs of Alien Influence is an accepted norm, as are physical and blood tests for signs of Monsterism.

There has been a return to space, although made risky by the fact that most of the Great Old Ones and many of their minions can move through space with little difficulty (How Not to be Seen is an important part of space science: low-flying spy satellites in particular tend to cease working rather abruptly, especially when passing over R’lyeh).

The Republic is not entirely alone in a world of Cthlhu-worshippers: radio communications remain open with the New Russian Empire. Other forms of communication are trickier: it takes a brave and highly skilled individual to travel undercover through the slave nations, boats and subs are too easily noticed by the Deep Ones, and planes are also rather visible (and taking a detour through other dimensions always carries severe risk of attracting unwanted attention). Besides communications difficulties, relations with the Empire are inherently a bit shaky, given its far more open embrace of Black Magic and Abominations in their pursuit of survival. (There is considerable suspicion that the Fifth Putin, which has ruled for over fifty years, is no longer technically human).

There is also the Sultanate of Dust in the Arabian Desert: its inhabitants no longer look very human even on satellite photos, and they appear to have managed to remain independent through some sort of terrible pact with the even more powerful Outer Gods. (One of the more creatively decadent Saudi princes discovered that his multi-million dollar collection of blasphemous books and scrolls was actually useful while the world was coming to an end). Communications are understandably limited.

Other “free humans”, refugees from the Archonate, squat on the territory of the Mi-Go: the chance of being abducted and experimented on or even end up as a brain in a jar are probably higher than of becoming a snack or sacrifice back home, but at least the Mi-Go have no interest in governing humans or eating them, and as long as they stay away from the Mi-Go’s mining operations, they are free to pursue their primitive agricultural lifestyle unmolested. The Archons have complained to the Great Old Ones, but the Mi-Go do have a solid short-term (less than a million years) lease.

Other potential allies include the Chthonic Old Ones and the Outer Gods, but so far the Republic’s government has put them very solidly in the “Friends like These” category. There are also contacts with some discontented mages and dark creatures within the boundaries of Great Old One territory, who find that the Return of the Great Old Ones has not been nearly as cool or rewarding as promised or find being immortal and masters of life and death over millions does not make up for having the ultimate Boss From Hell. Special Intelligence has a new and very promising contact in New England, whom they just refer to as “the TOM…”

The Great Old Ones are not particularly concerned about the independent human states, although they are a bit miffed by the Outer Gods putting a tentacle in their pie. Two centuries are barely a blink of an eye to the immortal Old Ones: and in very little time (quite likely less, even, than another two centuries), certain plans will come to fruition, and the minor annoyances will end.

22. The Race and the Vulcans

A little something I've been doing a bit on ever now and then. Had a vague idea for a sort of WorldWar-Star Trek crossover scenario, and a map emerged.

Some background changes: the Race seems sort of the “standard model” for alien races in their universe, seeing that the first two species they encountered were more like them in behavior than humans. Since that isn’t the case in the Star Trek universe, the human race is the first alien race they’ve run into: given that before later ret-cons trips in the thousands of light years were not unusual in Star Trek, I’m assuming alien species are more widely separated than in Turtledove’s books. The Race simply assumed that human technological progress would take place at a pace not too dissimilar from theirs, and accordingly took just as long to get an expedition going. (They have established colonies on several desert worlds with no native sapients).

There were no Eugenics wars (which given the timescale involved, never made any sense except as a result of meddling time travelers or aliens – have they come up with a new explanation for it? I haven’t followed Star Trek very closely since watching the first two episodes of “Enterprise” and being rather unimpressed). However, without a WWIII and a strong incentive to discover FTL, the warp drive was discovered nearly a generation before Cochrane did in the Star Trek timeline. Race intelligence discovered US plans to build a massive starship to carry out an expedition against the Race homeworld, and in a panic prepared to carry out a full end-of-the-world attack against the human Not-Empires.

It was at this point that the Vulcans intervened and gave everyone a good talking to. The Vulcans defused the crisis by making it clear they would not tolerate anyone committing genocide on anyone else, and gave the Race an FTL drive of their own. They also negotiated a peace treaty between the Race and the human nations in which the Race withdrew from most of its conquests to the core desert areas from which they had already been expelling rebellious humans for a couple generations. (Some bribes of high technology helped seal the deal).

Forty years later, the Race has largely “ethnically cleansed’ its territories, which are now over 95% Lizard. The Race is having some definite problems in this new era, having to run as fast as it can to just keep up with the Terrans technologically as they assimilate advanced alien science imported from all over the local galactic neighborhood (not to mention that they are suffering from severe psychological shock at the discovery that humans are the Standard Model for alien species: this has brought on somewhat of a religious crisis.) With the warp drive to rapidly bring in new settlers and the aid of Vulcan technology (the Vulcans are quite experienced in desert living) they have increased the population of their settlement area to several hundred millions: however, the always slow and cautious Imperial government has so far established only one new planetary colony, while the humans have established footholds in several dozen uninhabited systems.

The bulk of humanity is united in the still fairly loose Terran Confederation, headed by the US, a largely post-ideological and fairly democratic USSR (although still more socialistic than the US: the notion of a planned economy was given a boost in the arm by the fact that the rational and super-computer equipped Vulcans do manage the “commanding heights” of their economy for the common good [1]), and Japan, whose subjects no longer feared being swallowed by the race and whose younger generation felt uninterested in spending their lives terrorizing aforesaid subject peoples when the stars beckoned. The Confederation has close ties to the Vulcans and largely consists of democratic nations.

With the notion of humans as a united species in a universe filled with advanced aliens races has come some enthusiasm for the idea of political unification and federation, and while the Canadians are still surprisingly disinterested in joining the US, several large political unions have arisen in the wake of the withdrawal of the Race, from the Bolivarian Union to the Swahili Federation. Bangladesh has remained part of India, and Argentina has absorbed Uruguay (it also gained the Race-held Malvinas or Falklands, which annoys the Brits a little). On the other hand, fragmentation has occurred in several places as a result of independence: most of the population of Ethiopia had no desire to end up back in a unitary state run by an ethnic minority, Spain failed to retain a unified identity, and the rather different historical trajectories of Race-ruled north Vietnam and the South have so far baffled efforts to find a formula for reunification.

However, not all of humanity is part of the Confederation, or happy with the political arrangement thereof.

The Chinese, mixing ideas from Communism, old-style Chinese ideas on righteous government and Confucianism, and admiration of the Vulcans which had brought about their liberation, ended up forming a type of technocratic, paternalistic “science dictatorship” based, supposedly, on “pure reason” (the Vulcans disavow any relationship between their form of government and the Chinese). Given human nature, it’s really not all that rational, but of course those saying so are by definition irrational. The energetic dictator of the Congo-Angola region is a devotee of technocracy himself, if only because he needs the alliance to maintain his hold on power.

The Chinese maintain their independence from the Confederation, but generally remain on cordial terms with it, in spite of their agreement with the Race on the irrationality of “snout-counting” as a means of government. They think much less of the Islamic Alliance nations.

The Islamic alliance arose from the firm (and not entirely unjustified) Arab and Iranian belief that they had been thrown under the bus for the sake of world peace. Over 150 million people of Arab descent live outside of what they consider to be their homelands, the majority resettled by the Race in other parts of Africa, Latin America, and India. [2] This huge and unhappy Diaspora forms the ideological base for the United Islam movement that that has emerged in the last few decades, formed the Afro-Arabic Union along the southern border of Race territory in Africa, and prompted NW India to break away and join with the Afghans to create the Suristan Republic. United Islam has so far not been able to agree whether Khartoum or Multan should be the capital of World Islam, or exactly how the expulsion of the Race from the Middle East is supposed to occur, but they agree that they will not rest until the area is once again Muslim.

Then of course there is the Third Reich, which will not submit cheerfully to the leadership of a world union full of untermensch. After a century and a half of state-imposed pro-reproduction policies and assimilatory policies, there are some 360 million people in the Reich proper, and the north Italians, Croats and Czechs have been largely assimilated. (Much of the anti-Slavic rhetoric has been dropped, although black Africans and Jews are still considered racially inferior). The satellite states of Romania, Bulgaria and Hungary are a bit of a problem: although tightly controlled and integrated into the Reich economy, direct absorption does not seem to be on the menu anytime soon (there are still south Italians and Greeks and Albanians, and they are troublesome enough as it is) and the Reich’s security forces are stretched tight as it is. Meanwhile, they are struggling to build a space empire of their own with rather limited resources – but there must be no flagging in discipline. After all, with sufficient Will, anything is possible!

Not that manpower shortages and insufficient determination are the biggest problem facing the Reich. Although the Eugenics Wars of OTL did not take place, the Germans have been trying to engineer – or build – a better German for some time, and have had some success. A conflict looms between the mostly old-style human leadership and a crop of genetically manipulated, upgraded young Germans with their own plans for how to run the Reich…

The Jews, which prospered for a while in Race-run Palestine, are again in exile from the Holy Land. Still, they persist, and flourish, in the USSR, the US and even Poland: perhaps not this year, perhaps not this century, but they still say “next year in Jerusalem.” (Which city, being holy to several religious traditions, was established as an “open city”, Race-managed but open to visitors and settlers from around the world. It is currently rather crowded and requires a major Race military presence to maintain order between squabbling Christians, Jews and Muslims).

Also an internationalized area is the Amazon basin. Having never encountered anything like this extraordinary wealth of life on the dry, desert worlds they preferred, fascinated Race scientists successfully lobbied to keep this area free of settlement and exploitation, a status maintained (with some prodding from environment-conscious Vulcans) post Race withdrawal. Extreme piss-off with the loss of national territory is one of the major reasons for Brazil going fascist (Sri Lanka is an odder case).

France, due to the Germans squealing like pigs in a slaughterhouse at the idea of “encirclement”, has been neutralized, and after a century of first German and then Race occupation, is happy enough to be independent and cultivating its own gardens without worrying about world politics.


[1] On the other hand, there's also a lot of capitalism on Vulcan: Vulcans, after all, are genuine rational choosers.

[2] There are some 30 million Arabs and Iranians living in the US, USSR and the Japanese Empire, where they form a generally loudly anti-Race lobby.

23. Vampire world reeimagined

Something I did for my Alien Space-Bat scenarios (ware the wall-of-text)

My reimagining of the "Greyfriar: Vampire Empire" scenario.

[link]

[link]

(Since I found it Dumb) :)

A Note on Vampires

The Vampire, or Sapient Leech, is known by modern science to be a member of the small and nearly extinct phylum Exossia, the Boneless Ones. Lacking a true skeleton and decaying rapidly after death, few paleontological traces of the group had been found by the time of the Horror, and the evolution of these creatures remains obscure. Aside from the Vampire itself, Hirudo Sapiens, other known surviving members of the phylum include the Ice-Worm of Scandinavia (the only species identified by European science pre-Horror), the ocean-dwelling White Gulper and Weed Lurker, and the hideous Homens Geleia or “Jelly Men” [1] of the upper Amazon, the only warm-climate representative of the group.

What all of these species share is a cartilageous, gelatinous body, a decentralized system of internal organs, a blood-sucking diet, and a remarkable hardiness: aside from destruction of the central brain-ring or the main circulatory bladder, all members of the Exossia phylum can take massive physical damage without dying. Aside from the tropical Jelly Men, they also have the ability to hibernate for lengthy periods in the absence of sufficient prey: the Vampire, buried in the ground, can survive as much as five years [2] without feeding, the Ice Worm even longer.

The Vampire, the subject of discussion, is the most sophisticated and evolved of the group. It is roughly humanoid in appearance, with a cylindrical body from which extend four long, thin limbs ending in clawed hand-feet. Although going on all fours when at speed, the Vampire can walk upright for extended periods of time. The head is large and round, dominated by its large, dark eyes and the pursed, sphincter-like mouth, from which the Vampire’s bloodsucking tongue-spine can be rapidly extended. The color is pasty white, although it may take a temporary rosy hue when the Vampire has recently fed heavily. The black “cloak” is not actually clothing, but a part of the Vampire’s anatomy, a membrane which can be used to conceal the pale Vampire in darkness, or stretches out to form a gliding membrane allowing the Vampire to swoop down on prey from rooftop or treetop level.

Vampires are faster and stronger than humans, and have a terrible vitality. Severed limbs, like a lizard’s, will regenerate, and Vampires will recover from burns or punctures or concussion that would kill any human.

Vampire males and females are largely indistinguishable to the human eye: although they have come to wear clothes with their rule over Humans, Vampires do not understand the concept of “fashion” and do not wear gender-distinct garments. Vampire children are born able to move and feed: few will reach their first year, since Vampire adults, in the pursuit of stronger descendants and a stable population, ruthlessly cull their young before they learn “speech.”

“Speech” is a different thing among Vampires than it is among humans: the telepathic and tele-hypnotic abilities also seen in the Jelly Men and the White Gulper are developed to the highest extent among Vampires, and all Vampire communication is mind-to-mind. Communication with humans, mostly very weakly telepathic, tends to be slow and somewhat cloudy unless a closer bond is achieved by embedding the nerve-rich feeding barb in human flesh: a Vampire can impart a great deal of information to a human while feeding on them – or extract a great deal of information. By feeding on humanity, Vampires have so far kept a step ahead of humans: the Vampire mind remains an obscure thing, while the mind of any human that falls into their hands is an open book.

Aside from a means of communication and information gathering, the telepathic ability of the Vampire also acts as a major weapon, allowing them to deepen the sleep of humans at night, so they can slip in and out of people’s houses or animal barns (as well as humans, Vampires will prey on most large mammals) and feed without awaking their victims. The older and more skilled Vampire can mesmerize a sleeper so that they will, for instance, unlock a shutter or a door while in a sleep-walking state. A Vampire victim will usually be unaware of what has happened, merely feeling weak and exhausted the next day, the Vampire’s sting a barely noticeable red spot.

Vampires mental abilities are less effective against humans when they are awake, generally being unable to paralyze the faculties of more than one human at a time, although they can also “hide in plain sight” by nudging human minds into not paying attention in one direction, or distract them by making them think something scary over THERE! Of course, given some time to work at it, a Vampire can reduce a human mind to pudding: think of the poor hopeless “Renfields”, unable to think any thoughts save those which worship their masters, so mentally damaged as to be in some cases beyond aid.

Vampires have existed at the top of the food-chain, feeding unseen and mostly unsuspected on large mammal species, for a very long time: some believe that Vampires evolved intelligence as part of an evolutionary arms race with other members of their blood-sucking phylum, and the rarity of other such species is a result of their triumph over the competition. Vampires are a social species: although they may feed on their own young, adults rarely kill eachother as long as they play the complex dances of deference which maintain order in Vampire society. Society is dominated by Great Clans of many thousands of members, which have sovereignty over lesser Clans and small families. Vampires have prodigious memories: they need them, to keep track of all those cousins-seven-times-removed and obscure inter-Clan rivalries extending back millennia. (Vampires have active lifespans of less than a century, but due to their tendency to hibernate in times of dearth or simply instability, may be chronologically several times that).

Vampire society has poetry and religion and philosophy and music of its own, but not much art or artifacts: Vampire hands are clumsier than ours, and as a race of obligate carnivores at the top of the food chain they have never needed fancy tools very much. (On the other hand, a nice heavy club is a nice thing to have at hand if you run into a bear in the middle of the night: and Vampires over generations have built some impressive systems of hidden tunnels near the nests of their prey). Vampire society historically has been fiercely self-policing: Vampire clans have no patience with fools who leave dead bodies lying around practically yelling “inhuman monster broke in and ravened here.” Fools become lunch.

They are a nocturnal species, and dwell in underground burrows during the daytime, emerging at night to feed: they do not burn up in the daylight, but bright light hurts their eyes and they sunburn very easily (therefore the muffling black garments and black goggles which are the uniform of the Vampiric Day Watch). Far more of a problem for Vampires is heat exhaustion: evolved in a cold climate, Vampires have a number of build-in adaptations to cold weather (including a layer of “blubber” under their leathery outer skins) which cannot be removed, and when combined with the full-coverage dress needed for daytime work (full coverage with cloth or at least enough zinc oxide to sink a rowboat), it can be understood that vampire wilt in the heat. An overheated Vampire is slow, groggy, and unable to concentrate to use its hypnotic abilities to any great use: Vampires in the daytime are generally less than their best as temperatures go over 70 degrees, and at over 90 degrees they are very wobbly indeed.


The Days of Blood

It remains uncertain what triggered the Days of Blood: it does seem that Vampires were growing increasingly afraid of human technological power and prowess, and concerned about their ability to remain secret in an increasingly crowded, bureaucratized, scientifically accounted for world. The population was moving from the dark countryside to the crowded and increasingly well-lit cities. Mysterious deaths were investigated more thoroughly, and a body, human or otherwise, found drained of blood would demand a scientific explanation rather than the culpability being thrown on demons or whatever. The Ice Worm had been dissected and studied and classified. Although regular mind-reading of their prey kept Vampires abreast of developments, it was increasingly hard to keep ahead of miners and engineers that threatened to dig their way into Vampire burrows or build stuff on top of them till they collapsed. Vampires had to pack up and move as former feeding grounds were paved over. Wild animal food sources were at the same time drying up, making Vampires more dependent on humans and their tamed animals for prey: while the doctors were investigating ever more closely the “anemia problem.”

One possible clue to the straw that broke the camel’s back comes from a fragment of a German newspaper that followed the Diaspora to South America: it mentions a “astounding new discovery” by one Count Esterhazy of Wallachia, “carried out at risk of his life”, speaks of “strange creatures preserved in ice”, and “armed guards” and of a “scientific presentation” at the University of Vienna. The date this was planned for remains unknown, the relevant material being missing from the fragment. It is also unknown whether any such presentation took place. What is known is that the fragment shows a May 1870 date for the paper itself. It would be in late December of that year, on a particularly icy night, that the Days of Blood began.

It is clear that the Vampires had been planning things for a long while: indications are that the American and European Vampires had gone so far as to make Renfields of a number of telegraph operators to coordinate operations. (Vampires had long been in communication with America by crossing the Arctic ice in winter, along with the Polar bears, and apparently have hijacked boats in the past: but the Days of Blood demanded more rapid communications).

The attacks were carried out with a certain ruthless efficiency: military leaders, from generals to petty officers: politicians: business and religious leaders: kings and queens and princes: all found their houses, barracks, palaces, etc. suddenly penetrated in the middle of the night, guards caught unawares or hypnotically dazed, the sleeping never waking till claws were at their throats. The vampires killed. And killed. And killed some more. Given the need to feed rarely enough as not to seriously incapacitate their prey, the varying levels of access to different humans, the need for darkness and secrecy, the Vampire population in the North was perhaps only one Vampire for every three hundred humans. That meant around 1.7 million vampires, most of them adult. Almost all adult Vampires participated in the attack. Each killed an average of over forty people in that first night.

By dawn, some sixty million humans were dead.

The Days of Blood were over by the end of January. Vampires, working through Renfields and only lightly mind-poked human collaborators, were in control over most of the North, although chaotic conditions would prevail for years to come. The Human population of the North had been cut by some 60%.

Those who took to boats and fled to sea, the Vampires let go. As a Chinese general once said, it’s always good to leave your enemy an opportunity for retreat.

A third of the Vampires had perished as well. But the humans didn’t know that.


The Great Diaspora and the New Human Empires

Humans continued for some time to flee Vampire-controlled areas, by boat or by foot and by train, where the trains were allowed to run: it would not be until March of 1871 that the Vampires began to take steps to stop prey escaping, pulling up rails extending outside of their territories, guarding harbors, and herding populations north to climates where the summers would not be too unpleasant. With the coming of warm weather, the bulk of Vampire forces moved north away from the Mediterranean: some areas there and in the deep south of the US (Florida had never been invaded at all) managed to rise up and free themselves, at least temporarily. (Marseilles’s heroic 150-year struggle to remain Vampire-free begins here). From these liberated areas, a steady trickle of immigrants followed the first wave to safer climes.

US citizens fled to the Caribbean and Central America, where with loads of guns and some aid from the chaos arising from the world-wide “Vampire terror”, managed to carve out some territories through filibuster. British fled to their colonies. The French fled to North Africa, Ottomans moved south to Syria and Egypt after Istanbul/Constantinople fell to Vampires. The Chinese millions flowed southward, the greatest flood of foot-powered immigrants in all of history. Others went to Brazil, to Argentina, to the Philippines.

One hundred and fifty years went by.

The United States still exists, although the capital is now in the safely Vampire-free Panama area. By war and the voluntary union of disgruntled provincials the US émigré community has carved out a sizeable state for itself, but reached the natural limits of growth nearly seventy years ago, the large and relatively cohesive Empire of Brazil and the Republic of Mexico being quite indigestible, and the Peruvian oligarchy keeps their lower classes on a short leash. The whiter Hispanic population has joined with US whites to form a “creole” ruling class, speaking, depending on the situation, Spanish, English or a hybrid language in which English predominates but “Spanglish” terms come thick and fast (it is essentially incomprehensible to Brits, whether of the Australasian or Indian variety). Euro-Amerindian mixed-races take pride of place over pure-blooded Amerindians, while those with too obvious an admixture of black African blood occupy the bottom: Haiti and Jamaica are likely to remain non-voting territories for a while to come.

It is a corrupt and oligarchic nation, with literacy and employment checks keeping the bottom 20% or so of the population sans a vote, but also a vigorously capitalistic and competitive one. Industrialization has been slowed by a shortage of coal, but the great expansion of the use of oil (Texan and Venezuelan) has driven a rapid move to a more manufactures-centered economy over the last fifty years. Although there are severe disparities in wealth, it has a large middle class and its economy is second only to the Raj in size. It has fought several bloody wars to consolidate its position in the remaining foothold north of the Caribbean, although after the recent bloody Battle of St. Louis more ambitious plans have been put on the back burner.

Enough Ottoman soldiers, bureaucrats, and common citizens fled south to Egypt to seriously disrupt the Khedive’s rule, and when large numbers of armed and desperate European refugees were added to the mix, things went seriously pear-shaped. In the end, a Turkish soldier claiming a family connection to the house of Osman (skeptics were soon either converted to his viewpoint or to fertilizer) came out on top, and proclaimed a new Ottoman empire centered in Egypt. The cosmopolitan city of Alexandria/al Iskandaryya became his capital, rather than the more purely Arabic Cairo. Although the Well-Protected Domains had some tough times, the ruling dynasty has managed to keep up with the Indian and American Joneses well enough to carve out extensive new territories in Africa, and has recently been cautiously extending its influence in the old Anatolian heartlands. Although the weakest of the four major Empires, its troops are well regarded by military men world-wide, and Arabian oil promises to be a major bonanza. Iskandaryya, where European nations in exile, Jews, Turks, Arabs, and African from the south mix and buy and sell and trade and build, is considered to be perhaps the most cosmopolitan capital on Earth.

The Anglo-Indian Raj is the world’s most populous and powerful nation, but suffers from an increasing alienation from its South African and Australasian brethren. Although the current monarch is demonstrably descended from the 12th in line to the throne as of 1870 (1-11 didn’t make it out of Britain alive), the dynasty has to a considerable extent “gone native”, not only intermarrying with princely Indian dynasties, but some of the royal family have actually gone so far as to convert to Hinduism, although the current Empress still is a member of the Anglican Church: some (including those of the European Diaspora in India which still consider themselves a cut above the natives) fear that the ruling house will go the way of the French Africans. This is particularly annoying to the largely lily-white Australians and New Zealanders (rather less so to the South Africans, which have enfranchised their Black and Colored minorities), and there is some talk in Sydney and Auckland of breaking their ties with Bombay and allying with the Americans, or even going it on their own (the Americans, after all, are all partly Dagoes nowadays).

India is run from Bombay, Delhi and Calcutta having been seen as too close to the Vampire-ravaged northern frontier: although the North is largely secure nowadays, the capital remains in Bombay out of inertia if nothing else. The country is essentially a constitutional monarchy nowadays, if with a limited franchise: however, almost anyone save an Untouchable can aspire high - the old “glass ceiling” for non-Christians crumbled quite a while ago, and while those of European descent possess a disproportionate share of the national wealth, the majority of the entrepreneurial class nowadays is Hindu.

The Confederation of Asia is the most “hybrid” of the new Empires, although the Chinese predominate. The current ruling house is descended from a woman with a dubious claim of Ming ancestry and a man with an even more dubious claim to the throne of Japan – since they are mainly a figurehead representing the unity of the Confederation’s mixed populace, nobody cares too much. As one of the largest “nations in exile”, the Japanese remain a bit separate, religiously preserving their language and customs, although they of course also use the complex pidgin that serves as a common language for the Confederation’s population. The Philippines, which gained their independence from Spain without a single blow, and then fought a decade-long civil war to establish what sort of a country it would be, is the closest of its allies: the Indonesian dislike of the Chinese dominance of their economy has been hard to shake, and the Thai worry that the Confederation might just swallow them outright someday. It is even more oligarchic than the US, the One Hundred Great (not an actually number, more of a symbolic thing) of giant industrial combines, most dominated by one clan or other, dominating politics.

Important middle-sized powers include the Brazilians, which are increasingly influential in Africa, the Argentines (the world’s richest nation by capita, slightly ahead of second-place Australia), and the French Africans: after a long period of struggle between rulers and ruled, the father of the current Sultan accepted Allah as the One True God and reconciled himself with his Arab and African subjects, as had quite a few cautious-minded Europeans before him. Currently about a quarter of the inhabitants of New France still identify as Catholic or Jewish, and remain fully equal legally to the Islamic majority, but recent political moves to raise taxes on the wealthy (disproportionately Christians) have convinced some that the writing is on the wall: an increasing number are immigrating to the United States and Brazil.

Much of Africa was never colonized in this world, the Scramble for Africa having been avoided and native Africa lacking the facilities to accommodate many European or North American refugees. By the 1930s the British in India were poking around East Africa again, but in a world where White Triumphalism had taken a bit of a blow at the hands of even paler people, there was less of a sense that what the Africans really needed was a honky: extension of foreign power into the interior has been slow, and a number of native states have survived as either puppets or in some cases independent actors. Some partially Europeanized states exist in the areas of former Portuguese Angola and Mozambique, and whites do predominate in South Africa, but the only true “racial state” is the Boer state, its white population greatly bolstered by German and Dutch refugees who feared total assimilation under British rule. The population of the state is currently 40% European, 55% African, 5% who knows: it is increasingly becoming a bit of a pariah.

The current major concern of all human nations is the coming war with the Vampires. When it will come, nobody is sure: but the general consensus in popular opinion in all four of the major powers is that humanity is now strong enough to liberate the North, and it should be done before much longer. Governing officials, with a more sanguine (ha) understanding of just how expensive and bloody such an effort will be, but nonetheless fond of the idea as long as it is other people who will pay most of the butcher’s bill, secretly negotiate and plot with their equivalents abroad…


Science and Society

Science and technology took a bit of a tumble in the aftermath of 1870: science was still a little sapling at the time, and the number of people engaged in scientific research and pursuits was small enough that a number of fields of scientific endeavor were pretty much wiped out for a while. In most fields, technology is only a bit past the OTL 1920s: planes are mostly bi, airships ride the skies, and warships have only recently moved from coal to oil. An exception of sorts lies in the field of electronics, which has made some important vacuum-tube powered strides: the US and India now have fledgling TV communications, and other nations are working to develop their own networks of idiot boxes. Medical technology, especially in the fields of immunology and parasitology, is well in advance of OTL 1920s, thanks to the struggle to keep tropical disease from wiping out all those sweaty pale people.

And then there are the psychic sciences: with clear proof of Vampire mental powers, investigation of the nature of mental forces has been considered a priority for 150 years. The dissection of a great many Vampires has yet to determine a “psychic organ”, but after a great deal of study and the use of a lot of Mysterious Oriental Techniques and funky drugs, psychic abilities have been successfully induced in humans: these are comparatively quite feeble, though, and the Raj Imperial Psychic Corps is mostly employed in determining if witnesses are lying (not admissible in a court of law, but useful for investigators), running scams against illegal gamblers, and locating missing persons (a time-consuming procedure involving retracing the missing person’s route step by step with half a dozen psychics constantly averaging their best guesses as to which way they went). Some of the strongest can protect themselves against Vampire tele-hypnosis, a most helpful thing given that the mechanical defense involves sitting inside a cage of metal bars charged with powerful electromagnetic fields (the portable version is not yet very portable, involving a 20-pound helmet and a 40-pound battery pack). The Confederation of Asia is trying for a breeding program, generously paying stronger psychics to marry each other.

The world is in many ways racist, sexist, and conservative, but at the same time it is cosmopolitan when it counts: Hindu Indians and European Christians, American Protestants and Hispanic Catholics, ancient and often hostile Asian peoples have managed to join together to maintain and enlarge human technological civilization, rather than trying and failing to build a system based on old-fashioned racial supremacy that would have inevitably collapsed messily by now. There is a common sense of humanity in the face of the alien Other, and if the Big Four each find much to criticize in each other’s society, there is also a certain mutual respect.

With the great dying and the need for many children simply to keep up with the terrible death toll of the tropics, Women’s Rights were set back rather badly for a while. (The lack of sexual dimorphism in Vampires was actually used for a while as an example of why Women should not act like men). However, improvements in medicine, increased wealth and education, and the grandeur of Victoria II, Empress of India and Further Lands, all helped bring it back out of exile by the 1970s, and nowadays property-holding women hold the vote in both the United States and most of the states making up the greater British sphere, and there are signs that the vote for women might even be making headway in ultra-Macho Argentina and the Philippines.

The Border Lands

To keep their subjects from fleeing en mass to human-run territory, the Vampires long ago drove their human cattle from a wide stretch of lands too warm in the summer for Vampire comfort. These borderlands are thinly inhabited, and are a hunting ground for Vampires: humans who flee south are tracked down for sport in the wastes, and now that most humans have departed, they provide excellent hunting in deer, bear, moose (introduced from America), etc.

There are more here than Vampire hunting parties and fleeing refugees, however. A lot of humans left behind in the chaotic early periods managed to create fortified towns and refuges in the deserted areas: many were later destroyed, but some survived on the “more trouble than it’s worth” principle. Survival requires a mix of concealment, fortification, access to firepower from human nations, out-of-the-way location, and willingness to trade favors to the vampires: fortified cities nearer to Vampire nations will sometimes provide blood to travelling Vampires and ship human refugees back to Vampire territory in exchange for a blind eye, while ones with easy access to the Mediterranean tend to be rather more intransigent. Still, it is a spectrum: even Marseilles has had its shady dealings with the Vampires, and there are cave villages in the Pyrennes which have never had dealings with Vampires save at the end of a pike.

There are other peoples in these lands: spies looking to slip in and out of Vampire territory: solitary wilderness-loving crazies of various sorts: tiny hidden communities living underground or in swamps or dense thickets or atop cliffs: solitary, clan-less Vampires: and the occasional travelling holy man. Much of the Border Lands, especially in Central Asia and parts of the US, are pretty Vampire-free in summer, making it the season of choice for travel in these debatable lands.

The Vampire Kingdoms

Much of the North is ruled over by the greater Vampire Clans (Iceland and Greenland, able to support only a small human population in turn supporting quite small Vampire populations, are an exception), divided into some twenty-five domains. Here, working through human agents (Renfields and collaborators of tested toadyness), the Vampires rule over their human cattle, who are tattooed with the mark of the Clan that owns them.

The Vampires have substantially increased in numbers: with no need for secrecy, they can exploit their prey to the maximum still consistent with a healthy herd. Every month, all adult humans must report to be fed upon: thanks to Vampire hypnotic ability, most do not remember the experience afterwards. The day after is a day of rest and feasting, so the humans can recover. Anti-vampire conspiracy is unknown, given their ability to extract information from those whom they feed on: a feeding Vampire may not always look beyond surface thoughts, but the only way to keep any anti-Vampire plans from the Vampires is to be never fed upon, and the Block Wardens and the collaborator-run bureaucracy make sure nobody is missed. Of course, there is a certain amount of random anti-Vampire violence: this is punished with extreme severity.

Cities are not too much changed, although houses are by law of a fairly flimsy construction, save for the great castles and palaces where the Vampires dwell. (Partly. There are always tunnels, going down and down…) People travel by bicycle or public transport: a car, after all, could run down one of the masters. There are no dogs, which generally do not deal well with Vampires. Streetlights – any bright lights – are notably absent. In the day, the black-clad forms of the Day Watch lurk in corners and atop roofs: at night, humans stay indoors, for the streets then belong to their masters.

Vampires toy with human products: some collect human-made art and artifacts, others wear the oddest combinations of bits and pieces of clothes (no sense of fashion, as I said). Generally speaking, however, most are fairly indifferent to human ideas of what is True and Beautiful. Vampires are however magpie gatherers of news and information, and there are nowadays even some Vampire scientists, which tend to go through human research assistants rather fast.

It’s not all bad in the Vampire run territories: if you do the crime, you get eaten by Vampires, and everyone incriminates themselves whether they want to or not, so there is fairly little human-on-human crime. There is little hunger: the Vampires want their cattle well-fed. And everyone has a job (in some cases, whether they want it or not). There is even a fair amount of entrepreneurship: Vampires are not quite sure about how this free market thing works, but it seems to work for humans, so if their subjects want to buy and sell and make things it is no skin off their flat, slit-nostriled noses.

The main problem is Vampires Behaving Badly: although the clan chiefs generally hold that humans are to be kept happy and docile, there are Vampires of a sadistic streak, the ones that will hurt or kill humans for a lark, those who keep their prey all too conscious when they feed, those who delight in rubbing human’s prey animal status in their faces. Such are usually in the end punished (with extreme prejudice) by clan elders, but if they are of high rank they may get away will all sorts of shit: if they are Clan Heads…well. If life is mostly tolerable in the lands of most Vampire clans, in the lands of the Siberian and the Wallachian Clans, things can get pretty nightmarish…

The Clan Heads may argue ferociously among each other, but they do not war among each other – there is one thing they all know: the humans will be trying to take back their lands again before long. The Vampires are making ready for war. Unlike 1870, when claw and stinger and maybe a really good club were the major weapons (along with a certain strategic use of stolen high explosive), Vampires are now armed for bear. Human craftsmen build duplicates of free Human guns and machine guns and cannon: there are now fleets of Vampire warships and mine-layers, with humans aboard to wash the decks and handle the fiddly bits Vampire claws have trouble with. There are Vampire airships and barbed wire and mines and rockets and incendiaries and poison gas. Vampires often raid the borderlands in winter to kidnap skilled human engineers and mechanics and chemists to drain them of their knowledge and duplicate new human weapons. Human craftsmen of course are the most closely watched of their human servants, often subject to out-of-schedule feedings to make sure they aren’t up to anything: weapons are kept in Vampire palaces under Vampire guard, but who knows what might go missing in their construction? Light firearms are not used by Vampires: too much fine aiming and in any event it would be like giving a tiger a knife. But a Vampire can hold and fire one hell of an automatic weapon.

Still, this is not enough. Vampires know that if they fight humans on an equal basis, sheer numbers mean they lose: and the only subjects reliable enough to arm without fear of them switching sides are Renfields, which due to the whole pudding-for-brains thing means they are not good soldiers. There are long-term plots being hatched: humans are often capable of hating each other as much as they hate Vampires. There are rivalries, between the Raj and the Confederation, between Brazil and the United States, between the French and the Ottomans. There are little nests of wooly caterpillars lurking in the minds of many a Tropical politician which had at one time slept while a Vampire clung to his or her roof. Vampires are weak and impaired in hot weather. But that does not mean that they are helpless, or cannot slowly travel by night, southwards and ever southwards…

[1] [link]

[2] [link]

24. World War Z: Aftermath

Hokay, decided to do a map for the aftermath of Brook’s “World War Z” at the time the “oral history” is supposedly going to press.

(The Zombie plague seems to be occurring starting 2008, given the talk in the book about “cleaning up eight years of mess”, the thinly disguised president Colin Powell and VP Howard Dean, although the tech level seems in some ways more advanced than you’d expect only three years or so after Brooks wrote the book, so the “Panic” would be starting in 2009. Judging from a Cuban character commenting on the difference between Cuba today and 20 years ago, I put the date at 2029).

Warning: massive walls of text.

The US has regained control over all of its territory, although there still are dangers from Zombies occasionally walking out of the ocean or defrosting in mountain ice as the weather warms up from the post-Panic “nuclear autumn” conditions. Although poorer per capita than Cuba, its overall economy is still the world’s largest. It managed to save nearly a third of its population, an unusually high percentage for non-island nations.

Most US emigrants went home from Cuba after the troops were demobilized, but others came from Latin America and elsewhere: Cuba now has nearly twice its pre-war population.

Poor and ill-prepared for anti-zombie warfare, and with no cold season for Zombie activity to cease, most of Central America was badly devastated, and absorbed by Mexico post-war: the new greater Mexico has been renamed Aztlan (part of a creepy “Aztec revival” movement in Mexico, obsessed with death and warfare in art, culture, personal Machismo, etc.)

Brazil screwed up badly, and only managed to create a safe zone in the south: while they did pick up Uruguay (and a nasty military dictatorship), their population losses were the highest of any American nation maintaining a functional government post-war, and most of the north remains thinly governed if at all.

The few surviving Jamaicans voted to join the US (its immigrants making it the largest Jamaican nation on earth).

The Irish were initially sufficiently unpopular as a refuge to manage to contain their outbreaks, and what with refugees they now have half again OTLs population: the UK was not as successful, and their old islander suspicions of the mainland have revived, leading them to break with the post-war EU when it moved to become something closer to a “united states of Europe”, many populations having become mixed and reshuffled in the various refuge areas. Although losses varied (with Switzerland doing best, surprise surprise), overall they were higher than the US, given the greater population density, a largely unarmed populace, and a lot of flat land (zombies, unless they sense prey, tend to drift downhill in a “path of least resistance” manner), on the average losses were not as bad as such places as China or India or Brazil.

Sicily also became a refuge, but less secure than the mountains, suffered a severe outbreak, the political fallout of which persists. (For once in their existence, the Mafia performed heroically, their macho self-image not allowing them anything but the most determined effort to be the one to cap the most Zed-heads).

The Ukraine survived the war, barely. It is still looking very shaky, and is struggling to avoid falling under Russian control: efforts to become an EU associate have led to Russian threats (the EU nations don’t really know if the Russians have been able to maintain any of their nuclear arsenal over 20 years of chaos, but they’d rather not find out the hard way.), and the EU doesn’t particularly like the dictatorial Ukrainian government, or the restrictions on travel it has imposed to prevent further a drain of population to the west. Of course, there are those who demand standing up to Russian bullying. There is a lot of debate as to whether the Russians are really crazy, or just indulging in Nixonian “madman” posturing: what is known is that the Holy Russian Empire is a dictatorship of Stalinist nastiness, with control so tight that it has been able in a decade to bring up birth rates to 1980s third world levels, increasing population by a third from post-war lows (not that the war is entirely over in Russia: Zombies continue to thaw out every Siberian spring).

US Talking Heads gravely ruminate that at current growth rates Russia will surpass the US in population in 40 years: other Talking Heads grumble that the likelihood of the Russian state maintaining current levels of repression for that length of time are, to say, the least, remote.

Africa remains a mess: although a surprising number of individual Africans managed to survive (already used to dealing with deadly disease, murderous killers, living off the wilderness, and with lots of Cold War surplus weapons at hand…[1]) few of the ramshackle governments survived, and while tropical zombies rotted fast enough that by the time more developed nations were ready to give a hand they were mostly already “non-functional”, much of the interior remains a chaos intermittently controlled by various petty warlords. The UN controls the coasts and prevents marine zombies from passing inland (mostly) but it is stretched thin over a vast area and member nations still remembering how much better they had it before World War Z are reluctant to pony up more funds. Some South African politicians have ambitions of unifying the whole continent.

The French managed to avoid accusations of racism by rescuing blacks and Muslims in percentages comparable to their share of the total population pre-war: some grumble that their encouragement of French Algerians and Tunisians in their efforts to restore their depopulated nations is, however, just a means of getting the Africans out of France for good and all. Much of the Middle East was heavily depopulated, although there were pockets of survivors in the Yemeni mountain fortresses, in the Bedu wastelands, and especially in the mountains of Turkey, Kurdish and otherwise: Kurds and Turks managed to sink their differences in fighting the living dead, and since the war Turkey has expanded greatly into the depopulated lands of Syria and Iraq.

The heroic defense of the Kaaba in Mecca, resupplied by Arab pilots on begged, borrowed, and stolen fuel for two years until some reinforcements finally arrived from Turkey and Indonesia, is an epic tale: still, world Islam has been particularly badly hit by the war. The loss of Egypt, with its thin line of population in the midst of a refuge-free desert which also allowed endless “flanking” possibilities by the undead, was a particularly hard blow, as was the suicidal nuclear exchange between Iran and Pakistan which helped bring about the collapse of both nations.

Palestinians have done quite well with their fixer-upper of a nation, so much so that a number of Israeli Arabs have emigrated. Mutterings similar to those re the French are often heard.

India suffered very high losses, both from Zombie attack and from starvation in the safe zones: efficient organization and quick perfection of new technologies not being India’s strongest points. Still, enough survived that with the absorption of the remnants of Pakistan, eastern Iran and Bangladesh India is now the world’s most populous nation. The economy remains shambolic, but nobody is starving anymore, and Indian commercial instincts remain unblunted.

Tibet is dominated nowadays by immigrants, the majority Chinese, but also Burmese, central Asian, Xinjiang Muslims and Indians and Nepalese who didn’t feel they were far enough away from the Living Dead. Many more came, but died of cold or hunger in the anarchic first years. Over a quarter of the population lives in the sprawling, 60%-slums, filthy, but very lively capital of Lhasa: with nearly three and a half million inhabitants, it is currently the world’s largest city (if not urban area), most major world cities having been overrun by Zombies and either burned or very slowly resettled since. The Dalai Lama, returned from India, has played a vital role in reconciling the immigrants with the native Tibetans, and has accepted the results of the election (in which a fair number of immigrants actually voted Lamaist out of admiration for him, but the Social Democrats still won by a big margin) with good grace.

China, where the government flatly refused to follow any version of the Redeker Plan and instead tried to fight the Zombies everywhere at once through a policy of truly universal mobilization, (and then fought a civil war while still fighting zombies) suffered the worst losses of any major nation, over 90% of its population dying, although there has been a bit of a postwar baby boom with the elimination of the pre-war One Child policy and the settlement of destitute peasants on newly available land. Politics are turbulent, and assassinations of the “guilty” are not infrequent, in spite of the observation of democratic forms.

Australia and New Zealand suffered from nasty outbreaks of their own, and are busily trying to attract European and North American immigration.

Indonesia lost most of densely populated (and too close to China by air) Java, and the government is currently dominated by religiously conservative types from Sumatra: the breakaway of the Moluccas rankles.

Japan only managed to get about a third of the population out to eastern Siberia, Taiwan, South Korea and the islands before things went truly pear-shaped, and the distinctly unhelpful attitudes of the Russian government let to a lot of Japanese freezing or starving to death. Since the idea of foreign immigration is less popular than ever (they might be plague-carriers!), Japan, along with several other countries, is attempting to encourage reproduction through legislation (some foreigners compare this to Holy Russia, but that doesn’t discourage the Japanese government), most recently through tax measures that shrink your taxes with every extra child you have (and increase them for every child less, people grumble) and punish those who don’t marry by twenty-five.

Japanese men, and some women, are bearing swords in public again.

Nobody knows where the hell the North Koreans went, (underground, presumably) but nobody really wants to be the one that opens the door and lets out 23 million hungry Zombies. Joint South Korean and Chinese patrols along the coasts make sure nobody sets foot in North Korea and starts digging around. Something will be done eventually, of course, but there is a lot of debate as to what, starting with sending in robot remotes and going up to building a Zombie-proof wall all along the border before doing anything else.

Technology has undergone some changes: self-sufficiency, large stocks of supplies, energy-efficiency and simplicity are all in, as are self-renewing energy and recycling. Biofuels, solar power, wind power, etc. are all big: nuclear power has not been helped by the meltdowns of various reactors abandoned by panicky employees, the Pakistan-Iran nuclear exchange, and the atomic decapitation attack ending the Chinese civil war. (This will eventually become a problem, but not yet, since demand is so shrunken from 2008). Space industry has come back online, mostly for satellite monitoring and communications. (Speaking of monitoring, everyone has close circuit cameras and plenty of them to, say, make sure something isn’t lurking outside the garage).

The environment is a mess: what with all the extra fishing while farmland was overrun with zombies, fish stocks have hit new lows, and huge areas of the ocean have suffered from what are essentially total collapses of the local ecosystem: some thinkers mutter uneasily about a “Permian extinction event.” Most large land animals have also been eaten by humans or zombies (although a few elephants have survived). Birds, much harder for zombies to catch, have generally done better. Rodents have multiplied horribly.

And still nobody can figure out how Zombies work.

[1] I think sapient Africans can do better than Quislings and Ferals, no?

25. The Enemy of my Enemy

Hokay.

This takes place in a world where the Mongol hordes swept as far west as the Pyrennes, and managed to hold their empire together in later years, partly through the development of an "official religion" for the ruling classes blending their native shamanism with elements of Buddhism and Nestorian Christianity.

Largely withdrawing from western Europe in the late 1400s, the Mongol Empire remained for long The Evil Enemy of Christendom, replacing the Muslims, which have not have a good 800 years (the Mongol Civil War of the 16th century, in which the Blue Heaven faction smashed the Islamicizers, and its aftermath pretty much finished off Islam as the dominant faith in Persia and points north).

Britain, which like Scandinavia and Iberia remained largely undevastated (there was a 14th century invasion by the Rhine-Khanate, in which the Royal Court was forced to temporarily move to Ireland, but it didn't stick), has long sought to unify western Christianity into a lean, mean, Mongol-fighting machine, but has been hampered in this aim by Hispanya contesting their claim to leadership, and by the continuing post-Mongol occupation breakup of a unified Christianity (The Empire of England and Ireland follows a sort of national Catholicism - see OTL Anglicanism of the muscular variety - but there are currently three contending papacies in Europe, four if you count the former Mongol-approved Pope in Rome, hurriedly relocated some centuries ago to somewhere near OTL Warsaw, and then of course there are those crazy South French....)

The Anglo-Irish Empire is a constitutional monarchy nowadays, the capital having moved to the Americas roughly half a century ago in the face of economic and demographic realities, and is a democratic place by the standards of this TL - they've recently even given women the vote. The Mongol Empire is an elitist military autocracy with laws of terrifying harshness. On the other hand, it is also highly tolerant, the upper classes are always open to new talent, and the ruling classes police themselves quite ruthlessly - it may be a tyranny, but it's a generally lawful one. This has made it open to new ideas to the extent that it has largely kept up with the West Europeans in modernization and technology, much to Anglo-Irish irritation.

The long rivalry and mutual hostility between these Powers is however now being overshadowed by a new menace: the slave-holding theocratic tyranny of La Legua de Los Puros. Descended from Hispanyan colonists in South *America who revolted against the corrupt rule of the Hispanyan Papal/Secular "dual Imperium", the League practices a Puritanical and crusading form of Christianity which however does not prevent them from energetically pursuing profit and technological progress (they have duplicated the Mongol atomic bomb almost as fast as the Anglo-Irish). They are also deeply racist, taking literally the notion that black Africans are "sons of Ham" doomed to forever be slaves (Mongols are the Hordes of Gog and Magog, to be exterminated at the End of Days, which is presumed to be fast approaching). In South America, their rule over the non-free 50% of the population is brutal enough, but in tropical Africa, where they account for less than 10%, the system reached its apex of harshness: the punishments they impose for rebellion squick even the Mongols a little. [1]

If this were not bad enough, they are expanding vigorously against the small and backwards states of Africa, and now threaten Anglo-Irish territories and Mongol vassals: they have also contracted alliances with the Empire of the True Han (the Mongols managed to reconquer the Brightly Shining dynasty after its brief expulsion of Imperial forces south of the Yellow River, but the True Han - a ferociously xenophobic tyranny following the precepts of Neo-Legalism - managed to make their rebellion stick in the 1700s), and with the ethnic salad of pirates/Chinese/Malays/Japanese which is the opportunistic Empire of Kuncun. Attempts to reach out to fellow Christians to join them in an anti-Mongol crusade have been rebuffed, partly because Legua preachers can't help pointing out that as Horrible Heretics, they're target no. 2 for conversion or destruction.

Nauseating in their brutality, alarming in their religious fanaticism, and all too near to Imperial territory, the "Puristas" worry the Anglo-Irish a great deal: although less troubled by their brutality, the Mongols have no love for religious fanaticsm, and can see all too well that the Purista leadership have chosen them as a convenient bogeyman to unify their people behind their expansionary goals. So, in the summer of 2011, ancient enemies (plus representatives from the most immediately threatened, and incidentally the most advanced, of the Muslim powers) met in a city on the edge of the Steppe to begin discussions that would change the world...

Bruce

[1] Yes, South American Puritan Conquistador Draka. Sue me. :)

26. Mask of the Sun: a Variant

Some while back, SF writer Fred Saberhagen wrote a one-off book entitled Mask of the Sun, in which time-travelling Incas and Aztecs from two different 23rd centuries fought a war across time and multiple alternate universes, aided and occasionally by a Plot Device of uncertain ultimate origin much further in the future (indeed, it is possible that the survival and success of both the Inca and Aztecs in the 23rd century may be due to the Plot Device in the first place, suggesting an Ouroboros [link] scenario).

Recently, he died, and some authors came out with a tribute book, a reprint of the original story and a number of stories inspired by it playing with the setting. One of them, by David Weber, included a world created by the Aztecs screwing with the evolution of the Incas-survive TL, and gave enough background that I decided to make a map.

It's 2031, but technological growth has been somewhat slower than in our world, and tech is about on a late 1990s level. Currently, the world fears the outbreak of war between the world's greatest power, the British Empire and its allies, and the Pacific Axis of the Amerindian Empire of Tawantinsuyu and their allies the Japanese. Nuclear weapons were developed late in this world and never used in war, so both sides have an overly sanguine notion of the sort of damage that might ensue, and an excessive faith in their various anti-missile and anti-aircraft measures. A major element in maintaining peace (so far) is uncertainty over which way the Russians, who have no love for either side, will jump.

The British Empire is slowly moving towards a genuine multiracial democracy (more slowly in Africa: black Africans are still considered basically culturally retarded, if not so much genetically) but remains a more elitist and authoritarian state than the OTL US (yes, even post-Bush :) ) and is busy fighting a number of rebellious movements backed by the Axis, which likes to pose as the champion of non-European cultural and political independence, plus being involved in several unpleasantnesses in state on the borders of its sphere of influence.

Butterflies from the lack of South American possessions meant a rather different history for much of Europe: the Protestant Netherlands never made the big success of our wirld, and the "Netherlands" of this world was Spanish territory until the 19th century and never a major colonial power. France remained a monarchy until the revolution of 1968 (Yes, I know) and Spain managed to do better in the 17th and 18th centuries, holding onto most of Italy as well as the Netherlands and more successfully modernizing its heartland: indeed, this worlds *Napoleonic wars were actually led by Alfonzo Terranza, a Catalan military genius. After said "Terranzan" wars, Spanish Italy and the Netherlands were spun off as independent countries (The Italian capital in Naples managed to eventually loosely federalize or absorb the remaining bits of the peninsula).

New Spain fell apart even more messily than our Spanish Empire, and nearly two centuries of Inca and British proxy wars and "interventions" have left the place a horrid mess, with only the Caribee republic and California (roughly as messed up as OTL Mexico before the crime and drugs really got out of control) counting as relative success stories. The area bleeds refugees and drugs into British New England, but it hasn't been so great for the Inca, either, with revolutionary violence crossing back into still mostly Catholic central America and setting off unrest among only partially assimilated Amerindians in the northern provinces.

Nihon has managed to steadily increase its control over China over the last century, taking over much of Russian China during the Persian War and then French territories during the Revolution. But they want the rest. Non-European authoritarian states with semi-divine monarchs, Nihon and Tawantinsuyu get along OK, and seek to displace the European powers as the global power center. They as yet have only a few important allies, most importantly Siam and Vietnam: the Quilombo, a state founded by African slaves fleeing Portuguese territory with Inca help (apologies to Robertp6165) suffers from internal strains and economic difficulties.

27. The Man in the High Castle

Ok, an AH classic - Philip K Dick's "The Man in the High Castle" 2011: a few decades after the setting of the book.

The Japanese survived, through a combination of bluff and guile, until they had assembled a large enough collection of cobalt-salted mega-bombs to poison the planet for the next 10,000 years and didn't have to bluff anymore. They mellowed - would Tojo have hesitated to kill off a third of China to pacify the rest? His heirs in the 70s and 80s did. They even gave their US west coast protectorate autonomy in the Empire. The Germans sneered at such weakness and predicted the imminent collapse of the Japanese Empire. Some Japanese talking heads agreed.

And then, a reformer was elected to the position of Fuhrer. Unfortunately, he actually meant what he said when he talked about clearing out corruption and inefficiency and "private little empires." Like Hitler before him, the rank and file of the Party thought he was just making noises for the masses...

The Nazi Civil War started out as a matter of coups and assassinations, but eventually grew into a nuclear weapons contest of "chicken." Unfortunately, most Nazi leaders weren't much concerned about innocent bystanders...

The Japanese were rather happy that the Germans managed to pull back from total self-destruction: happy, since their analysts had predicted that if things went that far the Germans would probably try to take everyone else out with them in a final gesture of from-hells-heart-stabbiness. (As it was, a couple nukes were tossed at Japan by some of the crazier local warlords. Western Tokyo took some serious damage). On the other hand, life had become rather more complex as a three-way cold war between Nazi factions was overlaid upon the traditional German-Japanese contest...

None of the Nazi factions is _democratic_, but at least the Munich faction is relatively sane. Unfortunately, they're the worst off in terms of geography and resources. The Stuttgart government is good old fashioned careerist Nazis, while the Eastern Territories are held by the most fanatical groups, who are annoyed that all Non-Aryans haven't been wiped out yet. What they lack in numbers (mostly of the Eastern territories are thinly populated) they make up for in loony.

The Slavic Preserves, now the Slavic Union, wants them dead just as much. Now that German planes don't fly over their territory at will and bomb anything that looks like a factory, they are making up for lost time: seismic activity indicated they have developed their own bomb, something that annoys the Japanese, which took them under their nuclear umbrella when the German imperium collapsed. Worse, they have been infiltrating on a very large scale German territory, establishing "liberated zones" in endless empty forests the Germans have never had the manpower (or desire: it's cold!) to settle after they kicked out the Slavs. The Japanese are thinking of calling them on the carpet.

Of course, the Japanese have other worries: the Chinese Reich, product of fifty years of guerilla warfare, is carrying out force-draft industrialization of North Korean nastiness: and they are very determined to get South China back. (Fortunately, the South Chinese have no real interest in joining up).

And then there are the Americans: giving them self-government to keep them from turning to the Nazis was reasonable, their annexation of the Rocky Mountain states when the Nazis were Otherwise Occupied was understandable - but nearly getting into a war with the Confederacy over the wreckage of the post-civil-war east? Idiotic. Sure, the enlarged US is now one of the most productive partners in the Co-Prosperity Sphere, but juggling three sets of Nazis at once is bad enough without drawing Japan into conflicts with the Confederacy.

Africa south of Italian territory and north of South African remains rather empty: with the more salubrious climes of southern Russia, it has taken quite a bit of government prodding to get any German settlements outside the mines and the tropical products plantations, and much of the country is so empty that it's almost impossible to find the "hidden villages" of those African escapees that often show up on satellite pictures. On the other hand, German nature lovers enthuse over the great recovery of wildlife since the 50s.

(Although Italian Libya and Eritrea are solidly Italianized nowadays, and much of the healthier Ethiopian highlands have been cleared of locals, there are still quite a few native Africans in Italian territory, and more in South Africa, in spite of the Eugenics program. Before the Civil war, German tourists in those countries would grumble about the labor situation in German Africa and how nice it would have been if the government had let some of the locals survive, if only for local color).

Latin America, where the Japanese generally got on better with the locals than the Germans, is economically dominated by Japan, which has substantially pulled ahead of a war-impoverished Germany in standards of living (which seriously pisses off the Germans). Fearing German wrath, (ore just racist) a majority of the nations have as yet not joined the Co-Prosperity Sphere, though.

German space colonization has been curtailed for now, and besides the still-troubled ecomomies there is the fact that now the space effort is divided: the various space-wheels in orbit are under different management, each of the three factions has its own Moonbase, and the Mars base has not yet been rebuilt since combat between different factions in its staff killed the lot of them. As yet no expeditions have been dispatched to the outer planets since the Jupiter mission of '87 (which makes some environmentalists sigh in relief: the big nuclear-torch ships are very dirty - even the smaller rockets have put so much crap into the ionosphere that satellites are much bigger than OTL and use vacuum tubes, since the energetic particles tend to mess up microchips).

Millions died when some loony nuked the Gibraltar Dam, which did some major coastline-remodelling all over the western Med: on the bright side, most people agree that the weather is nicer since the sea level returned to its original position.

There are still Jews, in some parts of Latin America and Japanese territory and the Slav lands: but they keep it quiet: the Nazis have not yet gone away.

28. Mars Attacked

Based on the "Mars Attacks" cards... ( [link] )

In a world not too dissimilar to our own, where China did not go Red (although Cuba still did), any chance of a Cuban Crisis taking place was averted when the Martians invaded in the spring of ’62. They really needed to, after all: a new technology gone wrong had led to an irreversible chain reaction within the planetary interior, and would before long crack Mars in half. If Earth was too hot, humid and heavy in gravity to be pleasant, the rest of the solar system was worse.

So the Martians invaded, with their saucers, their disintegrator rays, their force rays, their energy-draining or “freeze” rays, their giant robots, and their hordes of fast-reproducing genetically engineered war-bugs. It was unfortunate about the humans, but a reasonable space would be set aside for reservations for them.

Unfortunately, the humans were rather excessively attached to their planet, and when guns and bombs didn’t do the trick, moved to use atomic weapons with a lavishness that astonished the Martians. Still, the Martians plugged away, and probably would have eventually won, except that the reaction within the interior of Mars sped up unexpectedly, and Mars blew into three large and a great many small chunks while much of the Earth was still unconquered, leaving the Martian forces with a huge number of refugees often with no more than the shining metallic diapers on their hips, and a terrible supply problem: Martian Von Neumann machines were doing the best they could, but between human attacks and lack of easily accessed raw materials, local manufacturing of more weapons, giant robots, etc. was well below specs. The giant bugs were still merrily multiplying away, but they could hardly win the war on their own. They could still just blow up the planet, but they needed it for themselves.

So – the armistice of ’63. Martians withdrew from the major nations still in the fight, and later further concentrated their forces by withdrawing from tropical and/or densely populated lands more trouble to govern than they were worth. Both sides set to preparing for the next round.

************************************************** **

50 years on, neither side has really gained a true advantage. The humans have duplicated few of the Martians superior technologies, but have gained the capacity to rapidly make the planet radioactively uninhabitable for either side: the Martians, on the other hand, have yet to find an adequate mind-control device or doomsday virus that will act fast enough and widely enough to Kill All Humans. Not that the Martians are all that evil: after all, they had not had war for many millennia on their home planet. However, they are rational and don’t tend to suffer from the Pathetic Fallacy: if it’s Them or Us, they will always choose Us, and fifty years of study haven’t improved their opinions on human rationality and common sense. (A lot of atrocity stories came out of the war, but really, drop a raw recruit with a death ray and no combat experience in an uncomfortable exoskeleton on an alien planet, with air often too dense and hot and humid to breathe, under 2.5 gravities, full of aggressive and hideous aliens who want to kill him any way they can, and see if a lot of trigger-happiness doesn’t take place).

Martians are thin, skeletal-faced and have corrugated cranial armor which looks uncomfortably like brains. They come in two sexes, which humans (much to Martian annoyance) cannot tell apart. They have a jolly sense of humor, most of which is untranslatable, which leads to really creepy laughter. From a cold, dry planet, they dislike greatly the hotter, more humid areas of the world, and voluntarily withdrew from much of the tropics. From a planet with a thin atmosphere, air at less than one mile of elevation tends to make them pass out from oxygen narcosis. From a planet with a lower gravity, they tend to use antigravity platforms and robotic exoskeletons to get around.

Or, at least they used to: thanks to Martian bioengineering, the latest generation of Martians, if still more fragile than humans, can get around unassisted in Earth gravity, although the current concentration of Martians at altitude means they are – as yet – not breeding for tolerance of the dense atmosphere of the lowlands. (Besides, Martians have their own kind of macho, and the little air-thinning mask is something of a mark of the Valiant Pioneer).

The Martian held onto the Sahara, too hot, and the Antarctic, with too much ice for their tastes, since they provided enough desolation to carry out induced-vulcanism Deep Mantle mining techniques without covering human cities with schmutz. The Emperor Penguin has suffered badly.

Much to the annoyance of the humans, Martians have largely cleared huge areas of their domains – especially ones with interesting mineral deposits – and moved them into “Human Concentration” areas. Unlike, say, South Africans, Martians have little need for cheap labor – robots and engineered animals do the grunt work – and prefer to have violent, unreasonably strong humans well away from where they live. Provided by the Martians with free electricity from their “lukewarm fusion” plants and free synthetic food, and in some cases piped-in water, the Human Concentration zones are left free to govern themselves and conduct business as they see fit, as long as they don’t develop arsenals of anti-Martian weapons: Martian presence is usually in the form of robotic spy-eyes. Conditions vary from nearly modern to abysmal, governments from democratic to despotic: emigration to the free or neutral nations is encouraged.

************************************************** ****

Most of independent humanity is part of the Union of Nations, a loose world government arising out of the old UN. It is dominated by the Big Five industrial/military powers: the USSR finally went at least semi-democratic in the late 1990s, the common Martian menace providing something of a unifying glue between its many peoples, while those Europeans not under Martian or Soviet control have unified into a federal state roughly as closely joined as OTL Canada. With Unity of Humanity being the order of the day, a lot of wee little bits of real estate never became independent, while much of post-Martian Africa is still essentially run by the UN. As the Union central government gained some genuine power, the World Assembly was moved from New York to Drogheda in Ireland, since nobody was particularly annoyed at the Irish (well, aside from the Protestant Irish).

Aside from neutrals, a few particularly poor and messed-up nations have become out-and-out Martian puppets, which provides the Martians with some useful “ins” to free human society. The most prominent of these is the one containing the Islamic holy cities: given Islamic sensitivities, this one has to be treated with kid gloves, but things have gone fairly smoothly since the leading clerical figures got their mind-control chips without anyone – least of all themselves – finding out about it.

Liberated not by the armies of Free Humanity but by Martian horror of heat and humidity, the nations of the Southeast Asian Block are quite anti-Martian, but refuse to submit themselves to the leadership of a so-called world government largely run by three white nations and the Japanese (they also don’t particularly like the Chinese, who try to use their overseas Diasporah as an entry lever to the local economies): they follow their own course, and have started to build their own Orion spacecraft.
(An unnecessary cost, in fact: at a UN research lab in Kazakhstan, Martian antigravity propulsion has been duplicated for the first time).

29. The Great Nebraska Sea

From my Alien Space-Bat scenario thread...

"The Great Nebraska Sea", original US-only story by Allan Danzig

[link]

In the year 2011, the US is still united in spite of the sea which splits it nearly in two, although there have been rumblings. There are currently 49 states: the two Dakotas have merged, Puerto Rico has gained statehood, Oklahoma remains underwater and several small “remnant” states still cling stubbornly to their Senatorial representation. (Actually, Arkansas, having seen a population boom of migrants to its sunny, sea-washed Ozark Archipelago, has almost as many people as OTL). Although some nasty storms blow up the waterway in hurricane season, the great inner sea is full of shipping: the remarkable Ekranoplan ferry system carries goods and people across the waters at nearly 300 miles an hour skimming over the waves, giant nuclear-powered cargo containers carrying a quarter million tons of cargo, long-range “trucker” hovercraft able to travel on land as well as sea, private ships of all sizes. No foreign fishing boats, though: in spite of foreign grumbling, the US has declared all of the new Sea to be internal waters, 24-mile limit be damned.

Still, in spite of the easy boat and plane travel, and the massive new highway system threading the narrow Dakota borderlands between the Sea and Canada, there has grown a certain remoteness between the Eastern landmass containing the often squabbling power centers of the New South, the Upper West, and the Northeast, and the more coherent West led by California, with “peninsular” rump Texas and Louisiana still something of a world of its own. Sunny, high-tech, and looking across the Pacific to Asia, the West grumbles nowadays of being tied to a more backwards and racially troubled East. This is perhaps more a matter of perception than anything based in economic or social reality, growing out of maps and the frequent talk of an “eastern” and “western” US that have been part of the ongoing national dialogue since the Disaster.

To some extent, this is counterbalanced by the increasing sense of another identity, a “Nebraskan” identity tying together the dwellers along the shores of the new sea, the farmers who have benefitted from the new climate, the cities which have grown from land-locked hick towns to international ports, the millions who have moved to areas formerly too unappealing climate-wise. To many of these people the Sea is a unifying thing, and some of the strongest anti-separatist voices have come from the communities lying within a hundred miles of it.

Nixon remains a controversial president, although for different reasons than OTL. His decisive and energetic handling of the Disaster impressed enough voters that their representatives in many cases grew cool on impeachment, even after the establishment of Martial Law in nearly half the nation: anti-Nixon maneuvers rumbled on to the end of his term, but Nixon stayed the course until 1976. Today, the major dividing line is not re Watergate or Vietnam but whether his handling of the Disaster was brilliant (the non-Theocratic right) or dreadful (the Left and some of the more ferocious Millenarians): the “competent, given the limits he was working under” viewpoint is rarely heard for all the yelling.

The overlap between the Right and Millenarian religion is weaker than OTL, many religious people having been rather put off by Nixon’s coolness re turning the US into God’s Country (in preparation for Jesus’ immediate arrival) by legal decree. A third-party movement drawing members from both Republican and Democratic parties nearly put Billy Graham in the White House in 1984, but the economic recovery of the later 80s, the collapse of the Soviet Empire, and the lack of further Signs and Portents took some of the wind out of their sails, and the splitting of the movement between the Imminent Millenarians and the less radical Salvation Front, with the consequent vicious mutual hate-mongering and occasional assassinations has not done them any favors.

The US economy’s collapse brought down pretty much the whole rest of the world with it in ’74, which however failed to bring about a World Soviet Revolution. Indeed, as it drastically shrank the market for Soviet and eastern European exports, which when combined with the increase in food prices due to the US being on short rations, it proved rather destructive to the soviet economy as well: ’74 was a very hungry year in the USSR: not until ’77, with the expansion of European and Latin American production, would the food situation fully stabilized, and the Kiev Food Riots of ’75 brought back ugly memories of the collapse of the Czarist regime.

Although the Red powers took advantage of the immediate chaos, with the North Korean invasion of the south and the USSR taking a stronger pro-Arab stance during the Yom Kippur War (Haifa burned in retaliation for the nuking of Damascus), the basic strategic situation remained risky: when Nixon drew the line over Israel (unwilling to follow losses in Korea and Vietnam with one in the Middle East), the Soviets eventually climbed down and a negotiated peace rather than an outright Israeli surrender followed. With the following Soviet difficulties, it remained arguable whether the decline of the US really compensated for inherent Soviet weaknesses.

However, the slow and painful recovery of the European recovery from the crash, political turmoil and rising millenarianism in the US, some deft political pressure and maneuvering on the part of the USSR, and the European impression that the US had risked WWIII to save the Israelis, of all people, led to an alienation of the US from western Europe that led to the breakup of NATO by the early 80s, with Europe taking a tack of heavily armed neutrality (“Finlandization”, grumbled US talking heads) and a removal of US forces. Europeans also felt the USSR could be “domesticated” by bringing it into closer economic union and association with Europe, and followed a program of economic engagement in the 80’s (“Paying tribute”, grumbled US talking heads).

Although increased foreign investment and a shift of national income from the military to consumers made possible by the lessened US threat helped raise the Soviet standard of living, and the root and branch struggle to reform the farming system finally made the USSR once again self-sufficient in basic foodstuffs by the mid-80s, other problem areas were neglected: the increasingly gerontocratic leadership failed to learn any other lessons from the 70’s than “food is important.” Huge sums were spent on prestige projects such as the ’85 Moon shot and the expanded Siberian railway system, and on supporting third-world “progressive” regimes while value added economic growth shriveled. With a shrunken global economy, oil prices never rose as high as OTL after the initial embargo shock, reducing Soviet outside income.

By the late 80s, economic stagnation combined with increasing unrest in Eastern Europe (if anything increased by the withdrawal of the US from the European theatre: it’s easier to revolt if you’re not worried about it bringing on WWIII and the End of Civilization) had brought things to a point of crisis.
In retrospect, a major reorganization of Eastern Europe to make it an economic asset again rather than a drain was probably a poor idea, especially when combined with a default on European loans and threats to cut off Europe from natural gas supplies if such loans were not rescheduled. When Eastern Europe spiraled out of control, the Western states were not helpful at all.

A rump USSR is still around in 2011, having emerged from the so-called “New Time of Troubles” of the 90s shorn of most of Eastern Europe and most of its non-Slavic territories. It’s probably only stubbornness that keeps it calling itself the USSR rather than Russia: the resentful, Red-Brown one party regime currently running the place is more Slavic-nationalist than Socialist, although they keep many of the old buzzwords, and retain ties to various “left” dictatorships in Africa and the Middle East . Capitalism has shakily emerged, with rather more state intervention and less gangsters (the Gulags remain in operation) and the per capita GNP is roughly on a par with OTLs Russia. It still largely feeds itself: heavy import tariffs on foreign grain, potatoes, etc. keep Russian-grown foodstuffs competitive with goodies from abroad. Major areas of unrest during the 90s, the western Ukraine and the Caucuses region remain under special military rule, as are the Kazakh majority areas. (The Ukraine is pretty quiet nowadays: snarky foreign observers think that it remains a special military zone because of the greater opportunities for corruption).

The Korean People’s Republic actually mellowed in the later years of the first Magnificent Leader, opposition being confined to the tiny enclave of Cheju Island: the trend has followed under his son, and nowadays The Korean People’s Republic is hardly more tyrannical than OTL Syria and hardly more economically screwed up than OTL Cuba. It still does maintain 2 million people under arms and has had nuclear weapons since the late 1980s, and people still are a bit jumpy about Korea nearly going to war with Japan when that country’s secret atom bomb project came to light in 2003.

Japan was hit hard as the rest of the world by the economic collapse, but in the long term it missed the “bubble” prosperity of OTL’s 1980s and the subsequent collapse: it is a “normal” industrialized nation nowadays rather than a world-beater, but maintains a decent (EC average) rate of per capita economic growth, and perhaps due to more confidence about the future, it has a higher birth rate (if still not enough to prevent slow population decline). On the down side, the sense of being in a Bad Neighborhood (frequent Korean muttering about the Japanese Menace – always a popular theme – didn’t help) and uncertainty about US commitments has led Japan to conclude that they needed a nuclear deterrent of their own – which has in turn led to what is becoming a full-blown nuclear arms race with Korea. The US and Korea’s ally China are currently trying to defuse the situation: the Koreans are being…difficult.

Since the sad date when Israel was forced to return most of its 1967 conquests (it did hold onto Jerusalem), the political complexion of the Middle East has undergone various mutations, and is currently rather complex: Israel is currently allied to Turkey and of all people the Saudis in an alliance vs. the left-radical regimes and the right-nationalist “neo-fascist” ones which want to see the end of the Arab monarchies, the unification of the Arab world, driving the Israelis into the sea, etc. The Saudis are simultaneously allied with Iran (Shi’a but not Mullah-run: the Soviet intervention in the Iranian civil war rather butterflied the course of Iranian politics) specifically to contain Iraq, which with its atomic weapons and orbiting satellites fancies itself a regional Great Power. Israel is even more heavily armed than OTL: nowadays only the USSR and the US have more atomic warheads, and two of the three Israeli missile-carrying subs (bought from the Koreans) are on patrol at all times.

Central Asia is a mess. Although Afghanistan avoided the Soviet invasion of OTL, it has become the site of a fierce proxy war between hostile neighbors Iran and Islamicist Pakistan (Pakistan in this world never got the economic and political boost from being the US’s platform for Afghan interventions, and sunk into failed-statedness and Islamic revolution by the 90s). Fortunately for people’s nerves, this world’s Pakistan has yet to develop the nuke.
Currently tensions are high with India (not too different a place from OTL), which is finally working to establish a Pax Vivendi with the Kashmir Muslims: the major worry in Islamabad is that they will actually offer enough concessions to succeed.

Burma is still called Burma, and is a fairly conventional left-wing dictatorship propped up by China, the SLORC takeover having been butterflied: it’s unpleasant, but not as much as the OTL version. Singapore, lacking territory for expansion, has become the world’s first franchise nation: its Philippine knock-off (autonomous within the Philippine state) has been successful enough and economically beneficial enough to the Philippines that there is talk of building a third one in Australia, which is looking to boost a sluggish economy in the NE.

White South Africa, even more isolated than OTL, was slow and reluctant to trust the Africans in the face of the continuing Red Menace, but as in our world Mandela was freed to act as a peacemaker, and in a longer and more torturous process than OTL the nation became free. The current government is more aggressive in pushing its influence abroad than OTLs version, and after “restoring order” in Zimbabwe there is some talk of incorporating the state into a Greater South Africa: Botswana and Namibia are also on the “to join” list, which makes local leaders nervous.

Castro died under mysterious circumstances in 1999 while visiting an international socialist conference in India: some say he was killed by order of the “Emergency Committee” running the USSR at the time: he had certainly had some harsh words for their handling of the situation. The Cuban Communist regime did not long outlive him. Bolivia went communist for a bit, but it was only 24-month Communism. The Red insurrection in Columbia, a more serious affair than OTL, tied up a lot of US soldiers in the South American jungles for a while, as guerilla activity spread into Venezuela and Brazil. Fortunately, Brazil and Venezuela were not Laos or Cambodia or even North Vietnam.

Canadians worry about the US, worry that having lost all that territory, the US might look north for new lands, just as they do whenever they lose the Confederacy in AH. As it is, the US has pushed the Canadian government to allow US rails and roads to run north of the border, so all US east-west land commerce would not be confined its current narrow little strip of Dakota: negotiations continue. And Americans do talk. Some note that with Canada as part of the US, the US will only have a big inlet, rather than being virtually split in two…

The world is generally leftier than OTL, with something of a drag effect on the world economy: the capitalist nations had a bad time of it in the 70s and well into the 80s, and the Soviet collapse was less systemic, while the US in the 70s rediscovered the value of government employment and public works in time to choke the Reagan Revolution in its cradle. Although the Socialist Tide has continued to recede, it has not gone entirely, and there are still some vigorous socialist movements in the third world, most notably the Africa-centered (but with some Latin American influence) Populist-Agrarian movement, with its emphasis on economic development at the level of the peasants and villages rather than Big Steel things, which includes a lot of what is actually micro-capitalism but which the theorists refer to “proletarian markets.” So far, there have been some successes at raising rural living standards, and if the Millennium has not arrived yet, it has not convinced the poor masses of the world that There is No Alternative to hard-core capitalism.

The Chinese are also “leftier” than OTL, the less promising international trade and investment situation as the 1980s began making the Chinese more dependent on developing the internal economy and increasing productivity and less on cheap exports than OTL: China is poorer, but there have been some benefits- the educational system is superior to OTL, for instance. China is still a crap dictatorship, but it gets along better with the US, partially due to the fact both still have poor relations with the Soviets. (Less cheap Chinese crap crowding the store shelves removes another source of tension).

Leftist regimes multiplied in the 70s and 80s, but many collapsed or turned away from Soviet-type economics after the Soviet Empire messily crumbled in the 90s: the USSR nowadays props up “leftist” regimes as a matter of great-power prestige and a stubborn insistence on still being recognized as a leading power, shitty as their economy currently is. The Derg held onto power in Ethiopia longer than OTL with Soviet support, and their collapse took down the old Ethiopian imperial state with it, while the chaos spilled over into Sudan and cracked that state in two.

Atomic weapons are even more widely distributed than OTL, and the death of 50,000 Syrians and 80,000 Israelis in 1973 form a worrying precedent: it is possible to use atomic weapons in warfare without the world ending. The USSR used a couple minimal-yield “tactical” devices against rebels during the Time of Troubles: and the British compensated for a lack of US support and limited naval capacity during the Falkland Islands conflict by simply vaporizing an Argentine naval formation. (The Argentines still hold that they wuz cheated).

The EC, dominated by an Italian-French-German triumvirate, is smaller but more closely unified than OTL, leftier, more “continental”, and less enthused re expansion; following a program of armed neutrality since the late 70s, the Community is contemplating taking Spain and Yugoslavia abroad, but after East Germany was hugged to the bosom of the West in 2002, they no interest in pissing off the Soviets by moving much further into Eastern Europe (although EC companies are happy to snap up post-communist bargains throughout the area). Having suffered most of a decade more of Communist rule and bloody rebellion in the cases of Poland, Romania, Hungary and East Germany, the East is in poorer shape economically than OTL: politically, it tends towards the authoritarian. The US, which has broadened its interests abroad as the economy recovered and confidence returned from the late 80s on, has got involved, which pisses off both Soviets and the EC.

The world is less unified: globalization is less advanced, economic barriers are higher, governments are less willing to trade local jobs for theoretically superior overall economic performance: the 70s did not turn the Capitalist modern nations Red, but it was an economic blow rivaling the OTL great depression, and has left a lasting uncertainty about the future which makes trusting in the Free Market to overcome all seem absurd. (Global warming is little doubted: people are all too familiar with seas rising and swallowing the lands). Europe is rather less responsive to the US lead, and Japan is likewise a far more independent actor. There are far less US bases abroad.

Technology is a bit less advanced, the economic collapse of the 70s having seriously impacted R&D. The internet is relatively crude, and cell phones are still mainly phones. On the other hand, US self-inflating life raft technology is truly amazing.

The filling of the new Inner Sea, by increasing the ratio of land to water, has had uncertain and perhaps un-calculable effects on global climate. Rather more noticeably, shallow as the new sea is, it has drained water away from the oceans: global sea levels have dropped by nearly 33 inches. Although tiny by the standards of an Ice age (during the last one, drops up to 120 meters took place), and having only a minor effect on the map (which, lazy bugger that I am, I have not shown), the sudden nature of the drop has had major effects world-wide. Fishing and clam-digging grounds have been seriously disrupted. Tidal life, of the rooted-to-the-spot variety, has been devastated. Coastal mangrove swamps and tidal wetlands were also hit hard. Grayson’s Purple-Spotted Fiddler Crab went extinct. The sea suffered a plague of icebergs in ’74, ice shelves cracking as the level of buoyant waters dropped. Many harbors have had to be dredged after suddenly becoming shallower.

Most important in human eyes, however, has been the exposure of thousands of square miles of new land: given the low slope of the continental shelf, a drop of under three feet can move the shoreline hundreds of feet. (Results in river delta areas were often more complex: although land was exposed, the sudden drop in sea level led to changes in the flow of the rivers, sometimes washing away land as well as exposing it). Some island nations actually saw noticeable percentage increases in their area. Although much of the exposed new land is not worth much (being sand or infertile mud), land is valuable in many crowded countries and a global “land rush” took place in the weeks and months after the Disaster. In many cases it led to violence, death, and even the overthrow of governments. Many were ruined trying to make a living on salt-soaked soils. Other managed to make something of it, even trucking in new soil to build up the land. A rash of new hotels went up (some to be wrecked in the next storm season, waves rolling across the almost flat exposed sea bottom).

Global warming theorists have grumbled about this: thanks to the sea level drop, humanity had gained a useful buffer zone against future sea level rises. And what have we done? We have filled it up with people.

---------------------------------------------------------------------

One thing that long encouraged a religious interpretation of the Disaster which killed 14 million Americans (also some 400,000 Caribbean folks in the way of consequent tidal waves, but they get less memorial TV time) was the inexplicability of it. Established theories of geology could not explain it. Half a dozen new schools of geology arose to explain it, flourished in their day, and went down to dusty death as the continued evolution of planetary science blew elephant-sized holes in their innovative ideas.

An actual explanation began to emerge in November, 2008, when a survey ship using sound waves to seek oil below the sea floor near the edge of the sea picked up a very odd-looking echo. The head of Nebraska Oil, inc., a man of Nebraskan birth and little trust in the government, kept it on the quiet until a oil platform could be moved to the area and a drill lowered.

What the drill brought up were chips of a metal-ceramic substance unknown to material science: apparently the outer shell of what lay 1000 meters below the floor of the new sea, what looked like a broken crab – a crab a bit bigger than Godzilla, which looked as if it had been digging up from some greater depth when it stopped moving. A press conference – with full satellite hookup – was held not long after.

Since then, three other machines – for what else to call them- have been found at varying depths below the new sea floor. None appear to be functional, and the depths at which they lie has made close investigation so far impossible, although the wearing out of many diamond-tipped drills has brought up a variety of fragments of exotic substances. Current theory holds that the Disaster was in fact a deliberate Terraforming – or other-planet-forming – effort by being or beings unknown. Why it went no further, how the machines got down there, and if it might start up again, remain unknown, An international effort has got under way to use the most modern geological tools to search everywhere beneath the Earth’s surface for any other machines – active ones especially. International hostilities have temporarily been put on the back burner. And people are watching the skies. [1]

[1] Nah, not Lovecraft per se, although I suppose it has a Lovecraft feel: it's just good ol' Alien Space Bats. I couldn't find a convincing "in universe" explantation of how the central US sank: it's geological nonsense, and the story is supposed to be in the "real world" - it's not a setting where changes in the shapes of the continents take place in (near) historical time, as in the Conan-universe. I thought of coming up with some sort of elaborate Alternate geology to explain it, but even by 1963 standards it's just bad science. So I just said the heck with it and decided to let the ASBs make an appearance for once...

PS - to clarify, the Dakotas merged, Oklahoma sank entirely and was abolished, and the tiny remnants of Mississippi, Arkansas, Nebraska, and Kansas still hold representation in the Senate and the house

Re Singapore: I was reading "Snake Agent" by Liz Williams (recommended: most fun I've had with Chinese mythology since Barry Hughart), which is set in the future (but not our future) in a "franchise city" called Singapore-3, which made me think...and I've always been fond of putting at least one odd thing in my maps.

30. 1950s world

One of them there "Paleo-Futures" or "Lost Futures" that actually history made silly.

2011 in 50’s-world, everyone in the US wears hats. Men wear suits, women wear dresses or cute pantsuits. T-shirts and jeans or sweats are something nobody older than a teenager would be caught wearing. There are a lot of uniforms. Everything is very clean and often metallic or gleaming. Colorful plastics feature.

The Cold War is of course going on, and China, the Soviet Union, indeed everything from East Germany to Vietnam is the Red World, a unified entity which includes some parts of Africa, including the Red Congo. (Cuba, on the other side, is Capitalist and more-or-less democratic, if corrupt). Everyone in the Red World dresses the same, drives the same standard car, and reports for interrogation four times a year. (Except for the Inner Committee. But to get to that position on must have taken the interrogation drugs dozens of times). Although a “standardized” Socialist culture is promoted, the Chinese are still Chinese, and the increasing tendency of the Chinese tail to wag the Russian dog has been noted and is causing internal stresses.

The US and Western Europe and Canada form a union at least as close as the OTL EC, and also have closely integrated militaries. Australasia, Japan, S. Korea and some other places are a bit more loosely tied to the imperial center in Washington. There is no such thing as an “inner city”, social engineering and massive infrastructure investment means the African-American population has decent housing and jobs (although often in segregated districts), and indeed blacks are accepted in the highest ranks of society – as long as they dress and act exactly like white people, of course! Gay people remain invisible, and for felony crimes truth drugs and brain scanners come out just as quickly as in the Red World. Society is rather militarized: there has already been one minor nuclear “skirmish” which required some resettlement of the Korean peninsula and the rebuilding of a couple WestBlock and Red World cities outside the area of the clash.

The tunnels go down miles and miles, and require atomic power to cool them down to livability. The possibility of nuclear winter is known, and massive hydroponic farms are being built beneath the Earth, while plans are drawn up for reprocessing the nations’ forests into edible paste if other food sources are found to be inadequate. Many people already live underground, some quite deep underground.

People are also exploring space: nuclear-propelled spacecraft, Orion and other types, are criss-crossing the solar system, and there are so many charged particles in the earth’s magnetic fields that communications satellites are huge and use vacuum tubes to compensate. (Vacuum tubes are used rather widely, indeed, due to their usefulness in the case of EM pulse disabling more advanced electronics.) Due to security concerns there is not much of an internet, but home computers are very powerful. Most energy comes from nuclear power, and fast-breeder reactors are plentiful. The common cold has been cured, but the bald still need to resort to hair implants.

There are several government news and information channels on cable, which carry all the news which is good for you. Corporate-owned television channels tend to be cleaner than OTL: blue laws remain strong. The Pill was invented rather later than OTL, and feminism was slower in taking off, and it remained about jobs and legal rights and discrimination, and never got into sexual politics to any great extent: society remains more repressed, although at least TV doesn't show couples sleeping in widely spaced seperate beds. Rock and Roll still flourishes, but is rather different than anything in our world: for one thing, there are far fewer dirty words, and Gangsta Rap is unheard of, as is the hippie. (There was and remains a counterculture of sorts, but it sees nothing wrong with bathing and is generally not into granola or aromatic candles). Big Band music never became extinct, and is widely audible on the 3-V or radio.

West Berlin still exists, but is cut off from East Germany by a nigh-impenetrable dome, and communications with the West are maintained by high-speed tube trains deep underground, where their presence will not contaminate the People.

India is poor, pacifist and neutral, while Japan’s economic takeoff was less successful than OTL and it is relatively poorer and less developed, and more Americanized culturally. Latin America is firmly under the US thumb economically and politically, and is wealthier than in our world, if more junta-prone. The British Empire is not entirely departed from the earth, and still more-or-less controls some large parts of Africa, as does France. (South Africa, alas, had a messy Race War). The Middle East is generally republican and Leftist, and Israelis live deeper underground than any other nation.

Bruce

31. After the Eugenics War

No maps, just a scenario ever now and then.

It's the world of Star Trek - the original series - in the year 2010. The international situation is, to say the least, grim: the last of the genetically upgraded supermen were overthrown 13 years ago, but much of Latin America, Africa, the Middle East, and South and SE Asia remain in chaos as nationalists left and right struggle against former bullyboy servants of the "Augmented" now trying to take their places as dictators and in turn both struggle against various groups backed by external powers, as they try to either restore the former status quo, maintain the larger empires created by the Augments, or create states more useful to the ambitions of other powers. The USSR and China took years to stomp out the rebellions that broke out in the Central Asian and deep interior provinces, leading to a collapse of Soviet power in Eastern Europe and massive damage to China's efforts to modernize economically.

The US got off relatively lightly, in that the attempt by a group of Augmented to overthrow the US government failed to get traction - those elements most likely to want to see Washington burn were also those least likely to follow a hoity-toity superman who thinks he's better than us, and war casualties during the crushing of the Augmented states were in the low millions: the Augmented failed to take over any really _large_ nuclear arsenals, and anti-missile defenses in this universe were far better in the mid-90's than they are in OTL 2010. (Super-lasers! Orbital weapons!) But paranoia and fear of "hidden supermen" is rife in the US, and the results of ungodly genetic engineering have been disastrous enough that the US now has a near-theocrat as president, and anything that looks like gene-manipulation or even gene therapy is forbidden. (The more successful dictators world-wide have gotten in the habit of having doctors from never-conquered countries fly in, fly out, and announce to the world their perfect humanity: too much success leads to suspicion of superhuman status).

Paranoia has not been dispelled by revelations re the source of the bio-engineering; alien science found in a crashed alien ship in the US, 1947. Project Omega, founded in 1953, US-dominated but involving the talents of a number of scientists from allied nations, planned to create super-soldiers and super-scientists for the coming Showdown With Communism. (Edward Teller, unsurprisingly, was involved). Models A-H, batch I, didn't work out very well: most really weren't very structurally sound, and being able to "babble incoherently" was one of the more positive results. Models A-K, batch II, were better, and Model II-D was actually quite intelligent and superhumanly strong: unfortunately, he was also psychotic and spent a lot of time talking to the invisible monkey in his closet.

Most of batch III were passable, and models III-B and III -F were of such quality that they were approved as models for mass production. (III-A was even more intelligent, but his pacifistic, laid-back, manana attitude made him a poor choice). The man who would one day be Khan Noonien Singh and the man known only as "Dr. Grey" would be elder brothers and to some extent leaders to the four-years-younger echelon born in 1972. There was some concern about the Augments arrogance and aggressiveness as they grew up, but as a scientist said, they had a lot to be arrogant about.

Scientists being scientists and the government being the government, a small batch IV was tried out, to try and get Augments with the physical and intellectual capacities of the batch III's but more tractable to authority and more emotionally balanced. Of the six in the 1985 batch, one was born catatonic, two had virtually no self-initiative, and the remaining three, although highly intelligent, playful, and obedient, had some odd personality quirks that led one of the scientists to suggest that they did not remind him of playful precocious toddlers as of someone masquerading as playful precocious toddlers on the basis of inadequate data. (He died in a seemingly natural accident not long after).

What the members of batch IV might have eventually developed into remains unknown: almost all of the batch III supermen escaped or were killed trying to escape one Spring night in 1988. Three weeks later, an atom bomb Noonian Singh had somehow obtained from Pakistan obliterated Base Omega (located near the Langjokkul glacier in Iceland), the batch IVs, and and everyone else in it.

If these revelations weren't bad enough, it has also come to light that much of the equipment in the alien ship had instructions, spelled in English. This led one annoyed Congressman to remark "You've been played, fools! Haven't you ever watched "Species"? I seriously pity the fool who can't see such obvious shit!"

Anti-alien paranoia adds to paranoia about surviving Augments, and people wonder what other modern technology might be the result of alien intervention. The new Soviet fusion drive allowing about 40% C speeds to the new generation ships being built in the US, China, the USSR, and Europe: wonder of science, or alien trap? The newly constructed model Fusion plant in New Mexico - the future source of the world's energy, or a radiator of deadly N-rays, according to a popular Californian writer?

Between 1988 and 1993, Singh and his comrades took over 42 countries, either by internal subversion and revolt (the Augmented were good speechmakers), or by conquest. Some brilliant innovations were developed in military tactics, some remarkable things where achieved with computer viruses and worms, and the art of terror and panic was brought to unmatched heights by Singh's less principled comrades. For a while it seemed that the Augmented would succeed in taking over half the planet at least, but by 1995 things were falling apart: relentless "super-freak" propaganda on the part of the Alliance for Humanity was making it increasingly difficult for the Augmented to maintain control over their dictatorships, the Alliance was shaking off it's initial panic ( a few phonecalls and a few chemical weapons could no longer paralyze a major city), and worst of all for the superman side, the arrogant, aggressive Augments were viciously squabbling among themselves as how to fight the war: an army composed entirely of generals.

By 1997, it was all over, and in 1998 Singh fled the earth in one of the first-generation sleeper ships under construction in Australia by an international consortium, nuking the area to cover his escape. People remain paranoid, and professional sports has received a big hit in that any new exceptional performer of a certain age is suspected of being an Augment hiding out. The skilled rabble-rousing and emotional manipulation used by the Augmented has put the art of demagoguery into ill repute: talk radio is rather more staid, and when people make speeches, they are expected to be calm, reasonable, and stick to boring facts.

A certain restraint on both sides, plus anti-missile systems, meant war deaths of only 35-40 million. The deaths involved in suppressing rebellion in conquered areas and from the decade of civil war afterward probably add another 30 million. As mentioned, much of the area remains unstable: in the name of maintaining order, China has occupied much of SE Asia, and India continues to "maintain order" in former Pakistan. Afghanistan is a mess as usual, and borders are still being re-drawn in the middle east. A somewhat mutually suspicious joint US-Soviet military expedition has taken over the gulf oil fields until it can be determined if Osama's Holy Army of Purity will be defeated by the Saudi Loyalist forces and to discourage the new Iraqi regime from trying anything. On a brighter note, Singh's occupation wiped out the authority of the Iranian Mullahs, and the country is shakily democratic, with even its powerful theocratic parties pooh-poohing the idea of a return to rule by decision-of-top-theocrat.

Israel, oddly, survived, having taken a position of strict neutrality during the war, although at one point entirely surrounded by Augmented dictatorships: too much trouble for so small a prize, and the Augmented lacked the anti-Semitic impulses of many of their subjects. Africa is a mess, several roughly-patched-together empires falling apart in the face of regional differences and less-than-genius leadership, although Greater South Africa is currently holding together through a mix of brutality and bribery. Europe did not avoid war, with Poland, Serbia, Italy, and Hungary being taken over by Augments and their human agents - nearly half of Europe was overrun at one point while the Soviets were too busy fighting in the Caucuses, Afghanistan, and Central Asia to get involved. Germany ended up being unified, albeit a bit radioactive after the Polish first strikes against Soviet forces in East Germany. The whole EC project has been badly shaken, and Poland and much of the Balkans are still awaiting full EC membership. South America is dominated by Greater Brazil, the human successors of Dr. Grey having little compunction about holding onto the mechanisms of repression they inherited. (This is a much more nuke-happy world than OTL. In 1992, aside from the Usual Suspects, Iraq, India, Pakistan, Brazil, Argentina, S. Africa, N. Korea, S. Korea, and Saudi Arabia had atomic weapons.)

Although things are not as chaotic as a decade ago, there is continuing violence and rebellion from Hanoi to Honduras, the world economy is only just beginning to perk up after a disastrous 17 years, nobody trust the US, paranoia about aliens and Augments Existing Among Us is at an all-time high, and new-type piracy is rife all around the Indian Ocean. China has taken a turn for the nastier, and the slow democratization of the Third World has been reversed in many areas. The environment is at least as messed up as in ours, and a couple species of whale have gone extinct while nobody was really watching in the 90's and early 00's.

OTOH, there are a number of things on the plus side of the ledger. There is a working inoculation against AIDS. The new fusion power source promises energy without resource limits (although, admittedly, the capital costs are as bad as those for fission plants). Fusion drives make it easy to zip about the solar system: the year-long trips of the first 1984 expedition to Mars can now be done in a couple weeks, and even Pluto is only a few months away. There's a better social safety net in the US than OTL, and no hasty dismantling of all legal restraints on bankers and financiers means that the last two decades economic disasters have not been compounded by trillions in imaginary money. The Eugenics War actually produced some pretty good music and blackly humorous cartoons, and computers are somewhat better than OTL. Faster tech and productivity growth means that in spite of the war, Europe, the US, Japan, and Australia are roughly as wealthy as OTL. The comic book industry is doing much better, although published science fiction remains a bit of a ghetto.

The Soviet Union has managed to push through some serious reforms, and with Eastern Europe gone, has actually allowed a little limited internal democracy. It's relationships with the US has gone from détente to a sort of cool friendliness: the two giants of the 20th century, trying to shake hands and make up in a dangerous 21st - century world.

Thanks to hibernation cooling techniques perfected in the 90's, it is now possible to send people to the stars: between 2002 and 2009 some 23 automated robots were sent into interstellar space at close to 40% C to discover new and habitable planets, starting with Jackson Roy Kirk's "Nomad" design.

As yet, although the technology has been in place since the mid-90's, no human sleeper ships have been sent out yet: the first working probe to the Centauri system has nearly 2 years to go, and results from orbital and moon-based telescopes are too ambiguous.

Still, there is a lot of uncertainty about the future, and many are pushing for man to head to the stars, for we may not survive much longer here. Various weird cults and new religions have sprung up, and many look to space (where there are currently modest Lunar and Mars bases) for salvation. And there is reason for worry, for World War III, in which the USSR and the US will stand against Brazil, India, and China is only a generation away.

Meanwhile, in Japan, model III-A (now going by the name of Sulu Shikamaru) is taking it easy and not making any waves. After all, a genius can make enough to get by on without really doing much actual work…

32. 1920s-Punk

FORD AND THE DEISELPUNKS, LIVE!

This little bit of silliness is an attempt to do a 20s-punk future. As predicted by Spengler, the Colored Races have risen, and much of the world has slipped beyond European control, with a united India, an East Asian Yellow Menace, and a new and revived fiery Islam have taken places at the Great Powers table. Old-style lowest-common-denominator democracy and old-fashioned Communism have declined in significance, as scientific, rational movements have made the government increasing a matter of experts and bureaucrats rather than popularity contests: whether dominated by a successful Open Conspiracy (as in the Commonwealth)or Corporate conglomerations (as in the United States), a rationalistic, technocratic, Fordist sensibility is the dominant one throughout much of the world: even the Islamic empire sees Science and rational problem-solving as the way forward.

Of course, this approach has occasionally been abused: although what we would call Transhumanism is still popular, as are notions of the fundamental improvement of humanity, poorly thought out Eugenics efforts have led to a great deal of suffering, especially that “remove as many black Americans as possible to Africa” thing. (Nowadays, Science tells us the way to improve humanity is through direct manipulation of the germ plasm with ATOMIC RADIATION!).

It is a fearsomely advanced world, technological progress and new gadgetry coming along at the sort of dizzying pace people first became accustomed to back in the 1920s. Thanks to the development of the gravity-cancelling magnetic field, flying cars have become common (even if the engines cuts out, you fall very slowly) and the 100-propellered, 10,000-ton mega-plane has become the normal means for transcontinental flight (for those who find 600 miles per hour too slow, there are of course rockets). TV exists, of course, and informational or useful transmissions are inescapable, even in schools.

Power is transmitted through the air, and everything is done by electricity. This tends to lead to a great deal of urbanization, since it’s hard to get good reception out in the boonies. New York is coming up on 20 million inhabitants. Crystalline skyscrapers are replacing the somewhat ponderous-looking old pseudo-stone ones, and industry digs ever deeper into the Earth. Storms are dispersed with giant electrical generators, and in the US, the pedestrian levels of the great multi-leveled cities have separate lanes for those who speed along at high velocities on their broadcast-electricity-powered electric roller-skates (the corporate-dominated US of this reality is very much a Buyer Beware society). Long-distance subways zip between cities at 400 miles per hour. Headgear, male and female, usually incorporates antenna to draw power.

Things are all frightfully automated, and unemployment is high enough that some governments have been forced to create imaginary jobs pushing buttons and pulling levers to give untalented people the notion there is something useful they can do. Robots are now a clinking, clattering, caliginous part of daily life: they are still too expensive to use as manservants for anyone but the rich, but they are playing an increasingly important part in the military forces of all the major nations.

Sexbots are still highly experimental, but any fears they might put an end to human procreation was pre-empted a while back with the development of the artificial womb/baby maker, which given has allowed governments worried about slowing birthrates to pump out new citizens as needed (raising them is more of a problem, although some governments have made state institutions for raising children a virtue: much of the Japanese Empire’s special forces and other wet-work specialists are tube-grown and raised from infancy in Very Special schools). In Europe, it is illegal for people who suffer from conditions that might endanger the infant to have children save by government-approved and specialist-monitored equipment: while in the US there is also a lot of pressure to avoid the womb, principally so people will buy the new BABY-TRON-5000.
Manipulation of the baby within the artificial womb with chemicals and other methods to alter its growth is of course, in this very Scientific world, something which has been tried: only the Japanese and the Brazilians are actually trying to make something practical – and large scale - out of it so far, however.

Power comes mostly from nuclear energy (which is less useful as a weapon in this universe, if still dangerous) and from sun-power collectors (think huge tethered bubbles floating in the upper atmosphere). Oil isn’t so important, which is one reason the Caliphate managed to come into existence in the first place.

Starvation has been wiped out by electrically “energized” plant growth and cheap synthetics (fortunately, since the developed world is more crowded than OTL).Vegetarianism is much more popular than in our 2011, and some people just stick to synthetically produced synthetic foods, although such folks are generally looked upon as Holier Than Thou types. (Those who live off food pills alone are considered to be either showing off or just plain scary).

There have been no global wars, although there have been a number of local ones, including the very bloody (and melt-y) European-Soviet war, the South African-Free Africa dustup, the Yugoslav Conflict (in which Italy came a cropper), the Colonial Struggles, the third Mexican Revolution, and the twenty-six year Sino-Japanese war, and the brief and Commonwealth-Greater Asia clash than ended with northern Australia in Indonesian hands. (This led to the Australian Open Door policy and the settlement of millions of new citizens in Australia to block any further Indonesian infiltration, but that’s a story for another day).

There was no Great Depression, just a bit of a slump. Germany never went Nazi, and although there have been some other nasty economic interludes, the rate of productivity growth in this world, driven by technological and scientific invention, has always remained high enough to pull the economic car-metaphor out of the mud (indeed, government economic intervention is popular outside of the corporate-run US, since it is seen to improve the economy rather than otherwise, and the notion that Planning is a Bad Thing has never really caught on with the technocrats – if it goes wrong, it’s simply that the plans were incompetently drawn up).

Woman’s rights have mostly caught up with OTL outside of the Islamic and East Asian lands, although skirts remain popular and unisex clothing is almost unheard of. If there was a bit of a backlash against Flapperism and an era of slow progress after the 1920s, the downright regression of the Leave it to Beaver America post WWII (the Purge of the Rosies) did not take place.

The US still has prohibition, and the Mob has developed into an almost civilized organization entwined organically with the Corporate-dominated government in a positively south Italian manner: they are into all sorts of legal, illegal and semi-legal businesses, and run themselves with all the rational efficiency and scientific calculation as any great corporate kingdom - heads in duffelbags are simply gauche nowadays.

US efforts to make Latin America a fully owned subsidiary led to a reaction, with the new, “rational-scientific” Fascism of Brazil providing a forcefully anti-American ideology (their failure to regain control of the breakaway Fordist Republic of Amazonia remains an embarrassment).

The Soviets, with their religious revival, post European war, of a weird Third-Rome mysticism and “scientific spiritualism” – and their Prodigious Breeding - make people uncomfortable. So does the huge Japanese Empire and its increasingly hostile relations with the Indian-led Dharmic alliance and the Commonwealth (which it wants out of Asia/the Pacific).

Consolidation of the globe into great power blocks is ongoing, and there is some talk of Europe and the Commonwealth and the US joining into a greater union to retain (white) global supremacy in the face of growing Asian (and to a lesser extent, Asian and Middle Eastern) power. Global unification and rationalization schemes are a dime a dozen, and a great many international organizations and power networks, from such “respectable” groupings as the Forty Executives of America and the Mandarins of the Commonwealth to such stateless or state-parasitizing conspiratorial groups as the Aerial Empire.

In the Still Somewhat Poorly Lit continent, the Union of Free Africa, whose founders were dominated by American expellees, have been slowly swallowing Africa one bite at a time as the European powers withdrew from areas which simply could not be “rationalized” without unacceptable levels of carnage or race-mixing. Currently, they are trying to engineer a break between the Commonwealth and some of its African territories, and undermine the position of South Africa (which has taken Apartheid to a whole new terrifying level with Science!) in south Angola.

The Jews, figuring that everyone assumes they have such an organization anyway, went ahead and created their own internationalist and transnational association, the IJA. They have some big plans for the future. Israel is a no-go, but the latest telescopic studies show that Mars, although fairly barren, is pretty habitable…

33. 2012 The Movie: much later

2012 (the crappy movie) future and map.

1. For the rest of the backstory, go to my Alien Space Bat scenario thread [link]

2. Don't start arguing about what the temperatures, rainfall, etc. will "actually" be like. Working out the new planetary climate? Move the continents consistently so many degrees south and east? Too much work. It's ASB, like the movie, only hopefully less brain-hurty.

It is now 2262, ten generations after the apocalypse. Humanity survives, but remains as previously, quarrelsome, superstitious, broken into hostile tribes.

Unable to easily colonize and extract the resources of southern Africa in the face of hostile locals well armed and well advised, the Ship Folk divided, some seeking to achieve a working coexistence with the locals, while another group headed off, seeking an area from which to hold off all comers.

(The mostly Russian, Northern European, and Folks Who Didn’t Want the N*er in the White House Bastion of Civilization was able to cut quite a swath for a while, but in the end wasn’t able to maintain its technological edge, as resource inaccessibility and insufficient numbers to maintain a complex society forced a tool-back to 19th century level: in 2262, their descendants form a servile class of clerks and mechanics in some African states).

Oddly enough, global communication is worse than it was in the years right after the disaster: once the volcanic clouds thinned out and the electrical disturbances died down, the satellites were still up there, and for the few decades that they stayed in orbit, radios allowed people in Africa and what was left of South America and Canada and some scattered areas elsewhere to communicate: this led to various movements and migrations over the subsequent century. Nowadays, although there are primitive crystal radios and telegraph lines, overseas communications are limited to the speed of a boat: there is currently some talk of laying a telegraph cable from Africa to Columbia, or perhaps South America. There also is some talk of getting a cathode tube industry going at last and making TV a mass industry again, an idea most historians rail against.

The Three Arks are now no longer functional, although their nuclear hearts, with careful maintenance, kept beating for many years, and during the Great Survey of 2022-2027, they circled the globe, discovering surviving populations beyond the reach of radio and bringing some hopes of the return of civilization (mostly disappointed). They have largely been broken up for useful parts, scattered fragments littering the beaches of SW Africa.

Currently a number of tiny nations are scattered about the non-African bits of the globe: some have been created by people fearing the loss of their national culture through dissolution in larger groups, others are Wacky New Religion establishments, or wild-eyed Utopias of a more secular bent. Many more have briefly appeared only to later go extinct.

Larger nations exist in South America, where parts of the Andes and the alarmingly uplifted western Amazon basin remained above the waves, and in the chunks of interior North American plateau and mountain that similarly escaped inundation. Most people, however, survive in sub-Saharan Africa, where the Arks landed and most of the land remained above water.

Technology has been slow to return to 21st century levels, simply because there aren’t enough educated people to maintain a fully developed society. Even in the more advanced states, tech generally is generally only a bit past an early 1900s level, with an odd scattering of more advanced technologies: there’s no computer industry, but some remarkably clever mechanical calculators: no fancy materials for solar panels, but a lot of ingenious solar furnaces. Good antibiotics and steamships powered by coal and wood. And, of course, dirigibles.

Smaller and more scattered communities have in many cases reverted to a pre-industrial lifestyle. Pastoral nomadism is back, baby. The “wandering pillaging horde” model largely died out with their supply of working guns and bullets, manufacturing not being their forte.

Populations have grown substantially, given a combination of a lack of contraceptives and retained knowledge of basic medical technique. From a low of around 8 million, mostly African, world population has grown to over 160 millions, although growth has been rather unevenly distributed. The larger concentrations of people of American and European descent, for instance, in spite of two and a half centuries of progress in that direction, have not entirely succeeded in returning women to a state of barefooted pregnancy (they can still even vote in the West Cape Federation!), so tend to have increased at a rate less than one-half the global average. In some parts of Africa and the rump of South America, on the other hand, populations have grown to a level that is beginning to strain the capacities of a mostly pre-industrial agriculture.

Religion has undergone considerable upheaval, with some taking a strictly secular approach rather than accept a God capable of allowing such horrors, but others doubling up on the religiosity. A number of new religions have emerged, of which the South American Sun-worshippers are the most aggressively expansionist: isolation and a collapse of educational systems have brought forth a rash of new “heretical” versions of Islam and Christianity in Africa, and a number of oddball cults unsuccessful at the job of converting their nations have set up shop on the largely uninhabited continents overrun by or arisen from the sea.

The global ecology remains a total mess, although enough vegetation survived that the oxygen has not (at least yet) dropped to dangerous levels. There is an oversupply of insects on land and jellyfish at sea. Various odd new species, perhaps mutated by the dark matter radiations, have appeared on land and sea: among larger animals, rodents in particular seem to be evolving at an alarming rate. Rather than mutants, some of the new Marine creatures noted by human observers perhaps were unsuspected deep-sea life, now forced into different lifestyles. Opinions differ as to the Man-Catcher Squid, large and alarmingly intelligent. On the other hand, the strange blind basalt-dwellers which ever now and then dig their way out of the ground on the new continent clearly seem to be a pre-existent sub-seafloor life-form never seen before due to their tendency to disintegrate in sunlight.

The light-intercepting crap in the atmosphere from steadily decreasing but still energetic volcanic activity cools things off, but it is partially compensated by the moderating effects of a greater sea-to-land ratio and no land masses in the polar regions, so things are currently Little rather than regular Ice Age. Things at the Cape are now north European rather than Mediterranean and hotter, with snowy winters, but the planners had counted on cold conditions and prepared agricultural equipment and seed stocks accordingly (and for the Christians, there are regular white Christmases). Things are steadily warming, and with the increased CO2 from volcanic activity, there is worry that the globe may before long be too hot rather than too cold. The Sahara is rainier than it used to be, but there isn’t too much nutrient yet for plant life and the ocean soaking the lower-lying areas received didn’t help: the region is still only slowly greening.

Africa, from a descent into warlord chaos of the worst sort, has slowly recovered, with the aid of first-world expertise without the resources to induce the dependency of OTL 2011. Dictators and kings and Big Men and the occasional idealistic Republican had to survive by their own merits, and with the spread of early industrial technique and the reestablishment of sea trade, at first by sail and later by steam, the chaos of Africa slowly resolved into a multitude of states, which over the last century have seen considerable consolidation, although things are still pretty backwards in the north and west, especially away from the coast and north and west of the fuming volcanoes of the former Rift valley. Industrial kinda-sorta modernity is mostly confined to the east coast (most marginally among the Somalis) and the southern half of the continent: what railroads, etc. exist in the north are mostly run by foreign expertise. African states now join the Cape in launching colonial adventures abroad, the harsh labor for developing new land often provided by bonded labor from poorer and more backwards interior and northern states. (Slavery has made a comeback, but the more advanced nations usually have various sorts of euphemistically sorta-kinda slavery than the full magilla).

The Confederation of the Cape is a mess of autonomous regions, incorporated tribal groups, national “refuges”, etc., and the politics are complex, messy, and as patronage-and-corruption rich as the OTL US in the Gilded age. Population is about seven million, about half descended from local Africans (some white), either immigrants or warlord states incorporated as modern “foederati.” The rest are a complex mix of nationalities from all over the pre-Catastrophe globe: some have managed to maintain their separate identities, and in some cases “national territories” within the Confederation, while others have blended together: British and Canadians and Americans and Australians have largely merged into “Anglos” of sorts, and a certain national reluctance to assert their separateness (the fate of those who did and went off to join the aforementioned Bastion of Civilization strengthened that) has largely put an end to the Germans as a separate nationality. The various Hindu groups have largely merged, and the more secular Jews have also tended to assimilate into European groups: the religiously ultra-Orthodox now tend to dominate, having managed through Prodigious Breeding to increase their numbers to some thirty thousand, the majority of people now identifying as Jews.

The Chinese have remained very much themselves, and are second only to Hindus in number among the various blended, mixed, and pureed ethnicities of the Cape, and have at the same time managed the only “national re-creation” colonial effort which doesn’t look like a sad joke. Still, a common Afro-European-Asian-what-the-heck-is-this culture increasingly prevails and erodes ethnic differences, and in spite of various efforts to reverse the trend, the common language is most definitely English (if peppered with words from two dozen other languages).

The Cape is tied into the rest of the continent through complex bonds of trade, importing a variety of important minerals and exporting more manufactured goods than any other state, and has a number of closely allied African states which depend upon it economically in various ways. Of course, there are also a number of states which it does not get along with at all: railways from the Cape to other parts of Africa often follow circuitous routes to avoid hostile or simply lawless states, and most trade with Africa west and North of the Kongo Empire is by ship, the rail system of the Empire being closely controlled by the tyrannical government of that state. Rail travel through the Somali states is also something of a gamble…

“Greater Africa” now includes bits of the Middle East and a large part of former Europe. The largest of the emigrations in terms of percentage of a sub-population from the Cape Settlements was by Muslims: although many remained behind, perhaps half decided that remaining citizens of a state mostly Hindu, Christian, and Buddhist would be a Bad Thing in the long run. After the Great Survey revealed surviving Muslims in the mountains of what had been SW Arabia, a powerful “return to Mecca” movement eventually led to a great exodus to (fortunately now wetter) Arabia and eventually the formation of the Caliphate (actually less obnoxiously religious than OTL Saudi Arabia). Shia’s mostly stayed in SW Africa, not finding being ruled by a Sunni majority much of an improvement.

The depopulated continent of Europe is largely avoided by African colonizers, who have a certain superstitious dislike of that graveyard of nations. It is therefore largely left to various half-assed efforts at re-founding dead nations, various Krazy Kolonies of teeny size, and the Swiss. The Swiss, it turned out, had nuclear shelters at depths and of a quality even the US and USSR had never imagined, and in spite of the ocean sloshing over the Alps, some of them survived. Unfortunately, not enough resources and infrastructure survived to get civilization started again, and the Swiss have regressed to a simple pastoral lifestyle of goat-herding and head-hunting. (The cheese-and-human-bits fondue is a local specialty). In case of another Great Flood, the Swiss tend to live underground as much as possible.

A somewhat more civilized group of pastoralists of Swiss descent live in the lowlands to the north: when contacted by French explorers a few years back, they were puzzled how all those Russian words had got mixed in with German Swiss.

What is left of South America is currently in the process of being overrun by the Children of the Sun, fighting a Jihad of sorts against the Catholics and the Agrarian Socialists. The Faith took a while to get up and running, but in the last half century expansion of the Children’s territory has increased at a terrific rate: if the next fifty years sees comparable success, the Servant of the Sun will rule all of rump South America. Some Africans and northern Americans are not happy about this prospect. Already the Faith has jumped beyond the confines of the continent: besides missionary preachers of the faith in Africa, North America, etc., a colony has been set up in Antarctica, much to the annoyance of the Confederacy, which thinks of the place as being their turf. (The piracy against the “blind ones” isn’t helping, and a smackdown is likely to come soon).The war is mostly being fought with black-powder guns and cannon and alcohol-based incendiaries, attempts to revive industry beyond the level of steam-powered pumps and mills having had limited success, although the island kingdom of New Venezuela is trying to create a working railway system with steam engines imported from Africa.

Some chunks of North America have remained above the waves, the largest being mostly occupied by the Republic of Columbia, whose mixed Canadian-US population of a bit over 1.25 million (largest single concentration of White People in the world) is thinly scattered over a vast area and has managed to reestablish from many tiny individual communities a functional 19th century sort of frontier democracy tied together with rails and telegraphs built with southern African investment: currently a political crisis is in the works as nativist and outward-looking factions in government argue the question of whether or not to let in much needed labor in the form of South American immigrants eager to get far, far away from the Children of the Sun and unable to get a ticket to Africa. Columbia remains the one place on earth where one can still get a really decent draft beer.

To the south, the descendants of the Mormons battle the descendants of Christian Evangelists, each of which consider the parts of the Colorado Plateau which stayed above the waves to be their promised land. Fewer in numbers, the Saints will probably win due to greater skill in duplicating foreign technology (not spitting in foreigner’s faces, while expounding on their likely damnation, probably helps).

The new continent (variously know as Mu, New Yamato, and R’lyeh) is mostly desert, plant life slowly colonizing the salty, friable soil. Most communities hug the coast, where there is fishing and seaweed and fish bits are available for fertilizer. The largest (if still rather small) is a Japanese community created by the “let’s not be assimilated by the Gaijin” crowd, inspired by the footage of Sato Hiroshi raising the flag and claiming the continent in the name of Japan. (His friends narrowly managed to argue him out of claiming it in the name of the Queen of Spain). Life is pretty hard, although the organo-metallic burrowers only occasionally eat people for their valuable chemical bonds, and anyway die once they encounter daylight. Most of the other settlements vary between “skuzzy” and “Pol Pot.” (Nearly as large as New Japan, and growing fast due to the death penalty for not having multiple children, the Macrocosmic Realm has a Space Aliens derived religion and political philosophy of fearsome complexity and profound loonyness. At current growth rates, they will probably cease to be a purely local problem in another four or five generations).

Antarctica is still thawing, and expeditions crisscross the land looking for signs of the Old Race. Most signs of civilization have been ground into fine powder between ice and stone, but in ancient chasms and holes in the ancient rock, or on the peaks of mountains always remaining above the ice sheet, strange things occasionally come to light. In spite of the poor prospects for agriculture (it’s warmer, but there is very little soil as yet) the Confederation has colonized vigorously, in spite of having to live mostly off imports and fish: although nothing truly useful has as yet been found, they intend to be the first if there is anything.

Some of the rather disquieting art and religious artifacts and the blasphemously huge carvings which reshape entire mountains have brought about a revival of interest in a pre-catastrophe writer which for a while existed only as mimeographed sheets and files on ancient and decaying computer drives: the philosophical movement/religion/art and literary movement known as the Church of Lovecraft is not entirely serious, except when it is.

Tensions rise as the aggressive new states expand: the Children of the Sun, and of more concern to the Confederations, African dictatorships (Kongo, densely populated and having duplicated most of the late 1800s industrial package, is quite formidable). Colonial disputes are beginning to arise as colonial ambitions increase. New wars of unification and expansion threaten in the more backwards African north. New religions disrupt exiting social balances. The world, so vast for a while, is growing smaller again. And some scientists in the Confederation (and in the Caliphate and the Kongo-scared Hegemony of upper Angola, no slouches when it comes to modernization) inspect some copies of old printouts (in long-lasting quality rag paper, not that wood pulp crap of olden times) regarding certain aspects of physics, and wonder if their somewhat steam-punk tech base is up to building an atomic bomb…

34. A DC-Verse

A deconstruction, of sorts, of the DC comics universe (before it got all EXTREME and stuff, anyway)

In this world, humanity is living through a Promethean Age, in which all things seem possible. Superheroes started showing up in the 1930s, and have increased in number ever since, as simultaneously contact began with multiple alien races and ancient mystic forces awoke from their ancient slumber. Today, there are thousands of superheroes: some having gained their powers through extraterrestrial science, either from aliens or human duplication of said technology: some through the intervention of mystical beings: some through the use of ancient alien super-gadgetry, some through being aliens themselves, and some through the use of the mystic "Mentad" training that allows the unlocking of the true mental potential many humans have ever since the Great Old Ones meddled with the genetics of primordial ape-men. Those are of course only the "proper" superheroes: there are tens of thousands of non-superpowered Masked Avengers, cyborgs civilian or military, adventurers, talking animals, and civic-minded robots (after all, it just took a theme song, cape, crown and goggles to make a foul-mouthed robot into Super King). Supervillains, evil mad scientists, etc. are equally common, although somewhat less flamboyant nowadays, given the government's "orbital death-beam them first, question them later" attitude towards anyone showing up atop a giant robot and aggressively monologing.

Gods and spirits are real, as they always have been (belief + the Spirit Of Man leads to the birth of Gods, which although fading with time never die off entirely as long as anyone remembers them) but they prefer to act from behind the scenes rather than visibly interfering in human affairs (for one thing, that might lead to getting their butts whipped by superheroes).

Earth has diplomatic contacts with over two dozen alien races (and as many more have contacts with individual governments or even private individuals, often in secrecy) and wondrous new technology is everywhere, if somewhat unevenly distributed. On the moon, the Justice League strives to protect humanity from menaces both local and alien (and incidentally runs one of the world's largest centers of technological research).

The Justice League is headed by the most powerful hero on earth, the Last Son of Krypton, Superman. Active since 1938, at nearly 100 he is only slightly touched by age, a few wrinkles around the eyes, a touch of grey at the temples. His wife, Lois, only 5 years younger, still looks pretty good, although an embarrassingly high percentage of her now consists of synthetics, cloned organs, and cybernetics, including built-in force-field generators and other super-kidnapper bafflers. Ambassador to the stars, savior of multiple planets on one occasion or other, Superman is known halfway across the galaxy.

Less well known is the Mystic Council, headed by the mighty Spectre and Dr. Fate: they meet in an ancient temple in the Himalayas, hidden by magic from prying eyes. They handle supernatural menaces: which however does overlap on occasion with the brief of the Justice League, for some evil gods and ghosts and demons and bump-in-the-night critters do come from space, and some alien races use magic as much as technology - or wield weird forces that cannot be precisely be classified even by the mightiest of terrestrials.

The Teen Titans are now on their third generation of Titans. Batman is retired and kept alive by some formidable (and not yet government-approved) cybernetics and biotech, but behind the scenes still is the leader of the now vastly extended "bat family", and has made Gotham into essentially the world's largest gated community, an electronic Panopticon which, depending on who you ask, is either a paranoid nightmare or a paradise on earth. Wonder Woman, Plastic Man, and other immortals remain much the same as fifty years ago, although Paradise Island now suffers from the horrors of a younger generation fascinated by the music and TV of "Man's World".

Although the Nazis and Japanese were able to gather some formidable forces of their own, including the powerful Spear of Destiny, and gather their own superheroes and petty Gods, in the end the "superpower gap" was too great, and WWII ended early, with rather less dead Jews and an Iron Curtain rather further to the East than OTL. (Admittedly, finishing off the Nazis took rather longer: rooting out the last Nazi flying saucer bases and Hitler clones and mystics with armies of the SS undead took until the mid-50s).

China and the USSR remained rather closer than OTL, and deals with aliens and a bit of black magic has kept the USSR afloat, although the Chinese finally broke with the USSR when a deal with the Reptoids of Altair V nearly led to the population of the Red Block being replaced by Replicants in the mid-70s.

The USSR is now essentially a technocracy, and although still a one-party state, has largely dropped the whole "conquer the world" thing and now seek to Soviet-ize outer space, having colonies on Mars, Venus, the moons of Jupiter, and in a couple of nearby star systems. (The last are a bitch to re-supply, since star drives are horribly energy-expensive - antimatter power sources aren't safe, and quantum flux power sources are _expensive_ to build and maintain. Lex Luthor developed his own star drive back in the 50's, but since it was powered by robbing the earth of a measurable part of its angular momentum, it hasn't caught on).

The solar system is being colonized by a number of powers. Mars is dry and cold, but approximately as habitable as Siberia, and filled with interesting ruins from the final genocidal war between the White and the Green Martians tens of millenia ago. The Martian Manhunter has a summer cottage of sorts on Mt. Olympus - he's very closely involved in the excavation of his civilization and the possible dangers thereof. (He has recently married a Martian girl from an alternate universe where the Greens survived, but they've agreed to put off kids for another century or so.) Venus is toxic jungles, strange drugs, and weird, dangerous ruins of a cyclopean, Lovecraftian sort. The the various races of Saturn are odd to the point of incomprehensibility, but they are mostly harmless to visitors.

"Economic reform" doesn't really work as OTL in this world, since scientific progress has been much faster: government economic controls and technology controls are universal, because the Markets are always being disrupted by some new "wonder" technology which then has to be somehow fit into the preexisting setup. China (led secretly behind the scenes by the immortal Fu Manchu since '79) has gone from a desperately poor peasant country seventy years ago to a country filled with towering skyscraper cities, fusion power plants, super fast levitating monorails, and bases on other planets - and hundreds of millions of poor peasants, which have not yet been educated and trained up to this new world, and consequently do a lot of shit jobs that in some rich countries are now increasingly being done by robots.

Technology is similarly unevenly distributed world-wide. New batteries allow a car to run longer than it could with a full tank of gas, but the flying car, although technologically possible, is forbidden in most countries because computers smart enough to handle rush-hour traffic have an annoying tendency to become sentient. Technology that can keep you going for a couple of centuries now exists, but is too expensive for Blue Cross, and is in any event inferior to magic for keeping yourself alive (although such magic, in turn, usually involves costs higher than the merely monetary).

In fact, alien technology exists that _could_ give people cheap immortality, but the Justice League and the Mystic council suppress knowledge of it - both quantum computer analysis and mystical divination indicate that introducing immortality to humanity at this point in their development would be disastrously bad. At least cancer, heart disease, and senility are now easily curable. (Although alien diseases still kill thousands every year, and if it weren't for the secret presence on Earth of the Regulus Purple Circle (think the Red Cross, Iiin Spaaace) epidemics could kill billions).

Virtual-reality addiction is a serious problem in many advanced countries: the Illegal Alien Tech department of the FBI and similar organizations abroad rivals the Drug Enforcement division.

Robots are common as dirt, and illegal celebrity cloning is passe. Cyborg "a la Anime" armor is now fairly standard issue in the armies of major powers, and even grunts in India or Brazil now at least tote death rays. (Lasers and ion beams bounce off Superman's chest just as harmlessly as bullets used to, though). Biotech is not quite as advanced - the application of alien biotech to the evolutionary Rube Goldberg device which is the human body is still tricky. This world's version of Stephen Hawking, as the result of a too early effort to cure his nervous degeneration, is now a grotesque, twisted parody of a human being – who, on the plus side, can stay up drinking and dancing till 5 and still be fresh as a daisy at 8. (And he gets the chicks, too: this is, after all, a world full of freaky looking people, aliens, intelligent machines, and various sorts of Undead, not to mention cybernetics fetishists, bio-modified "furries", and even creepier stuff. Women tend to have broader standards).

Some adjustments have been made due to the problem of the occasional super villain rampage: quite a few people have gone in for living underground, others just move to the 'burbs, even more widespread than OTL. For those who still live in city centers, the shiny skyscrapers of the great metropolises are made with ultra-strong synthetics and complex basket-work skeletons so massive energy blasts and invulnerable bodies flying at several thousand miles an hour just punch holes through without collapsing the building. (The USSR, OTOH, is into fancy planned cities in spite of potential for damage: it does, after all, have a "zero tolerance" and "disintegrate lawbreakers on sight" policy for any super beings, good or bad, not under government employ. Only a few of the most powerful and psychopathic of villains would dare throw down in Soviet cities).

Magic is more obscure than super-tech, and less familiar to most. It derives from unseen and other-universal Powers, its users are not in the least interested in having it commercialized, and are quite pro-active in suppressing those who feel "information should be free". (Still, there are occasional slip-ups: disaster was narrowly averted after some SOB put the complete text of the Necronomicon on the internet).

There is a lot of "superpower envy." Few people have the money to become powerful cyborgs or get cutting-edge power armor, few have the time and the fearsome mental discipline needed for Mentad training (and for those who do have it, many lack the genes), and even fewer can find a wizard or sorceress willing to take them on as an apprentice, or know how to find an actual Grimoire. Still, people try: a great many every year die from exposing themselves to exotic radiations, get lost in the jungle trying to find the secret city of X or Y, and get admitted to hospitals with bad infections arising from the implants of on-the-fly cyberneticists. Quack "become a superhero" courses abound, and the few which _aren't_ fakes are either horribly expensive or horribly dangerous, or both.

The death penalty is pretty much universal with respect to the use of superpowers to murder. It only took a couple of wrecked cities before even the most liberal accepted the reality of the situation. (The Joker was shot in the head by a police sniper back in 1950. The jury accepted his "my finger slipped" excuse).

Lex Luthor is currently building an interstellar empire on the other side of the galaxy. He plans to return to Earth and conquer it eventually, but he wants to make sure that for once he has all his ducks in a row. (After terrestrial governments killed the last two Luthors trying to take over the world - a cybernetically controlled clone and a brain-washed duplicate from a parallel world – Luthor-prime knows the stakes if he loses).

A number of countries in Africa, SE Asia, the Middle East, and S. America are run by mad scientists, wizard kings, or secret societies. Due to the potential for Mass Destruction inherent in driving such people into a corner, they generally exist on a basis of "don't try to take over the world and we won't send in the superheroes", (besides, especially in Africa, they often do a better job than the governments they replaced). Some of these are actual countries (Burma), others states carved off from pre-existing states (the Black Colossus's Equatoria Free State) or ones that do not exist at all in our world (such as the small kingdom of Markovia, located where Austria and Slovenia intersect in our world). There is also a republic of Transylvania.

Other diplomatically recognized states that do not exist in our world include Atlantis, Aquaman's undersea kingdom and their ancient rivals in Mu, beneath the Pacific, along with a couple of underground kingdoms and a no-longer-hidden-city or two. (The sapient gorillas, whose city is disguised as an ancient basaltic eruption in the Ituri rain forest, do not have UN membership: they prefer to maintain their privacy).

There is no world government, but in the face of alien threats and increasing off-world colonization, there is a tendency for human beings to huddle together. The US, EC, Japan, India, and democracies in Africa and Latin America are more closely tied together than OTL, and are working cooperatively to colonize space and fight super-crime and build planetary defenses. The technocratic and somewhat post-humanist USSR stands a bit apart, as does China - as for the Islamic countries, if you thought Islam was having trouble adapting to modernity OTL, you ain't seen nothin'! Super-powered Jihadists are a serious problem.

In the meantime, the mystics and spirits and mages worry. One reason that the earth has become such a remarkable place lately is that the Conjunction Of The Thousand Spheres is nigh: the forces of magic and chaos flow strong, awaking many forgotten powers and easing the transit of higher space for star travelers, but it also weakens the fabric of reality, and across the galaxy looms the possibility of a fresh cycle of war between two worlds, one in the calm dark at its very edge, the other near the galaxy's glorious but radiation-sleeting center: the World of New Genesis, the realm of the New Gods, and Apokolips, the realm of the ancient evil known as Darkseid.

Super-battles and the plots of mad scientists are an ongoing problem, but it doesn't kill any more people than are killed in automobile accidents in our world, and most people are relatively unflappable. (The existence of the soul has been scientifically demonstrated, which is somewhat reassuring). Given that superpowers can happen to anyone, in spite of the aforementioned "superpower envy", there isn't too much hostility to the super-powered, which are in many cases considered "lottery winners." In spite of all the magic stuff, a lot of people are actually fairly irreligious, in a classical Chinese way: they are aware that there are a great many gods and demigods in the universe, but they don't really see much point in revering them unless there is something in it for them.

35. Equestria in a Sea of Time

Something for the "Brony" crowd... (no fear, this won't become a regular thing)

From "The Sun, the Moon, and the Stars: the US-Equestrian alliance in World War II."

"The most important problem facing any Equestrian military planner was, of course, the roughly 500-mile radius of the Equestrian "bubble" in our space-time. Beyond these limits Equestrian physics rapidly ceases to operate, and while (unlike the larger types of Dragonids) Ponies can operate as functional biological beings outside of 'Celestia's Protection', their para-physical abilities become unusable…"

"Equestrian rock-farming techniques had already proven their superiority to conventional mining techniques in most scenarios. During the war years, working exhausting 24-hour shifts, Earth Ponies produced more strategic minerals for the war effort than all of Latin America combined…"

"While Equestria's manufacturing capacity was limited at the outbreak of war, its immediate contribution to US industry was not just raw materials. From very early on Equestria provided electricity to factories throughout the western US, generators on Equestrian land or in US territories overlapping Equestrian tau-space being spun day and night by magic. Although such projects had been suggested as early as 1905 by Tesla, fear of becoming dependent on non-human energy sources had previously…"

"Since Equestrian tau-space projects a considerable distance out into the Pacific, it effectively created an impenetrable barrier around which any Japanese attacks on the west coast (now seem to have been strategically implausible, if feared at the time) would have to swing wide out into the Pacific to avoid, while providing a safe corridor for US naval travel to Alaska. With airspace in the control of Pegasi and Dragons, Great Blue Sea Serpents under the waters, and the possibility of direct intervention by Celestia or Luna, it is unsurprising that Yamamoto, in a secret report to the government described any attempt to penetrate Equestrian waters as 'suicide'."

"Relationships with Nazi Germany were poor from the start, with Princess Celestia as early as 1933 describing Nazi ideology as "the essence of Discord", a fearsome insult in Pony culture. The Nazis, on their part, soon were to describe the Ponies as "unnatural animal monsters", not to mention their being under Jewish influence [1]…Some scholars of the Third Reich have suggested that given Nazi mysticism, many Nazis were profoundly hurt that a virginal, magical white unicorn had condemned their 'philosophy' as poison."

"It has long been scientifically established that some Ponies possess precognitive abilities. Although their abilities are somewhat clouded for events outside of Equestrian tau-space, during the war "time-sensitives" were able to give advance warning of major new German or Japanese attacks on several dozen occasions, by as much as twenty-four hours in some cases – unfortunately, this had the side effect of convincing the Germans that their codes had been cracked, leading to…"

"Although it would not become truly important until the Space Age, the fact that the Equestrian Tau-space "bubble" also extends 500 miles up proved to be of some benefit during the war. By establishing magically levitated platforms at a height of nearly 400 miles, it was possible to put half the Pacific under direct visual surveillance…"

"The relations between Equestria and Japan had been cordial before the war; both nations were modernizing non-western regimes, both were subject to racism and paranoia from other states, and both were ruled over by God-Kings/Queens. Of course, the fact that the rulers of Equestria actually were nigh-immortal demigods made some Japanese rather uncomfortable…In the 1920s, Japanese art and design became highly popular in Equestria, and some Ponies braved the many inconveniences of travel outside their realm to make cultural pilgrimages to Japan…Equestria, at least, made no distinction between human races and creeds, and if they did not allow much human immigration, it was for understandable reasons. No Pony had ever used racist slurs against Japanese, nor had anyone of Asian (or any other, for that matter) descent been lynched by Ponies…in the end, it was Equestria the Japanese Emperor asked to mediate a peace between the Empire and the US, as the one nation he felt they could trust as an honest and disinterested broker."

"In spite of the loss of their para-physical abilities and their basically pacifist natures, a surprising number of Ponies (mostly Earth and Unicorns: Pegasi found the loss of their flight abilities extremely traumatizing) left Equestria to serve in Allied armies. Although mostly confined to engineering, scouting, and pack-carrying duties, Ponies would eventually be seen on front-lines…Ponies showed great courage under fire, returning to pull injured soldiers from the battlefield and carrying ammunition…their unbreakable good cheer, tremendous capacity for hard work and friendly nature made them mascots of whatever platoon they belonged to, and the delivery of Equestrian-made baked goods to camp was always a source of celebration."

"Kindly as most of their species are, some Ponies did serve as combat troops. The development in 1942 of a gun capable of being held and fired by a Pony's surprisingly flexible and dexterous hooves, a joint effort of Sparkly Steel Inc. and Springfield Rifle, allowed Ponies to participate in combat as other than support troops…perhaps the war provided an outlet for those rare Pony misfits who find their society, shall we say, annoying…most Ponies are capable of standing upright for some time, allowing them to use both hooves for…perhaps the most decorated combat Pony in WWII, Clint Easthoof, in spite of what the movies tell us, in fact did not use a gun in winning his first medal: having dropped it while galloping to the machine gun nest, he simply kicked the Germans to death."

"After the war, Equestria became a place of pilgrimage for US and other Allied veterans suffering from PTSD, Pony mind-magic being far more effective than the crude drugs and therapy available in the US at the time. It was not until the 1950s, by which time McCarthy and others had decided Equestria was not properly dedicated to the job of beating the Red Menace, that allegations of Equestrian "brain-washing" began to emerge…"

[1] Equestrian limitations on human immigrants were temporarily relaxed in the 30s to allow in Jewish refugees unable to make it into the US or other safe destinations.

*********************************************************************************

Quotes taken from "An Age of Discord – A Short History of Equestria During the Cold War, With Pictures", Ima Pseudonym, Nonexistent Press 2011.

"Princess Celestia herself issued a warning to Washington that something great and terrible was soon to be born on US soil a week before the first test. Later, she was reportedly most annoyed that the US had not kept her in the loop on the Manhattan Project."

"Equestria proved a painful headache for political and economic theorists on both sides of the Iron curtain. A nation which had achieved second industrial revolution technology decades before humans had, but which had nothing recognizable as a "proletariat." A race of city-building "people" who somehow coexisted with several other intelligent species in an often overlapping space, mostly peaceably ignoring each other like animals occupying different ecological niches in the same environment. A vigorously capitalist society which was also culturally – indeed, almost automatically – redistributionist [1]. A largely agricultural society which was almost post-scarcity and which had not seen serious hunger in centuries. A society in which well-established local democracy coexisted with a decadent nobility based in the capital and a literal God-Queen. A society in which most people did not drift in and out of careers but were apparently pre-destined for a specialty at birth. And, of course, how did magic – which seemed to start with violating the conservation of energy and get weirder from there – fit into any rational system of economics? Neither the US nor the Soviet Union ever managed to develop a coherent ideological model into which Equestria could be placed."

"Ponies, of course, could be frightened. Herd animals with a tendency to stampede in the case of common threat, Equestrians were not immune from a Red Scare of their own, but it little resembled those in the human nations. For one thing, there were few cases of Ponies being denounced for Communist views, given that Socialist philosophy had never really caught on to any extent in prosperous Equestria (also, the impact of any human ideas was always lessened by the firm popular view in Equestria that most humans were a bit cracked). The notion of "Reds Under the Beds" took a more literal form, with many Ponies fearing the infiltration of Equestria by magically transformed humans, and others imagining secret Soviet bases established on Equestrian soil and resupplied by rockets or some other strange human technology."

"After the development of the Soviet atomic bomb after 1949, fears of human invasion and the destruction of Equestria peaked, leading to such popular movies as "Invasion Manehattan" and "When the Red Apes Rule."" [2] However, no McCarthy-type figure arose to politically profit from these fears, mostly likely because Celestia generally nipped such things in the bud (it's good to be God-King). In any event, while accusation of being pro-Soviet or disloyal ruined many careers in the US, in Equestria such things usually just led to hurt feelings, most often followed by a make-up party."

"The Equestrian efforts to avert the cold war and internationalize atomic power were unsuccessful, and were not helped by a human perception that Equestria was attempting to save "non-harmonious" and somehow morally inferior humans from themselves. Nobody likes someone who assumes their own superiority, and although in retrospect Equestrian protests re the danger and folly of a nuclear arms race were quite accurate, the proud and powerful leaders of the US and the Soviet Union resented being lectured to by talking ponies…"

"US-Equestrian relations grew increasingly shaky during the 1950s. Equestrian refusals to allow the use of their space-lift capacities within the 500-mile radius of their magical zone to aid the US military to reach orbit rankled, as did Equestrian hostility towards US efforts to overthrow insufficiently anti-Communist third world governments."

"Equestria became another useful scarecrow for the fear-mongering politicians of the McCarthy era. Nonhuman, possessed of alien and incomprehensible powers, including their ability to influence minds; critical of US actions abroad; even their cuteness and friendliness and non-violent nature was offensive to many US males, who seemed to find the mare-dominated Equestrian society in some ways a threat to their manhood. Equestria, it was said, was a corrupting influence, weakening US moral fiber and ability to fight, softening us up for the Communists…the notorious "Stalinestia" editorial cartoon…"

"The well-intentioned effort by the staff of the Equestrian embassy to introduce Joe McCarthy to the magic of friendship and the value of kindness did not go well. Besides his not appreciating Pony party games, the Ponies were unaware of McCarthy's ignorance of the side effects of overconsumption of Zap Apple hard cider."

"A total breakdown in US- Equestrian relations was avoided thanks to the good sense of President Eisenhower – plus the political influence of a number of elderly, rich Americans aware that Pony medical magic and herbal potions could do things for them no American-trained physician could."

"Another source of contention during the Cold War years was the protectionist nature of the Pony economy: Equestria had put tariffs in place by the late 1800s to protect local craftsponies after US mass production began to flood markets with cheap crap, and this continued after the war as "green sprouts" of new industry were protected from US competition…Equestrians complained that new-minted US ally Japan had markets almost as difficult to penetrate, but there was a vast difference in US minds between what was essentially a US client state and mysterious, in some ways weak but in others bizarrely powerful Equestria."

"Pony non-magical technology, superior in various ways to that of human beings at the time of contact, began to fall behind in the second half of the 19th century as the industrial-scientific revolution spread across the human world. Until WWI, the edge given by magic had blinded many to the significance of this: Equestria had been generally happy to pick and choose what kinds of human innovations to introduce into their lifestyle, and both the Royal Sisters and the Pony Parliament had mostly been concerned with avoiding severe disruptions in Pony society. The sheer scale of industrial warfare 1914-1918 both alarmed and horrified everypony, and spurred an increased interest in keeping technologically abreast of humans, but it was not until WWII that Celestia and Luna reluctantly moved to an expensive, large-scale program of heavy industrial development and high technology, and Ponies learned to grumble about high taxes."

"In 1965 Celestia announced to her people that Equestria would never see the detonation of a nuclear weapon. It took some time for human scientists in the borderlands to realize exactly how literal this statement had been."

"The Equestrian Space Program had its beginnings in the levitation of observation platforms to orbital heights during the second world war. Although not spaceships in any meaningful manner, these served not only as a means of spying out Japanese fleets, but also as a base for study of vacuum conditions, cosmic radiation, and other phenomena by human and Pony scientists [3]. Although the project was discontinued after the war – there had been a high burnout rate in the wizard teams working to keep the platforms aloft – the experience had created a consuming interest in terrestrial space among the Pony scholarly community, and not long after Sputnik voices began calling for an Equestrian position in space."

"Pony space flights used a combination of magic and non-magical technology: magic to achieve escape velocity within the 500-mile radius of Equestrian Tau-space, regular technology to maneuver and survive the dangers of space beyond it, and magic again to come in for a landing…the US and Soviet architects of their respective national programs reacted poorly to the Equestrians putting into orbit payloads beyond anything they had been able to achieve with pink, powder blue, and gold rockets covered with doodads and curlicues and apparently propelled by rainbows, but were somewhat mollified by the slowness of Equestria to develop a manned program: Ponies are not in the habit of sacrificing others of their kind for reasons of national grandeur, and followed a highly conservative development path while mastering human-designed life support and rocket technology…the first Equestrian astronauts were usually Pegasi, which although bound to the Earth by a lack of magic, could easily maneuver in zero gravity…"

"The counter-culture of the 1960s and early 70s to some extent fetishized Equestria, as can be seen from the abundance of psychedelic art featuring Unicorns and Pegasi…as a non-violent, vegetarian, and magic-powered society, Equestria was seen by many as an example and reproach to the human society of the Cold War, Vietnam and Civil Rights era. Many young and restless Americans illegally entered Equestria looking for enlightenment, peace, magic, or in some cases free room and board… In spite of the best efforts of the Equestrian border patrols, some who ended up in untamed wilderness areas had short and unpleasant encounters with Cockatrice, Hydras, Dragons, Manticores…There were some genuinely successful collaborations between Ponies and human idealists in this era, artistic, philosophical and cultural…overall, however, the experience of the so-called "Hippy Invasion" simply led Ponies to re-affirm what they had already believed: most humans were basically cracked in the head (although some were more harmlessly – even amusingly - nuts than others).

"The Soviets, unable to find Pony agents in Equestria save among the seriously idiotic and/or demented, made efforts to establish contacts and stir up trouble among other species, as did Chinese agents after the Sino-Soviet split. Adult Dragons, being solitary creatures by nature, were utterly uninterested in the problems of the Proletariat, and given that jewels of every type known to man (and some unknown) grow like truffles in the rich Equestrian earth, were far too expensive to bribe. Donkeys and Bison were cool to Soviet contacts, Cows were even more peaceable and violence-shy than Ponies, and the arrogant and aristocratic Griffins, it was widely rumored, had actually eaten a couple of Red provocateurs. Some success was achieved with contacts in the Diamond Dog society, but the proposed Uprising For Those Rights The Ponies Have Been Depriving Us Of, Whatever They Are was easily detected and bloodlessly nipped in the bud by Celestia's agents using a complex plan involving pies, polka music and outdoor theatre."

"The Cold War came to its long-predicted culmination in 1983, when a combination of US military maneuvers, an off-the-cuff bloodthirsty statement by an aged ex-actor [4], and a radar machine assembled by a technician pretending to work while his government pretended to pay him brought about what has been vulgarly termed the "Almost Apocalypse"… as the world stood on the brink of atomic annihilation, Princess Celestia temporarily expanded Equestrian space across half the world, allowing her to telepathically communicate to the US and Soviet military leaders the actual facts of the situation and, not incidentally, transmute the deadly warheads of the missiles already in flight into delicious milk chocolate."

"The effort of so massive an expansion of Tau-Space nearly killed Celestia, who remained in a coma for three months while her sister Luna governed a terrified Equestrian population on her own. It was two years before Celestia fully recovered – at least according to Equestrian reports, about which some of the more paranoid human governments expressed doubts…"

"Most historians trace the beginning of the end of the cold war to the events of that summer: although it would be a while before the Iron Curtain came down, the mood had fundamentally changed, and nothing could be the same afterwards…"

"…a number of scientists and politicians had humorously suggested than nothing short of an alien menace could unify the feuding nations of the Cold War era and bring an end to the suicidal nuclear arms race. None of them had ever predicted the threat would be Ponies."

[1] Ponies long thought reports of the homeless and beggars starving to death in human cities were just myths, like reports that Zebras were all into Black Magic or Camels were addicted to weird sex.

[2] The film-makers generally failed to see why humans should be offended by essentially calling an apple an apple.

[3] There is some popular, and even professional, confusion about the difference between Pony "scientists" and Pony "wizards." Perhaps the simplest way to put it is that every Pony wizard is a scientist, but not all scientists are wizards.

[4] Any resemblance to actual individuals is probably coincidental. :)

36. After Independence Day

The 10-megaton nuclear device, in the most probable outcome, would have caused serious but not irreparable damage to the Mother Ship. The world-ship was, after all, some 550 kilometers wide. [1] Unfortunately, due to an unforeseen design error, the main Small Craft Embarkation Area was only about 8 kilometers from the space-twisting drive, which was destabilized by the blast.

As a result, the ship's mass was accelerated rather violently in all directions at once: the majority of those directions being space-time other than our own, which, combined with the fact that what mass was in our dimension was usually moving beyond earth's escape velocity, meant that although the giant ship was in a near-earth geosynchronous orbit a mere 22,000 or so miles up only a small proportion of its mass actually hit the earth (and that was generally in pretty small pieces).

Still, it was an awfully large ship.

.................................................. ...........................................

It is the year 2020: fifteen [2] years have gone by. The world is still a mess. Some 250 million people were killed in the initial invasion, rather more than 100 major cities were destroyed: fifteen million more died from chunks of the Mother Ship hitting the earth, and close to a billion died of famine and cold and disease as a result of all the crap knocked into the atmosphere, mostly in poorer countries. Nearly a billion more were at least temporarily displaced.

The "world government" remains somewhat shaky, and the proposed "united states of Earth" has not yet been able to get off the ground. In part this is due to somewhat ambiguous attitudes towards the US, which may have been home to the guys who blew up the Mother Ship and ended the invasion, but also carefully hid the alien technology that could have stopped the invasion for half a century from the rest of the world (not to mention from the vast majority of its own scientists), and was also home to the guys that blew up the Mother Ship, thereby raining down spaceship rubble which led to the horrors of the Three Cold Years (not a full blown nuclear winter, but three years of abnormally cold growing seasons really is Not Good: the first year was the worst, since there was little time to make preparations).

Not to mention the fact that the US has refused to explain how it managed to get a nuke aboard the Mother Ship: paranoid explanations are numerous. This is in fact not the fault of the US: David Levinson never was able to explain afterwards how he had been able to hack an entirely alien operating system overnight, and the data (both on his laptop and on the copies made for the government) upon re-examination turned out to be entirely illegible. His father ascribed it to a perfectly ordinary miracle: others were less amiable, and only thanks to direct presidential intervention was David able to avoid Enhanced Interrogation.

(The Muslims claim that the US is making it up, and they're not the only ones, although the Muslims are the only ones that claim Allah did it. The survival of Mecca – rather low on the alien's target list – just confirms this to many).

In a dimension just a little bit over the roof of our universe, Proto-Sapient Monitor Xz(blue wavelength of light) is a bit miffed over the reprimand it received due to the "destructive" and "sloppy" methods employed to prevent the extinction of its charges: after all, Semi-Sapient Species 16752369 code name "Locusts" is low-priority for conservation, and it's not like a dozen other hives aren't roaming this galaxy.

The US was hard hit, but was able to establish a functional emergency government and rationing system, and people nationwide organized themselves with surprising skill in the absence of representatives of the federal government. Short on food itself due to the abnormally cold weather and the breakdown of various links in the advanced infrastructure on which industrial farming depends, the US was unable to help much through the Cold Years, but did provide a lot of technological support and scientific counseling for other nations struggling to find ways to feed their populations. (The US made a colossal greenhouse-building effort when it became clear the shitty weather was going to last, and made some remarkable steps in extracting nutrition from everything from wood pulp to coal, which they then helped others duplicate).

Although there were a few communities and states which went a little batshit in the aftermath, by 2020 the US is back on its feet. People complain about how goddamn cold the new capital of Minneapolis-St. Paul is as they used to complain about how hot Washington used to be, and many of the ruined or partly ruined cities are being slowly rebuilt: the alien weapons left no radioactivity (a fact that annoys Houston, Texas survivors). Due to the majority of the deaths being from urbanites, it's a more conservative country, although fortunately a less nutty Republican party is not trying to take advantage of this to reinstate the Gilded Age. In any event, the importance of people working together and "socialistic" measures during the Cold Years impressed itself clearly enough that nobody thinks government needs to be drowned in a bathtub.

The Middle East had a … varied experience. Egypt was largely wiped out (after blowing up Cairo, one of the aliens had a brainwave and blew up the Aswan dam), while Iran, in spite of the loss of its two biggest cities and massive famine during the Cold Years survived and remains under an Islamicist regime (conservative country folk being overrepresented among the survivors). The Tel Aviv attack killed nearly a third of the population of Israel: [3] however, the alien invasion, at least for a while, united the Jews and the Arabs, as did the extension of Israel's heroic efforts to produce enough food to its Palestinian subjects. The new Israeli-Palestinian Confederation is actually a functional state, although the status of the bi-national city of Jerusalem still occasionally excites sore feelings.

There was no 9/11 in this TL, and Saddam Hussein was still in Baghdad when it blew up: civil war followed, followed by famine, followed by more war. There are currently three Sunni and two Shi'a successor states, the Kurdish Sunni one being under Turkish military occupation. The rather fragile Syrian and Lebanese states fell apart: the Turks and the Confederation are now working together to keep peace in the area. Egypt lost 80% of its population and is now run by the Muslim Brotherhood, but at least the now returned Nile floods bring a rich layer of soil every year, making for good harvests.

Saudi Arabia, neither a center of technological innovation nor a nation particularly favorable to farmers, suffered very badly with the global food crisis - although there were still those willing to buy oil, there were few with food to sell: rationing soon set in, and after the civil war broke out and supply networks broke down, the loss of life was rather impressive. The Arabian Federation is a great-power sponsored work in progress since 2009, consisting of the Hejaz, Nejd, Nefud and El-Hasa autonomous regions: the 2/3 decline in population has at least for the nonce taken the starch out of the more fanatical sects. (Yemen, which suffered at least as badly, still has the energy to fiercely dispute their northern border with the Hejazis).

Europe had a harder time than the US, with less in the way of a coordinated response and a more concentrated (and therefore more blow-up-able) population: quite a bit of the continent, mostly in Eastern Europe, descended into chaotic conditions in the first year after the invasion, and even in the west the need to deal with millions of refugees whose homes were ash led to a series of social and political crises, most notably the neo-fascist takeover in Italy and the bloody French Camp Riots (the immigrant population, with some justification, felt that white native-born French were getting all the new housing and the best of the food). Still, human and technological resources were such that western Europe managed to feed itself, if a bit marginally at first: Western European integration had taken a big step forward by the end of the Cold Years, although Eastern Europeans remain rather resentful that the westerners did rather little to help them directly (although, like the US, they did provide technical aid) in the initial period of the Cold. British unity has been somewhat enhanced by the move of the government to Edinburgh.

China is still run by the Communist Party, albeit with the Army greatly strengthened as an independent power center: the Communist Party Heads, not giving two farts about public opinion, got the hell out of Beijing as soon as they noticed the Giant Alien Spaceship hovering overhead. And when the famines began, it was the Army and Party which instituted and maintained the draconian regulations and controls which managed what food supply was available and mobilized the mass forces required for such efforts as the chemical processing of every tree and shrub in China into more-or-less edible goo. ("Triage" of disloyal or unproductive provinces took place during the Cold Years: the survival rates of Tibetans, for instance, were a lot lower than those among Han Chinese). Violence and social breakdown took place in some provinces, but by 2010 the central government was once more firmly in charge. China remains rather impoverished, though: trade took nearly a decade to fully revive, in spite of international efforts to promote it.

India, with a less brutal and engineer-filled government than China, and almost as much damage to its population centers, was more half-assed in its response to the disaster, and the most effective responses were generally local efforts. Famines were very bad, especially in the north, and the country descended into chaos with local islands of stability: although India has reemerged in the last decade as a united country, it is a far looser and more federal state, state borders have changed, and southern India, which now makes up an enlarged portion of the population, is more influential. The depopulated wreck of Nepal has been absorbed into India, while Pakistan broke up entirely (10 million armed Afghan refugees did not help).

Russia survived, although the usual Russian lack of organization meant that the Stalinist methods of rationing, food production, and resource management were not really carried out with much skill beyond the remaining sizeable urban centers. As a result, much of the country, especially the far north and Siberia, became heavily depopulated and sank into chaos: the nation is nowadays increasingly dominated by the Children of Jesus, a religious movement emphasizing aid to others, the brotherhood/sisterhood of all Russians, and the importance of children (large numbers of children).

The Japanese took proportionally very high losses in the war, due to the concentration of their population, and suffered a massive hit to their infrastructure and industry: on the other hand, order was maintained even during the worst of the Cold Years (in which Japanese fishing ships essentially removed every gram of protein from the North Pacific and converted every apartment into a mini-greenhouse and even raised insects for food), during which only a few Japanese actually starved to death while everyone _almost_ starved (Pretty much everyone born during those years suffers from developmental damage due to malnutrition). In the postlude, a kind of militance has arisen in younger Japan, as the young who lived through the period have come to rebel against what they see as the conformity and obedience of their elders in the face of catastrophe (their parents grumble that the kids don't know what they are talking about – it was self-discipline and selflessness by which Japan survived!)

Latin America, although less dependent on food imports than other parts of the world (especially since they weren't exporting much of anything) and often able to expand their land under cultivation, still suffered from serious food shortages, which combined with the destruction of its often oversized and over-centralized capitals, led to political chaos and breakdown through much of the area. After the first few months Mexico received increasing assistance from the US (desperate to avoid an even worse refugee crisis if Mexico were to collapse entirely and send tens of millions fleeing for supposed better conditions to the north), and although millions still _did_ flee, the situation was at least partially contained: like the western EC, NAFTA emerged considerably strengthened from the trial. In parts of Central America and Andean America, the central state pretty much ceased to exist, leading to great famines and over a dozen revolutions: a few odd 'socialistic' states still survive, and the two Brazils only reunited three years ago.

Africa south of the Arab lands is, as predictable, a mess, although the major nations, working through the World Government, have been doing their best to alleviate the suffering and reestablish working governments.

Said World Government, located in Switzerland (no big cities was advantageous), is something of a global NATO (lest the aliens return), a global trading organization, a global development program far more muscular than the rather feeble pre-invasion organizations, and, supposedly, the precursor of a true World Government. However, the format of such a World Government remains elusive, and given international suspicions and hostilities and tensions between rich and poor and democratic and authoritarian, etc., it is hard to see how one can be agreed on: a more extended war might have developed a practice of international community, but since it was all over in a few days, asides from the Numb Peace in the Middle East and the union of the Koreas arising from the failed invasion by a starving-to-death north, no fundamental increase in international amity has arisen. There is a much greater consciousness of our common humanity, but, as they say, that doesn't change the price of (in many cases fished to extinction) fish.

There has been a major increase in international openness and communication when it comes to science and technology: there are (at least in theory) no secret research centers, and there is energetic international research into every aspect of the alien's technology: so far, the fear the aliens or something like them might return has overridden national self-interest. (The Chinese, admittedly, haven't mentioned what they dug up in inner Mongolia in 1969, but then they never managed to put it back together again, and it would be kinda embarrassing to mention it at this point).

.................................................. ......................................

Not all of the aliens perished.

Some destroyer ships did receive messages conveying the alien equivalent of "F---, one of them just flew into the zap gun – it's blowing uuup…" before this strategy could be employed, and the ships were just too goddamn large for conventional weapons to do more than superficial damage to (although the less environmentally conscious Soviets and Chinese simply nuked the hell out of them the minute the force-fields went down). Of course, all surviving destroyer ships simply crashed to earth once the sub-space power flow from the Mother Ship was cut off [4], and the shock of a mile drop is rather lethal even if the outer hull of your ship is strong enough to stay largely in one piece.

Unlike the destroyer ships, whose power consumption is always vast (you try holding a 15 mile wide ship aloft and immobile), the attack craft have some reserve power. Two cigar-smoking heroes managed to get back to Earth before crashing, and a number of alien pilots escaped into the safety of space before running out of power. Then it was just a matter of resetting their receivers to the Moon Base frequency…

The Moon Base, carefully concealed beneath the surface of the dark side, had been established back in the 1940s as a forward base to study the Earth while the Mother Ship finished pillaging the resources of a nearby solar system, and was the launching point of the flying saucers which pestered the Earth in subsequent decades. (The Mother Ship on arriving had done a flyby of the Moon and the base as a morale-boosting thing for those brave hermaphrodites and neuters in the Planet Scouts).

The Moon base had its own broadcast power system for the exploratory saucers, operating on its own sub-space frequencies (which were different by 1982, when the US finally managed to cobble together the crashed ship, than when it had landed in 1947: if the Area 51 investigators had just known how to switch the receiver control to "search" for a few minutes, they could have had a working ship during the Reagan administration). There was a nasty bit when the power went off from the Mother Ship and they had to cold-start their own generator, but aside from the aliens in the anti-gravity elevator, there were no deaths.

On the part of the Moon base, there have been no efforts to rescue aliens stranded on Earth: secrecy is currently the watchword. There have been signals sent out in hopes of contacting another world-ship, but there may be no response for years or even decades. In the meantime, the aliens continue to spy on Earth, and draw plans for the extermination of humanity…

Some skilled alien pilots with ships too damaged to escape managed to glide their ships into "soft" crashes on vegetation or in shallow water: some managed to hide for lengthy periods of time before being killed or captured. Those few aliens captured alive have not proven to be particularly useful sources of information, generally preferring a "death before dishonor" approach to interrogation, and in event tending to die rather quickly due to their inability to digest terrestrial foodstuffs not processed by a Mother Ships bio-reactors. Only four of them remain alive, suffering from various nasty nutritional diseases as a result of only partially successful efforts to synthesize alien-fodder from the alien's own biochemistry and the equivalents of MRE's taken from crashed ships (comparatively little food from the destroyer ships survived the crashes, subsequent explosions, and the rather long periods without refrigeration before human scientists found and identified them).

They interact with humans by way of robotic waldoes and cameras: no human risks coming within the effective range of their telepathic control (which, admittedly, is a bit spotty: those under alien mind-control tend to be a twitchy, convulsive lot), and are prodded and shocked by robot limbs to move to separate sealed quarters when it is time for clean-up and maintenance. All have been poor subjects for technological interviews, claiming pig-ignorance of anything but flying combat ships: torture and extended interrogation have been somewhat hampered by their apparent ability to place themselves in a coma-like state at will, not to mention ignorance of what will hurt an alien and what will kill an alien. Only slowly and through a great deal of careful annoyance, privileges given and withdrawn, extended tedium and endless conversation, [5] have bits and pieces of alien technological and scientific know-how emerged. [6]

After 15 years, reverse-engineering of alien tech has been slow, in spite of those clues winnowed from the aliens and the entire brainpower of the planet rather than a small subset of US scientists working on it. The major problem of broadcast power was finally licked in 2015, some years after a small "field" power broadcaster was found relatively intact abroad one of the crashed ships: although huge and crude, the reverse-engineered generator can now be used to activate different kinds of alien machines for experimental purposes (making earth tech receive and use the power has been more of a challenge). And although alien weapons and matter-energy converters remain unduplicated, a 2000-ton mass of machinery receiving the entire power output of a large nuclear reactor through a cable as thick as a man's thigh achieved negative weight for 0.5 seconds on May 11, 2020. It's all just a matter of refinement from here on, the jubilant engineers proclaim.

In other developments, analysis of an alien sandwich wrapper has led to a revolution in the synthetics industry.

[1] Not, however, ¼ the mass of the moon – which is, after, 3476 kilometers wide and quite solid – the initial mass estimates were bollixed more than a factor of magnitude by the fact that the effects of its propulsion system look a lot like a strong gravitational field from a distance.

[2] As in the "ID Aftermath" thread, I agree it's rather unlikely that a Gulf War vet would make his way to the Presidency only 5 years after the war.

[3] Israel's population is heavily concentrated in the Tel Aviv Metro area.

[4] Much invader equipment runs off sub-spatial energy fields generated by big-ass sources as much as several million miles away. As such, it is very hard to experiment on, since it is powered by "receiver nodes" actually part of the internal structure of the equipment: there are no wires, and no way to install them except by taking the machine apart, often in ways it is not supposed to be (which allows you to put current through various bits and see how they react, but not run an assembled machine).

[5] Carried out by keyboard, since the aliens have no vocal chords and nobody wants to play ventriloquists dummy to an alien telepath. Forcing the aliens to learn written English/Russian/whatever took years, and tricking them into admitting they understood it took even longer.

[6] The aliens, in the meantime, have learned a hell of a lot of new information about humans.

37. Twilight Didn't Fall

Lest Darkness Fall...

In the end, Martin Padway failed to bring about a full-blown scientific revolution: scientific revolutions require new ways of thinking as well as accumulated knowledge, and Martin, an archeologist rather than a historian of science, did not succeed in changing enough 6th-century minds in 20th century minds for the technological revolution he began to become self-sustaining. His post-death canonization did not help, either: science would evolve only slowly and through many reversals and setbacks.

Although after innumerable trials and failures he succeeded in producing high-quality gunpowder, and further trial and error (and a lot of fatalities from explosions) finally produced good cannon, attempts at individual hand-held weapons remained somewhat iffy at the time of his death. As for the steam engine, the limits of 6th century engineering combined with Martin's somewhat shaky ideas as the physical construction of such a device insured that steam-powered machines remained no more than toys for generations to come, in spite of his voluminous writings on the possibilities inherent in steam-powered ships and trains: the first steamboat would not chug along the Tiber until a century after his death.

Thanks to the compass and a good notion of what they would run into, ships from Europe would soon be visiting the Americas, but the limitations of ship builders familiar with Mediterranean climes in the North Atlantic meant that travel between the continents was long limited to certain times of the year and risky even then: colonization was a slow process.

With gunpowder weapons, the Western Empire expanded at the expense of the Franks, as did the Eastern at the expense of the Persians. Of course, the battle for All The Marbles was inevitable, and after twenty years of horribly bloody warfare a unified empire briefly extended from the Tagus to India, before falling apart under its own bulk compounded by religious warfare.
(Martin's well-intentioned efforts to introduce religious tolerance cut no dice with 6th century minds, and various of his writings were "interpreted" to show his true belief in Christian Orthodoxy A, B and occasionally C or even D.)

The schools and universities and correspondence associations founded by Padway survived after his death in 570, if albeit often in rudimentary form, and often more interested in relentless study of his works to find the Truth rather than in the original thought and experimentation he had urged (and, even when experimentation took place, it often was used to confirm pre-existing ideas rather than to investigate new ideas).

Still, knowledge inched forward. Encyclopedias of knowledge were still written, people still argued about the nature of matter and the universe as well as angels on pins, and even though some were burned at the stake for insisting Padway had been quite literal in his late writings on the stars and planets, people still looked at the sky with telescopes. Crude microscopes and printing presses and basic sanitation and germ theory (which eventually led to severe overpopulation and famines), basic chemistry and atomic theory and physics – the materials were there, even if the technique was still crude to the point of near nonexistence.

Three hundred and fifty years went by.

In the year 920, the Roman Empire remains disunited, divided between the Western Latin Empire of Iberia, Italy, NW Africa and south-central Gaul: the Eastern Greek Empire in the Balkans and Anatolia and Caucasia: and the Southern Coptic Empire in Egypt, Nubia, Libya, Syria and western Arabia. Lesser powers of the Christian West include the Saxons of England, the African Axumite Empire, the Magyar Empire in the Ukraine, (The Bulgars ended up in what OTL would be Hungary: and then the Eastern Romans ate them) and the Eastern Franks east and north of the Seine, which after their breakaway from the Western Imperial sphere expanded eastwards against gunpowder-free Saxons and Slavs, and in the 700s brought Christendom to Scandinavia with Fire and the Sword.

Christianity remains divided: aside from the three major favors of Christianity in the west, there is also the Manichean-Indian Heresy, a new "truthier" faith proclaimed by a prophet living in the troubled borderlands of Hindu India and Christian Persia in the 770s. Said religion spread rather energetically by Fire and the Sword: although stopped cold in the west by the better-organized and technologically more able Eastern Romans, it overran Persia and much of northwestern India, a conquering horde dropping railroad tracks behind them, and spread to the borders of China and west to the Volga over the next century. Currently, the Holy Dominions are consumed by civil war, which has allowed the Eastern Romans to re-conquer what in our world would be Mesopotamia.

The Americas as OTL were European-settled: although settlement was initially slower and patchier than in our world, an Amerindian population less dense than in 1492 and just as vulnerable to Old World diseases was still decimated: although sizable Mestizo populations exist along the Mississippi and elsewhere, only the Maya in their jungles and the Tiahuanaco in their mountains were able to resist or beat back conquest, although both ended up converting to Christianity.

The bulk of the Americas have been colonized by the Latin Empire, although the Saxons carved out their own territories in what OTL would be the Guyanas and North Brazil, and the Franks took roughly Canada and New England. The most important overseas provinces of the Latin Empire are centered in Mexico and the Mississippi river basin: as new political ideas ferment and the population of Latin America (hah!) approaches that of the Old World territories, rebellion begins to stir. Rail and radio so far hold together vast and relatively lightly populated areas, but the Emperor is pretty far away in the mountains of deserts of the interior. The discovery of oil has led to considerably greater attention to the formerly somewhat neglected area of what in our world is Venezuela.

East of what in our world would be Poland, several Slavic states have emerged under the pressure of the Frankish March to the East and the influence of the Eastern Romans, adopting Christianity: the area is a backwards one, a region of contending influence and mostly poor peasant societies with a thin skimming of modernity on top. The desolate vastness of northern Russia has been settled by Pagan Vikings fleeing the Franks, and the worshippers of Woden-Yawveh has managed to modernize enough that, combined with the inhospitability of their lands, they has so far avoided conquest. Mohammed was butterflied away, and what would be Somalia and South Arabia are Jewish: retaining close contacts with their oppressed brethren back home, they have managed to emulate Christian technological progress sufficiently to duplicate the feat.

Africa, backwards and disease-ridden, has not been very thoroughly colonized: there are backward Christian states in the Sahel, Latin vassals, and those parts of the Sudan not incorporated by Egypt, and the backwards chiefdoms of West Africa have formed into states under the influence of Christian missionaries, traders, adventurers and an influx of gunpowder weapons, the primitive herders and subsistence farmers of southern and central Africa hardly seemed worth the effort to conquer: a number of explorers and missionaries have roughly explored the area, and there is a Latin colony in the Cape area (a waystation to India and beyond before the Egyptians built their canal), but the southern 60% of Africa generally remains in "pre-scramble" mode. Still, there are probably valuable minerals somewhere in there: claims and stakes are being made, plans for railroads drawn up – the explorers are not necessarily doing it just for Faith or Science! Some adventurers have travelled there in hopes of becoming kings: a few have even succeeded. Some entrepreneurs have set up pricy airship tours of mysterious "jungle Africa" from several thousand feet.

India, outside the areas ruled by the Holy Luminous Empire, is divided into Hindu and Christian kingdoms, some of them loosely allied to block further expansion by the Christian heretics. At one time, much of the continent was ruled from one Rome or the other as gunpowder weapons and later steamships smashed the rule of local Rajas: but with the re-fragmentation of Empire and religious warfare, most of India slipped out of European control again. Nowadays, the powerful navies and armies of the western Empire indulge in gunboat diplomacy and political manipulation. Wars with Christians and Manicheans have led to an increased Hindu militancy, but at the same time the complex politics of India has often led to some odd, religion-crossing alliances.

Much of Southeast Asia and the isles, thinly populated in this era, have been outright colonized by Latins, Franks, and Egyptians: Western Australia ended up being settled by the Yemeni Jews, nobody else wanting it. Much of the area of what OTL would be Indonesia and the Philippines are a mixed-race "Mestizo" area as a result of heavy colonization. Some small buffer states survive in SE Asia between Frankish and Chinese territory.

China is a rather different nation than OTLs China of the late T'ang, let alone early modern China OTL: it is still an aristocrat-dominated society, and although the bureaucracy has expanded greatly, it has been heavily influenced by western notions rather than Confucian ones. The Chinese have been plagued by gunpowder-armed maritime ruffians from the mid-500s, and well-armed religious fanatics on land from the early 800s. Although the butterflies meant that the T'ang never arose, the Enduring Peace dynasty has had its own glories, and has done a better job of adapting and modernizing than the Qing of OTL: although China has suffered from invasions and humiliations, it has never been forced to question its fundamental nature the way it had OTL: indeed, with better weapons it managed to crush the Tibetans, and in the last century has snared the steppe and the lands north to the Arctic in a web of railway and telegraph lines, and has at least managed to hold the Luminous Empire at bay to the west.

The Yamato Realm is a Chinese vassal: recently, the Chinese aided them in their overthrow of their harsh Coptic overlords while the Egyptians were busy fighting the Latins in North Africa. Still, caution and a sense of balance are needed: China remains backwards compared to the western realms, Christians are growing all too common and influential of late, and students travelling to western universities and schools to bring back knowledge often return with odd and dangerous ideas. Foodstuffs from the eastern continents (western, that is, to a European) combined with imported medical ideas have led to a population boom improved farming methods have barely kept up with: but growth has not been enough to give China the overwhelming population edge that it has in our world over European nations, although it is still Big. There is peasant discontent, and rumors of the apocalyptic Buddha… (Chinese Buddhism has been rather impacted by Christian influences since the 7th century).

Europe, and much of Asia, is fairly crowded. Rights for women have been slow in coming, and even basic sanitation and germ theory will rapidly grow a pre-modern society. Technological growth has not always kept up with population growth over the last centuries, and there have been some nasty famines: currently the Americas and SE Asia provide a relief valve, both for immigration and as a source of food exports, and people are having less children as they move from the countryside to a more industrial and urban society, but the population is still increasing, and Europe and Africa and the Middle East are rather crowded: Italy, for instance, has increased its population more than twelve-fold over that in 535, and has almost as many people as OTL 2010.

In spite of Padway's efforts to revive democracy, parliamentary government never really caught on in the 6th century, although it has made some headway in the Frankish realm over the last couple centuries and has emerged in a new form in the Latin realm as a modern bougeouisie has begun to flex its muscle. In the Americas downright democratic ideas have begun to circulate, while in the east growing Greek cities have begun to try their strength against the imperial court. Still, it is basically a world of kings and emperors: the Egyptian Caesar is more absolute a monarch than Louis the XIV, and even the Frankish Volkestaag is weaker re their king than the Prussian Parliament vs. Kaiser Wilhelm & co.

The bureaucracy is more modern: Martin Padway managed to get a professional, talent-based system going in the western Empire in his lifetime, and with the printing press to help, the bureaucracy from Lusitania to Silla has done what it always tends to grow: grow and then grow further. Although the Emperor in Byzantium is theoretically God's go-to guy on Earth, he is to some extent a prisoner of the army of officials which crowd the palace complex, bound by the red tape produced by a truly byzantine bureaucracy.

The world has finally entered into a "scientific" era: the basic physical understandability of God's creation through rational investigation is now commonly accepted in the Christian lands and beyond, and organized state-sponsored research is widespread. Still, scientific thinking would seem oddly religious-minded from the point of view of someone from OTL: it is only about a century since the last, bloody Wars of Religion, and the notion of a purely "scientific" world-view would seem repulsive to most researchers.

Technology is basically on a 1930s level, with gasoline-powered machinery, steel battleships, propeller-driven aircraft, and radio. Theory is however not quite as advanced: there has been no Einstein, rather several less prominent researchers having slowly closed in on the ideas of relativity from several directions, and the notice of a universe limited by the speed of light has greatly ruffled many religious feathers. Worse is the whole idea of evolution: geology and paleontology, not being subjects Padaway put much emphasis on, were slow off the mark as fields of study, and people still trying to digest the notion of an ancient earth are not at all pleased at the whole "descended from monkeys" ideas, which is banned as blasphemous in a number of nations.

Society as a whole is more religious than OTL's "west" in the 1930s, although in this dizzying new era of flying machines (well, heavier than air ones: the first hot air balloon ascension was in Padway's day), submarines, radio, movies, telephones, record players, etc., there is also quite a bit of fiery (and often legally under threat) atheism, new religious and philosophical movements, and the occasional wacky cult imported from Asia. An equivalent of Socialism as OTL has arisen from the pains of early mass industrialization, but it is not an anti-religious force: in this world it is a religious movement, although often fiercely in opposition to established religion, which fails to prevent it from being fiercely denounced as a tool of the devil.

Republican revolutionary movements bubble in the Americas, and attract sympathizers in the Latin, Frankish and even Byzantine Empire. Plots begin to be drawn round the newly discovered oil reserves of Mesopotamia and Eastern Arabia. A militant New Imperial movement in the Byzantine Empire talks of regaining the martial virtues of old Rome and the reunification of the empire and does a lot of marching and strenuous physical exercise. The locals around Lake Titicaca flock to visit the construction site of what when completed will be the world's largest church, built in the local Freakin' Huge Stone Slabs style. (Now with concrete reinforcement!) A natural philosopher in Ravenna wonders about the inner structure of the atom. An airship flies over an interminable herd of Wildebeest not yet thinned by modern weapons, and people take pictures from the windows. Brown-skinned, frizzy-haired men pray before the Torah near what would never be called Ayers rock. And in a city near what would be Danzig in our world, a Frankish historian, exhausted after a long day of studying primary sources on the ever-mysterious Martinus, suddenly has the wacky thought that will lead to the most controversial book of the 10th century, hey. What if Martinus was a time traveler?

38. Kaiser's European Union

It’s 2007, and there’s a bit of a feeling of discontent in Germany, which now finds itself the world’s fourth largest power in terms of GNP. True, they’re still a more influential country that Japan, but it’s a bit of a downer. Perhaps they should have intervened in Russia during the 1950’s crisis? Or tried to bring East-central Europe into a tighter union?

In any event, no point in crying over spilt milk. Largely post-imperial (although still exerting a lot of influence in ex-German Africa) and pretty democratic – the Kaiser is almost as much a figurehead nowadays as the British monarch – Germany still is the dominant power of Europe west of Russia, but it’s been a while since it’s been really politically feasible to use the stick rather than the carrot.

The European Union is stuck at roughly 1980’s EEC levels of unification – anything tighter is seen as a German Plot For Domination – and the French, while still retaining their economic ties with the rest of Europe, are trying to put together their own club of nations, in the form of the interest group/chowder and marching society known as the ”Latin league”. This is annoying, but after ’23, ’39, and ’65, it has become gospel in German politics that as long as they don’t try to obtain their own nuclear arsenal, the French should be allowed to go to hell their own way.

Russia is the rising power, having made a painful transition from Czarist rule to one-party rule to functional, if rather turbulent and corrupt democracy. If they can avoid simmering separatism from going to a boil, (they’ve already had to give some autonomy to the poor and mostly Muslim provinces of South Turkestan) they have a chance of catching up with the US sometime this century. Russian orthodox televangelists, governments about as long-lasting as those of Third Republic France, and almost as many automobiles as the US (Russia, rich in oil and with lots of vast open spaces, has embraced the open road as living standards have gone up).

The Japanese Empire, having finally pulled out of Manchuria in the 80’s, is holding on grimly to Korea in the 10th year of the “emergency.” Although a modern country, it’s a poorer, far more militarized, and much less cutesey nation than OTL. Relations with the Chinese republic (one-party nationalist regime not much nicer than Saddam’s Iraq. But being screwed over by the Russians and the Japanese for three decades will sour any nation) are…;poor. A loud youth movement, puzzlingly lacking in appreciation of wa and respect for the samurai tradition, is making a lot of fuss over the Korean situation.

The British Commonwealth is still afloat, but the Grand Project to create a federated Empire to counterbalance the Germans bogged down in the 60’s due to acrimonious disagreements over who was to pay the bills, Indian notions that it’s majority share of population entitled it to a bigger voice, and the Canadian “well, we can always hide in the shadow of the US, can’t we?” escape clause. Still, there remain ties closer than OTL, and presently forces from the UK, India, and elsewhere are hunkered down in the Persian Gulf, to forestall any further Turkish efforts at “regaining stolen territories.” (The successful grab of Kuwait in the 90’s left serious egg on the Commonwealth’s collective face).

The US is still the largest economy on earth, although the Russians are closer than anybody has been since the start of the 20th century. A bit less populous than OTL (no baby boom, and although the immigration pipeline stayed open longer than OTL, it also took longer to reopen when closed) and with rather worse racial problems, it does have a somewhat sturdier social safety net (put together in fits and starts over half a century. There was a depression of sorts, but not the global catastrophe of OTL) and although it has a rich tradition of political corruption, the truly vicious Democrat-Republican split of OTL does not exist. (For one thing, it’s the Republicans which are the party of civil rights for minorities).

Although the US hasn’t been in an important war since the Spanish-American one, it is not truly an isolationist country: it maintains close ties with the Commonwealth, aggressively backs free trade and US corporate interests world-wide, and maintains a keen interest in keeping up technologically and militarily with the Joneses (especially since the Germans detonated the world’s first atom bomb in 1953). And, of course, it keeps a close eye on it’s Latin American front yard (French fishing in American waters, and it’s cozying up to such distinctly anti-American regimes as the Brazilian dictatorship, has not been received favorably).

There are presently something like eleven nuclear powers, and the lack of some sort of official forum to allow “jaw-jaw” rather than “war-war” has been felt, leading to the piecemeal development of various international organizations, agreements on international law, official annual big-power meets, etc. Various UN-like organizations have been proposed, but so far nobody has been able to agree on the details.

Africa, where colonization was delayed from OTL by 20-30 years, is more heavily industrialized and has more infrastructure and a somewhat better educated population than OTL, but it’s already had a crop of governments gone un-democratic, although it’s still too early to tell if things will go as badly. Angola is currently split in two squabbling halves, and German and Commonwealth forces are cooperating to maintain order in Rwanda-Urundi.

Communism never got a foothold in this TL, although there are a variety of socialist parties and various “left” regimes in Latin America and elsewhere. Perhaps in response to the environmental space left open, there are several powerful anarchist movements, although understandably none actually runs a country. Italy has a particularly active – and sometimes violent-one.


There was a sort of slow-motion space race of sorts as Bigger And Better rockets and near-orbital planes were developed in the wake of the Event of ’53, but sheer expense and the rather alarming difficulties in getting past the moon led to it’s tapering off by the 90’s, with the Japanese “show the flag” expedition to the moon in ’97 writing the coda. The US, Russia and Germany continue to mess around with near-earth stuff, and the idea of a Glorious Joint International Mission to Mars has been kicking around for a while, but the cost projections remain too alarming.

39. The Ming Keep Sailing

This map is based on the GURPS Alternate Earths 2 scenario “Ming-3”, but with the Sino-wank toned down a bit. The Chinese do remain outward turned, but don’t conquer large chunks of Europe outright and vassalize most of the rest: they do take over the Spanish empire but don’t conquer Iberia proper, beat up the British, cut them out of the East Indies trade but don’t outright turn them into a province, slow the Scientific revolution but don’t stifle it outright by converting European scholars into enthusiastic students of Taoist philosophy and alchemy.

The world is mostly at a 1920’s level in theoretical physics, but heavy engineering, aviation, machinery looks more 40’s and 50’s. No nuclear weapons, but a fairly precocious chemical warfare capacity, thanks to an early Chinese lead (fuel-air bombs of a sort have been around for a while). Vacuum tube electronics, no computers but some remarkably intricate gear-and-clockwork calculating machines. The world is more heavily industrialized than OTL in the 1940’s: although scientific theory developed more slowly, Chinese advances in “rule of thumb” engineering trigged an industrial revolution of sorts in China and parts of Europe actually a bit earlier than OTL. (Such areas as China, SE Asia, America from the Rio Grande south, S. Africa and Indonesia are a lot more heavily industrialized than OTL in the 1940’s. The global warming clock has begun to tick, but unfortunately this world’s theoretical science is not as yet advanced enough to pick up on this).

China under the Wu dynasty (reunified China after the post-Ming interregnum) is a bit of a giant with feet of clay: European scientific ideas penetrated only slowly, and China got far enough with basic mass-production techniques and rule-of –thumb engineering including steam-powered machinery to successfully hold it’s own against European armies with 19th century technology.

Unfortunately, Europe continued to pull ahead, and the Empire suffered several nasty upsets, losing a war over central Asian territories to the Russians (even crude tanks and *Gatling guns were a nasty surprise), being driven out of Indonesia by the smaller but technologically more advanced Ming fleet, and failing rather miserably in it’s efforts to reestablish itself as the paramount power in India and Africa in the face of French, British, and Protestant League resistance. At present, the Empire is struggling to catch up: although big and strong enough to be in no real risk of invasion, it’s power projection capabilities are seriously limited, and the Japanese no longer even pretend to be vassals.

Although it’s economic base is growing rapidly, the situation is rather more troublesome for the Imperial house than OTL’s communists: the legitimacy of the dynasty is challenged by the surviving Ming dynasty in Mei-Chi, and from within by ideological challenges from the radical Neo-legalists, not to mention the occasional republican radical and the restive Christian minority. The situation in the countryside is also worrisome: this world has as yet not undergone the high-tech farming “green revolution” of OTL, and China is rather more populous than it was in OTL 1950. Good internal communications by rail and an efficient bureocracy help, but the peasantry is only a couple good harvests away from famine and revolt.

Heavily sinicized if still mostly Muslim Indonesia is a protectorate of the American Ming.

Australia was colonized rather late, the Chinese explorers having taken one good look at Australia in the dry season and the Aborigines and decided it was hardly worth the trouble. The French ended up with the booby prize of West Australia, which has exactly one large city and a bunch of mines.

New Zealand wasn’t on the way to anywhere and didn’t have much in the way of valuable tribute for the Emperor, but there was enough trade and contact between Chinese sailors and the Maori for them to pick up some some elements of civilized society, such as venereal diseases and gunpowder. Using the second of these, New Zealand was bloodily unified under a single monarch over the course of the 19th century, and later became a restive French protectorate.

In the Americas, the Ming dominate. Mei-Chi has modernized more successfully than China proper, and is only a bit behind France or Russia in technical acumen. Indeed, thanks to it’s rich supplies of the sacred liquid, it has been moving more quickly from coal to petroleum than France has. The government is more oligarchic than autocratic, the local notables who welcomed the fleeing Emperor being well aware of the difference between King Stork and King Log. To the south, the Andean state of Fusang is a vassal, but a fairly theoretical one: the corrupt “aristocracy of beurocrats” that rules from the site of OTL Lima has made it quite clear that although they’ll accept the Ming Emperor as their rightful overlord, any messing with their applecart will mostly likely lead them to reexamine their options, possibly to the point of allying with one of the European powers.

Eastern Canada was sufficiently uninteresting to the Ming that they paid little attention to the French settlements there starting in the late 1500’s. As the Ming turned inward in the turbulent late 1700’s, the French settlements steadily extended southward and westward. After the collapse of the French monarchy in the mid-1800’s (the period 1780-1860 was generally a bad one for empires in this world), branches of the Bourbon monarchy survived in north America and Hungary-Serbia, where they still intrigue to one day recapture the French throne.

The North American Bourbons ambitions suffered a serious blow in the 1920’s, when the democratic-minded (and nearly 50% native American or mixed) rustics of the interior provinces arose in revolt against what they considered oppressive taxes from Montreal: with the aid of the Chinese, they succeeded, and established a rather anarchic republic on the Ohio and upper Mississipi, which along with several half-sinicized minor Amerind states, forms a buffer between Mei-Chi and the more solidly European settlements. (Avalon, established in 1810 by an England ambitious to establish it’s own empire after the collapse of Ming power, turned out to be a disappointment, hot, disease-ridden and full of Indians with 200 years of developed resistance to Chinese-imported old world diseases, and by the 1870’s, also full of unhappy and rebellious Africans brought in to do work the Indians refused to do).

In Europe, the French hegemony was fatally undermined by the success of Louis XV in bulling and buying off enough Electors to add the title of Holy Roman Emperor to his already long list – or more precisely, Louis XVI (a.ka. “the moron”;) and his notion that as Holy Roman emperor, he should bring the benighted north Germans and Dutch back to the Catholic Church. The subsequent two generations of bloodshed and atrocities eventually helped bring about both the French revolution and the Protestant League.

The Republican generals were successful enough that the Republic survived and actually managed to maintain it’s position as the dominant European power, but France has never again dominated Europe the way it briefly did in the 18th century. Although the French and the League are both republics nowadays, relations remain prickly: the Leaguers are as dourly religious as the reddest of US Red Staters, and love the French about as much as OTL Red Staters would if France was right next door, had a population of 600 million and a bigger nuclear arsenal than the US.

France nowadays is a nervous power: although it has long-standing friendly relations with Mei-Chi, Poland, and a number of minor European states, and has generally kissed and made up with the Spaniards, it’s relationship with the League and the British Integral republic (essentially a one-party state since the Unpleasantness of ’72) are only coldly correct, Hungary-Serbia is outright hostile, and it’s long-standing policy of keeping on good terms with the Russians is being undermined (see below). Although it is still the world’s most technologically advanced nation, sheer bulk of numbers is shifting power to the Russians and the Chinese states are regaining their traditional paramountacy (although France grew a bit faster in the 19th century than OTL, and includes territory in N. Italy, Belgium and the Rhinelands, the French still fear being essentially dwarfed in the next century. A high-energy program of Frenchification is being put into effect in Africa, with predictable results).

Serbia-Hungary, ruled by a Bourbon dynasty since the mid-1700’s, suffers from predictable internal problems, but holds together in the face of a giant Russian neighbor which seems more interested in swallowing it’s Orthodox brethren whole than in liberating them. The Russian empire has managed to transit over the course of the 20th century from corrupt absolute monarchy to corrupt parliamentary monarchy [1] without too many people being killed or the state collapsing, and enormous industrial growth over the same period has helped create what probably is the worlds most formidable army, although not everyone has realized that yet. However, they’re rather worried about the Chinese, and – unfortunately- are seeking to strengthen their position in the middle east.

Africa is European colonies, a semi-modernized Egypt (think Khedives do better), an Ethiopia influenced by a couple centuries of Chinese control of their route to the Red Sea, and the Golden Empire, whose governors managed to make the post hereditary before the collapse of the Ming and later decided that establishing their own dynasty beat becoming Ming or Wu vassals. Thanks to their tremendous mineral wealth, the canny local ruling family has been able to afford building an army strong enough to discourage invaders, while on the whole fairly skillfuly playing off the bigger powers against each other. The Empire is Chinese-majority or close to it in the temperate south, but native Bantu-majority in the less salubrious north, and suffers from internal strains as a result. A few small partly sinicized native states survive to the north between French equatorial Africa and British Masailand.

India was never directly governed by the Chinese, who preferred vassalage, tribute, and free access for Chinese merchants to the problems of ruling over a populous, sophisticated, and profoundly non-Chinese people. With the collapse of the Ming, things got a bit chaotic, with the French first moving in, during the revolution the British and later the Spanish and the Leaguers, with the various local governments of China during the interregnum trying to stick their oars in and a renegade Chinese admiral setting up his own court in Sri Lanka…in the end no one power managed to achieve sufficient dominance to go for the whole prize ( the Indians were also a tougher nut than OTL, having picked up some engineering, military and organizational tricks from the Chinese).

In the end, most of India avoided direct colonization, but the major powers established spheres of influence, and the French eventually brought some coastal areas under their control. The British and the P.L. have encouraged territorial consolidation in their areas of influence (which has resulted in the rise of modernizing regimes increasingly hostile to British and P.L. influence. Them’s the breaks.)

But as problematic as Indian affairs may be, the biggest current worry is Persia. The western territories, grabbed by the Persians in the final Russian-HS-Egyptian takedown of the Ottomans, are increasingly restive: the local Arabs, Shi’a and Sunni, are increasingly unhappy with taking the orders of a distant Iranian elite in Isfahan. Such sentiments are eagerly encouraged by the Russians, who hope to detach the Land Between the Rivers as a client state. This does not please the British, who have major investments in Persia and Persian oil. Nor does it please the French – at least not unless they get to expand their own interests in the area. The Wu Empire, looking to a future when oil might be as important or more so than coal, is also paying close attention…

Bruce

[1] Although the monarch still has some real power. In a TL influenced by Chinese models, the notion of a purely symbolic monarch hasn’t quite caught on yet.

40. The Centauri Device

New map thread, so I thought I’d throw this one out here.

It’s a fairly crack alternate future, (and a bit of a twist on the Eurabia meme), and I’ll excuse myself by saying it was inspired by an even more crack future setting in the SF novel “The Centauri Device”, by M. John Harrison.

The idea here is that in an AH late 70’s, due to a falling out between the USSR and it’s major Arab allies, relations improve between the USSR and the Israelis, to the point where after the balloon goes up due to an unfortunate set of events involving a flock of large birds, a certain amount of vodka, and a radar-machine assembly tech with very little job motivation, Israel has been taken off the “short list” of nuclear targets.

Israel wakes up the next day to find out that the US, USSR, most of Europe, and China (smashed by the USSR in a “well, they won’t get to dance on our graves” fit of end-of-the-world pique) are now radioactive rubble.

Surrounded by Arab nations undergoing severe internal instability in the face of the collapse of the world economy, the Israelis decide that taking certain precautionary measures for the future would be a good idea, and move in to establish what order they can in the disaster area to the north and west. (And, incidentally, occupy any good non-radioactive farmland they could find).

In the long run, the Israelis ended up taking over what was left of a 90% depopulated Europe with no functional governments save in parts of the Iberian peninsula, and a shellshocked and grateful European population ended up taking part in one of the great religious revivals of history, in which over 50% of a previously mostly irreligious European population would end up converting to Judiasm. Later, the Israelis would extend their influence to the depopulated east coast of the United states…

While this had been going on, Arab governments had been collapsing like ninepins as world trade imploded, cancer deaths soared, and agriculture suffered horribly from the rather nasty weather (not a full-blown nuclear winter, or neither they or the Israelis would have survived, but bad enough). By the early 2000’s, a radical new Islamic movement had unified most of North Africa, and would continue to expand across the Arab world and south into the mostly disintegrated state-systems of sub-Saharan Africa.

By the 2070’s the expansion of the Islamic state had largely stalled out as states consolidated themselves to the South with Israeli and Latin American help, and the Indians proved bellicosely resistant to the notion of direct incorporation of Former Pakistan into the Union, although loyalist groups kept such places as Baluchistan and Bangladesh under fairly close control. Worse, such Islamic states as the Indonesians, Afghans, and Turkestanis seemed oddly reluctant to undergo full assimilation into the Union…

Latin America, although clobbered by world economic collapse and various consequent revolutions, largely avoided any nuclear attacks (although Mexico was rather hard hit by fallout) and became another one of the centers of global recovery. The Brazil-led League of the Americas is a major free trade block, although politically it remains a very weak union. Angola, which the Brazilians moved into looking for oil a few years after the war, remains a close associate state of Brazil, as does the Katangan republic.

India, with it’s own historical Muslim issues, is the Federation’s major ally. Although hit badly by fallout, it has managed to remain together and regain control of a few areas which broke away in the aftermath, although they’ve stayed out of Kashmir as “more trouble than it’s worth.”

Iran, whose Shi’as look with suspicion on the UIR’s claims to speak for all of Islam, is neutral (in it’s own opinion), “Finlandized” by the UIR (in the Israeli’s opinion) or an objectively pro-Israel and probably Up To No Good state (in the UIR’s opinion). Iran currently has fairly good relations with a number of minor states, including Japan, another carefully neutral and heavily armed nation.

East Asia is a bit of a mess: the various Chinese states have been struggling to find a way towards reunification for some decades now, not helped by Korean, Israeli, and Islamic meddling. (Keeping China disunited in a major deal for the Koreans and the Turkestanis, both of which have large and restless Chinese minorities under their control.) There have already been a couple of bloody, inconclusive wars, and a new round of fighting seems likely, now that recovery has proceeded to the point where the states can field modern armies.

In the south, the Vietnamese took advantage of the near-collapse of civilization to be naughty, and nowadays are having some trouble with their Cambodian and Laosian minorites. India has a sort of protectorate over the fragmented states of former Burma, and Japan has recovered from the rather horrendous post-war famine-and-fallout death-toll to the extent where it can guard it’s strict neutrality with a fairly formidable military…

As the 22nd century dawns, the major powers jostle for influence, and compete to place colonies on Mars and the Moon. Tensions remain between the ancient enemies, Israel and the Arabic lands, but the Islamic Republics have mellowed a bit, not least due to the satisfactions of great-power status. Israel’s currently biggest headache is not the Islamicists, but the hard-core Christian fundamentalists of the CSA, which threaten friendly California and work to stir up terrorism among hardcore nationalists and fundamentalists living in the former US territories to the east. President Scudder fulminates against the Zionist Occupation Government, and people worry about the prospect of the CSA government obtaining nuclear weapons…

41. After Strangelove

In a tunnel under a mountain in the Urals, a number of power drills and other tools lie scattered where they were abandoned by despairing workers, who had only managed to work halfway through the twenty feet of rebar-strengthened concrete that protected from traitors and spies the "off" switch only meant to be used after the final collapse of Capitalism.
…………………………………………………………………………………………

Both sides had cover stories, of course.

The Soviets claimed it was a US attack, and invaded Western Europe, mostly to keep all but the most insanely loyal far away from the leadership while they scrambled to furnish underground space to wait out the radiation. The US claimed that the Soviets had poisoned their country by Meddling With Forces Man Was Not Meant to Know, and were now trying to conquer new living space. Both sides surreptitiously agreed to avoid large-scale nuke attacks on eachother's homeland, under the pretence of avoiding driving the other side to desperation and blowing up the world.

Europe got chewed up pretty bad, "field" nuclear weapons being used in large numbers: it's not like there was any point in preserving the lives of troops and civilians who were only going to die pretty soon anyway.

No matter what the governments said or did, they could hardly prevent anyone with radiation detection equipment, anywhere in the northern hemisphere, from noting lots of fallout accumulating. Wartime censorship was in place, but it couldn't silence researchers in neutral countries, and in spite of the US and Soviet governments rounding up every scientist they could find who might blab, and putting a tight pinch on all news media, rumors and reports still got out. And the Soviets, who by geographic location were the first to get heavy fallout, were within a fortnight starting to suffer from vomiting, bleeding gums, hair falling out, etc. Americans in areas particularly disfavored by winds and air currents also began to note symptoms before long.

Terror set in. Leaks in the US shelter-building enterprise led to "unapproved" news releases re the fallout levels to be expected. The government imposed full information control and closed down all news enterprises not under government control, leading to an immediate flowering of panicky pirate radio.

Chaos and violence began breaking out in Soviet cities, and finally a Soviet General grabbed control of most of Moscow and broadcast on all stations the fact that the Soviet Union as a whole was now suffering from radiation levels no longer survivable by humans. The government, which had mostly evacuated Moscow by this point, dropped a nuke on him to shut him up, but too many had heard. The USSR began to unravel. Trains were commandeered by panicked mobs and fled towards the borders, towards areas that were already as radioactive as Soviet territory or soon would be...

The US also began to disintegrate. Rumors of underground shelters led to mass automobile migrations. Religious doomsday preachers sprouted like mushrooms after the rain. Many huddled in their backyard fallout shelters, nervously clutching shotguns and waiting for the looters to try and break in. A large portion of the US fleet mutinied on the way to Europe and sailed south in search of less radioactive waters…
………………………………………………………………………………………

The Soviet super-bombs threw huge amounts of nuclear fallout into the upper atmosphere, which would slowly drift to Earth all over the planet in the coming months; it was estimated anything less tough than bacteria would have received a lethal dose within eight months. Of course, being a Soviet-built product which by necessity could not be tested beforehand, the doomsday device did not entirely live up to expectations: some devices did not go off, others didn't eject debris to the best altitude for mass dispersion. And of course, 1960s Russian weather science wasn't really up to exact prediction of the behavior of upper atmosphere air currents.

As a result, although the fallout in the southern hemisphere was pretty bad, it wasn't quite as bad as in the north, and scientists studying the fallout in such places as Argentina, Australia and New Zealand tentatively suggested there was still some hope of survival, although things were somewhat complicated by the collapse of the world economy, mass panic and breakdown of social order, and increasing numbers of refugees from the North, many of them heavily armed, if in most cases slowly dying. They were also spared the worst of the nuclear winter (albeit a mild one) that soon laid a snowy mantle over the dying north, briefly illuminated by a last violent spasm of war when sick, dying lower officers with no real notion of what was going on launched a final nuclear attack on the homelands of the enemy they vaguely assumed was culpable…
…………………………………………………………………………………………………

Much of the world's plant life died from the fallout, the oceanic algae being particularly hard hit. In most of the north, nothing survived at all, only to be repopulated by wind-drifting seeds over subsequent decades. Even in sub-equatorial tropical latitudes, massive die-offs utterly collapsed the local ecosystems into much simpler forms, with little but weeds and insects surviving. All far-travelling migratory birds died off, as did most sea-life. As CO2 production from human and plant sources plummeted, the planet grew colder, settling into a new ice age. It was the worst damage the biosphere had taken since the Permian extinction.
…………………………………………………………………………………………………

It is the year 2066, a hundred years after Major "King" Kong waved his cowboy hat for the last time. It is a cold world, but large plant life is slowly spreading north from its surviving enclaves in the far south: some twisted, pallid little trees now grow as far north as what used to be Texas. The ragged, erosion-torn deserts of North America and Eurasia now are fuzzed here and there with tough, thorny grasses and spidery little shrubs. The air is poor in oxygen: little lives or grows more than a mile above sea-level, but there is more low-lying territory bring exposed as the oceans slowly shrink.

In what used to be Australia, New Zealand and Argentina, some pale bipeds might be observed. Few made it through the evolutionary filter of the first generation: even in the far south most died of fallout before they could breed, and most children born were too badly damaged to make it to adulthood. The crude precautions that could be taken – never go out when it rains, wear a full-body tarp at all times, wash all foodstuffs with well-water, stay indoors as much as possible – were not much use when those few, twisted plants that would grow picked up radioactivity from the soil with their roots, radioactivity further concentrated in the bodies of those who ate them. In the end, hopes for maintaining technological civilization failed when there were simply too few left to maintain one.

The Argentines are perhaps the least regressed. They have been able to at least maintain literacy and a vague sort of history, and do not practice cannibalism. Although they are slowly spreading north, they are not nomads, and build sizeable villages. They even remember how to make concrete, although the concentrated labor needed to make a decent variety means they generally reserve it for sacred buildings. They consider themselves Christians, but of course interpretations of the bible have changed a bit, and with the need to transfer the biblical scripts from increasingly rare and fragile paper books to cured skins editing errors are beginning to creep in.

Women are firmly back in third-class citizenship status: for the people to survive, they must have as many children as they can, even if it kills them. This is in fact no longer so necessary, since radiation has fallen to relatively low levels and the unviable mutants are not anywhere near as common as they used to be, but practice must always take a while to adjust to new realities. The Argentine advance north along the Atlantic shore has been slowed of late, as in what once was central Brazil they encounter a harsh new environment of aggressive and omnivorous insects and tangled, impenetrable weeds and thorn bushes.

Separated by mountains, hunting and fishing at the edge of the ice, remain a few Chileans. They consider themselves to be alone in the world and follow rituals of brutal self-abasement in hopes that one day God will repair the world.

The New Zealanders, having survived through a mix of cannibalism and eating every sheep they had, are not particularly nice people – they haven't, like Stirling's Russians, turned to devil-worship, but the God they worship has some distinctly cruel and demonic characteristics. With little good farmland on their cold islands, they have managed to reconstruct ocean sailing, and have began raiding the backwards farming "communes" of south Australia, who have taken elements from the notion of "Mateship", Socialism, and Christianity to create a stiflingly ordered and controlled society with a fondness for public projects of dubious value.

On the edges of the Antarctic ice shelf, a small colony of penguin and seal-hunters, with tools entirely made from bone and hide exists. They worship the wreck of the US aircraft carrier that brought their ancestors, long ago.

In a vault beneath California, a very old man tries again to work up his courage to emerging into the open air – his parents died over sixty years ago, and the canned beans are almost gone.

Under a mountain in China, a tiny, inbred tribe of peasants live in a cave, drinking water from an ancient aquifer, killing surplus children at birth, and growing their crops in pale light passing through many layers of glass in a natural rock chimney. They await the day Glorious Mao will arrive to lead them through the many walls of silk through which their air seeps and bring them into the light. In the meantime, they guard the steel chests which supposedly contain all the wisdom and culture of China. They were supposed to emerge and open the chests when certain lights changed color, but the "counter" has been dark for many years, and after most of the population died in the Famine of the Seventeenth Year, there was no one who knew how to fix it. So they await a Sign from Mao.
………………………………………………………………………………………………………

The great majority of shelters failed to last the intervening century. No underground anti-nuclear-war shelters had been designed looking ahead for more than a decade or so, and the scramble to build or refurbish them in the roughly three months before civilization collapsed entirely in the US (less time in the USSR) was complicated first by the need to keep what was going on secret and then by the need to keep armed mobs of refugees and in some cases organized mobs of soldiers from taking them over. (And of course those soldiers defending the refuges insisted in bringing friends and family…).

Even if one managed to hold onto a shelter without an impossible number of people crowding in, there was the problem of long-term survival. It generally wasn't the case that a 100 years supply of canned goods could be arranged in the available time, and although several shelters had been equipped with nuclear power sources and hydroponics for long-term settlement, spare parts were in limited supply, and expanding capacity was not easy. The USSR, more skilled at human manipulation and screwing over the general population, did a better job of using those in the know to kill off those in the know and keep things secret, but had to fare with the crappiness of Soviet Engineering in the long term.

After much thought and against the advice of many of his top staff, the US president finally informed selected leaders of the Free World as to what was going on a couple weeks after the fighting in Europe broke out. (His country mostly under Soviet occupation, the German prime minister was not contacted and still didn't know exactly what was going on when he bled to death internally). Most responses were non-printable. [1]

Some shelters lost their power sources, others suffered catastrophic food supply declines, and in other some people just went nucking futs and brought the fragile ecosystem crashing down. Others, with too many people or a shortage of the sorts of engineers and agronomists and chemists needed to keep things running, were doomed from the start. A hundred years later, five US shelters, four Soviet ones, and one apiece for France, Britain and Japan survive, running off ancient and balky atomic reactors in nine cases, sitting atop natural gas sources in two, and powered by the flow of an underground river in a single instance. They are all incommunicado: who knows if a foreign shelter might destroy them if they tried to communicate by radio?

The Breeding Prodigiously thing turned out to be a bit of a bust in the early decades, due to the lack of resources to build more power plants, hydroponic farms, etc. – even with radiation suits, extended time foraging on the surface was a death sentence. Only in recent years has the radiation situation improved enough for foraging missions over wider areas, which has led to a bump in the population. Population varies between the 1,412 of the rather poorly planned Ford Burrow and the over 20,000 of the Sub-Chelyabinsk Collective and the orderly domain of General-President Turgidson IV.

Life is usually Spartan: maintenance of complicated technology takes a lot of varied expertise, and a lot of things over the years have been pared down to a bare minimum. Clothing is made of cheap synthetics or in some cases woven hair (although there are chickens, etc. in some shelters, sheep take up too much room, and food needs to be grown before cotton): in one deep, warm shelter clothes have been dropped almost entirely. Plumbing is usually rather primitive and involves deep, deep holes, some of which have annoyingly filled up after a century. Everything that can be is recycled or reused, and drinking water usually tastes funny in shelters without a big enough underground water deposit. Bathing is infrequent. (Think of an old, worn-down generation starship…).

All but one of the surviving shelters is a dictatorship of one sort or another, whether military, Marxist, religious, or we've Got the Guns that Work. (One of the American shelters is a village democracy of sorts, albeit one based on the enslavement of the 10% of the population who were members of the last government of the US and therefore considered responsible for the current mess). The Japanese one is vaguely monastery- like, with the surviving heir to the Japanese throne as Dalai Lama. A technological tradition is maintained (shelters who failed to do so have not survived) and there are in all cases people who call themselves scientists, but in several shelters they have become as uncreative as Medieval scholastics, preserving the knowledge but not adding anything new.

Now, as the radiation count finally drops to safe levels, the inhabitants of the shelters are coming to the surface more often, blinking in the sun and gazing wonderingly across the wasteland, cut with erosion gullies and scattered with thin weeds. Some surface structures are being erected, but so far there has been no rush to move en masse to the surface: nobody remembers living above ground, and the various petty tyrannies fear losing control over populations scattered across vast empty spaces rather than closely confined in the imprisoning tunnels of the shelters. (The French don't trust the surface: they are extending their shelter _under_ the ruins of Paris and excavating the city and its resources from below). Crude alcohol-fueled vehicles explore ever outwards along crumbling roads, and some even speak of travelling to the sea and perhaps trying to outfit a boat.

Although the radiation has died down, the surface is not entirely safe: the weather is unpleasant, the dust storms terrible, and then if you stumble into the wrong patch of weeds, you run into these tiny wee grasshoppers which then swarm by the tens of thousands and try to eat you a- OH MY GOD NO…

All of the shelters except the Japanese one have atomic weapons, the kind with the slow-decaying isotope. What they don't have is working delivery systems: keeping a missile maintained over a century is not really technically practical, and building a new one is a bit beyond the capacity of any of the shelters.

Both US and Soviet shelters have dispatched expeditions to sites where mothballed military planes were known to exist.

[1] The US president ended up leaving his shelter and, wearing the US government's best radiation suit, travelled to the nearest big city not hit by a nuclear weapon, ate canned foods, caught up on his reading, and after his hair started falling out, managed to get a water heater functioning briefly with the help of a gas tank, had a nice hot bath while listening to music on a battery-powered player and cut his wrists once he had drunk enough good champagne to not feel it.

42. WTF???

An ASB Mashup scenario, featuring Mirror Universe, 1984, Draka, WorldWar, Jedi, world leaders with superpowers, Nazi Germany wins, Confederacy wins, US Mexico, Vinland, Warhammer 40 K, Dies the Fire, Steampunk, and Star Wars Alternate Universe.

In the year 2010 the world is generally seen as divided between the three great Coalitions, the Anglo-sphere block known informally as "Oceania", the Asiatic union of the Greater East Asian Co-Prosperity Sphere (often referred to as simply "Eastasia", and German-dominated Eurasia on the one hand, and the vast stretch of lands under the rule of the reptilian alien invaders known as the Race, the warlike followers of the God-Emperor. Thanks to the aid of the Sith Force, the psychics and other mysterious forces commanded by the Race have so far been neutralized, but it is feared that if the aging Vader's command of the Force weakens, the Race will open a Chaos Warp and establish contact with the galaxy-spanning Empire from which they came.

Oceania consists of those parts of North Erika (the continents being named after Erik the Red) above the Central Erikan jungles, Africa south of the Sahara, the British Isles, and the small island states of the Pacific. Most of its inhabitants speak English, aside from the West Norse speakers of Vinland and the still numerous native languages of Greater Drakesland. South of Vinland, the former American Dominions of Greater Britain are divided into the United States of Erika and the Confederated States of Erika, which comprise the former forced-labor regions of the British Dominions, where there existed a hard-labor regime based upon Native American serfs in the Mesoerikan peninsula and slaves imported from Africa and Asia in the semi-tropical lands north of the Gulf.

Long bitter enemies after the Civil War of '69-1873, The USE and the CSE have been reconciled by their common foe, and in the face of an enemy to which all humanity is merely a resource to be exploited, the CSE has moved from a strictly segregated society to a more integrated one over the last couple decades, although nearly a quarter of their population still lacks the vote and they remain uncomfortable with the racial and cultural mélange of Draka society. The CSE consists of (roughly) OTLs confederacy west to the Rio Grande and south through Mexico to Guatemala, plus much of the Caribbean, while Vinland roughly corresponds to Canada and the USE the rest of the United States plus the Canadian west coast.

Vinland finally converted to Christianity in the 14th century, but there has been a bit of a popular revival of Paganism (without the human sacrifice) in the last century.

Greater Drakesland, named after the colony founded by Sir Donald Drake on his way to India in 1473, was a somewhat unwieldy coalition of Imperial Dominions, protectorate kingdoms, tribal areas, etc. which coalesced in the 20th century through a trial of fire, first during the Great War vs. the forces of Napoleon V's France and the Rahmanid Caliphate (few forces from the Russia of Rasputin I fought in Africa), and later during the Race invasion. Nowadays it is a fairly close federal union, although some semi-autonomous regions such as Abyssinia remain. Thanks to heavy European immigration during the Cold Years of 1813-1817 after the Great Eruption in Iceland, and the terrible losses suffered during the Race invasion through North Africa, Drakesland is about 40% white or mixed, some 60% black, although there is really no clear racial split nowadays: the social gap between your average white Draka and a well-educated English-speaking East Cape black is rather less than that between said black and an impoverished pagan Ife-speaker on a west African banana plantation.

Britain is the world's most technologically advanced nation, but is considered snooty and elitist by its allies.

Eurasia, the smallest of the three coalitions, incorporates Europe east of Spain, and extends to the Urals and the rocky mountains of Eastern Anatolia and the Caucuses, a narrow strip of northern Siberia forming a land connection to East Asia. Eurasia is Socialist, dominated by the Red Germany of Adolph Schickelgruber and his National Socialist Party. Coming to power as a result of the Peace of Exhaustion after the 11 years of the Great War, the National Socialists fused populist socialism with the idea of an organic national community, rejecting the "rootless internationalism" of Russia's hard-line Marxist "Universal Union." By an accident of history, it was the Race invasion of the People's Universal Union that probably saved Red Germany from defeat, hard-pressed as it and its Spanish and Italian allies were at the time by the forces of the Unionists and the French Gaullists in the west. Thanks to the Thule Society's success in reviving the Norse Gods, German forces were able to push the Race east of the Urals, although all but a handful of the Gods perished in the struggle.

Ironically, Schickelgruber, the believer in a socialist world as a "Brotherhood of Nations" retaining independence, ended up reluctantly creating a closely unified multinational federation to hold the Green Menace at bay. Germany proper is the largest of the states, including the Germanic peoples of Austria, the Netherlands, the Sudetenland, Flemish Belgium, and Scandinavia, but nowadays the President of the People's Committee is a Slav, although German remains the common language of the Federation. Eurasia is heavily industrialized, the metallic tang of super-steam hanging over its huge, grimy cities. It is fairly democratic nowadays, although harsh security laws and the extensive Emergency Powers of the government mean that a clampdown is always possible. Eurasia also has the largest Jewish population in the world: increasing assimilation has raised fears that the Jewish identity may be lost.

EastAsia is dominated by the Chinese Empire of the sinister Doctor Sun, still alive at the age of 144 thanks to ancient Chinese alchemy and stolen Race technology, although nowadays he is only seen by the public on Aethervision screens, since he can no longer safely be detached from his life support apparatus. Korea and Japan (conquered in the 1930s) are theoretically "voluntary associates" of China within the Co-Prosperity Sphere, although in practice they are essentially Chinese Imperial provinces. The borders with the Race in SE Asia run through jungle and are uncertain and often bloody: the Altered Space lying in the Tarim Basin and western Tibet greatly shortens borders with the Race to the west and southwest. A tyranny hardly less ruthless than that of the Race, EastAsia is unlikely to make any separate deals: stopping the Race invasion cost the lives of 50 million Chinese soldiers, even with the aid of Sun's armies of cyborg apes and monstrous insects.

The Race rules South America, the Middle East save for Anatolia, N. Africa, India, parts of SE Asia, the isles to the south and east including the Austral Continent, and former Russian Central Asia. Human beings still living in Race territory exist as second-class citizenry, carrying out the crap jobs. The reptile-like soldiers of the Race arrived in the Warp Storm, a battered, fragmented remnant of a warfleet lost in sub-space, carried from universe to universe likes leaves in a hurricane before finally arriving on Earth. Commanded by their immortal God-Emperor to subject all aliens to their rule, the Race did what came naturally, killing some 150 million human beings in the process.

Race technology is strange, seemingly a mix of the primitive and sophisticated, science and technology, force-fields and laser cannon, genetically engineered giant soldiers (6" rather than the normal 4") in battle armor wielding hand-cannon, chainsaw swords, and Really Big Clubs, giant slow-moving combat robots and mind-twisting psychics. In spite of the small numbers of the invaders and the lack of repair and replacement capacities for much of their equipment, they very nearly conquered all: only due to China's human and insect hordes, Germany's old Gods, Britain's development of Supersteam and, of course, the Sith was humanity able to pull off a draw.

Since then, although the Race has been forced to "gear down" to a reduced technology level, they have been able to compensate by mass production, ruthless exploitation of human and material resources in the areas they rule, and breeding like rats thanks to their female's ability to pump out eggs: while only some three million of the original 20 million fleet complement survived the trip through the Void, and a million more perished in the initial battle for earth, they have since multiplied to 200 millions, their grim, dark mostly sub-surface cities spreading fungus-like underground. Ruled "in the name of the emperor" by the top military officer class together with officers of the administrative class, cleansed of traitors and malcontents by the Inquisitor class, preached at by the priests of the Imperial Cult, watched closely by the psychic class, the Race population is disciplined, superstitious and deeply xenophobic.

Human beings under Race rule are rather less populous than those regions OTL: besides the frequent massacres that take place whenever there are signs of rebellion, Race biologists regularly disperse chemicals which lower human fertility when humans breed faster than labor requirements call for. Most humans live in huge apartment blocks under Race supervision, often located near important industrial and military centers to act as hostages in case of human attack. Their supply of food, clean water, basic medicine, etc. is quite adequate, but any signs of disrespect or disobedience to the Race is rapidly punished. The inhabitants of Hindustan and the peoples of South Erika (Spanish, Portuguese, Saxon…) have to some extent adapted, while developing various dodges to minimize their labor and work around their Race masters: the Muslims, not so much.

Altered Space is one of the legacies of the Warp Storm. When the Storm finally surged out of subspace and washed up the shores of Earth, it left strange debris behind – battered Race Warcruisers, an exhausted and soul-sick Sith Lord, and a variety of strange beings and monsters, most of which soon died in Earth's alien environment, although the Oddity is still moving 3 inches a year southwards in its Berlin Zoo enclosure, and giving biologists headaches –, indescribable odds and ends and the regions of Altered Space, in which the laws of physics undergo strange modifications. Most rapidly shrank to nothing after the Warp Storm departed, but a few still exist, of which by far the largest and most important is the area west of China. Known as the Neutral Zone, it has the peculiar quality that while living things do fine in it, no forms of technology, even as primitive as a steam engine or gunpowder weapons, will work in it. Since neither the Race nor the Chinese are really enthusiastic about fighting over it with pointy bits of metal or bows and arrows, it exists as an unclaimed neutral area, inhabited by nomadic tribes, Tibetan Lamaists, and various primitive agricultural communities settled by refugees from Chinese and Race territories. There are also some Race psychics who have managed to break their conditioning and fled the Inquisition to this place, but they are few and hidden: an effort by one to make herself ruler over the primitive locals led to a couple Sith paying a visit. (The Force works fine in the Neutral Zone).

Human Technology operates by somewhat different rules than OTL. Technology is powered by a combination of the Vril Energy developed by German scientists and British Super-steam, which allows enormous forces to be liberated from water with only a modicum of energy input. This combination allows for the building of giant steam-robots able to battle on a more equal basis with Race combat machines, steam power-armor able to put human soldiers on a more equal basis with Race elite warrior, not to mention the 500-mile range Steam Cannon. The development of antigravity has put out of commission the old Floating Fortresses maintained aloft by super-steam, and aircraft carriers and super-ships with 20-foot thick steel walls roam the skies, while here and there over East Asia and Oceania entire cities float. (The Germans consider this a foolishly dangerous practice). The biological sciences are similarly advanced, the breeding of specialized biological forms from the Steak-Beast (large, red and amorphous, usually grown in a giant vat of nutrient fluid) to the Barrier Tree (a 200-foot wall of vegetation with 12-foot thick trunks makes a nice interspecies border marker) to the Masseuse Monkey to the Colossal Goat (handy for garbage disposal) being a commonplace nowadays. Rumors of new forms of humans are being bred are vigorously denied (and accurately: Vader won't stand for that sort of crap).

Super-steam heavy carriers with 12-foot wheels zoom along the 150-mile lanes of the superhighways, and antigravity cylinders carry explorers into space. Space is another major field of endeavor. For a while the Race, with its surviving spaceships, dominated the trans-atmospheric domains. Still, it was not long before the first human super-steam rockets shot beyond the Earth's atmosphere, and with the input of Vader's otherworldly scientific knowledge, the first antigravity spindle was developed in 1973. Since then, the space fleets of the Coalitions have expanded enormously, but the Race still has something of an advantage in that while they only have a handful of working ships (they lack access to locally un-duplicable space-dock technology) each of their enormous ships is worth a Coalition fleet on its own. They also have built with geared-down Race technology and human slave labor a sizeable fleet of more "conventional" antigravity ships of their own, and both sides are busy establishing strong points and bases throughout the solar system.

Old-fashioned telephones and radio have been replaced by modern Aetheric communications systems, and entertainment programs are now displayed on the circular screen of one's Aethervision system, although occasionally there are problems from Spiritual Interference.

The Spiritual Sciences, which started off in the researches of such British savants as Carnacki and Challenger, have made considerable advances, especially since the Thule society's breakthrough into the realm of Racial Archetypes. The existence of an afterlife has been confirmed, with the aid of the Sith, and humanity can now communicate much more clearly with its spiritual as well as physical guardians, although the telephone companies have not yet found an adequate business model for the Ghost Phone. Still, this is a dangerous field of endeavor: Abstractions, Spirits, and Racial Archetypes have their own agendas, and further efforts to harness these forces to aid humanity have not been entirely satisfactory: people still shudder to remember the Mexico City Horror released by a failed effort to harness the spiritual forces of pre-Columbian Mexico. Besides the fact that certain forces are best not tampered with, the use of such forces as cannon-fodder has its own risks: the destruction of some of their Archetypes left psychic scars on the Germanic peoples that took decades to be fully discovered, aside from the more obvious ones, such as the inability to remember such words as "Thor" or "Odin." And the Race has gotten into the game: although the spiritual universe of Earth is alien to that of their own dimension, the Inquisition and the psychics know plenty about spiritual forces, and increasingly the Sith find themselves having to quell disturbances in the human spiritual realm whipped up by the Race. Worse, Vader's disciples have discovered evidence that the Race seems to be capturing and containing both human and their own ghosts, for what reasons he cannot imagine, but almost certainly nothing good.

Darth Vader, last of the Sith, rebels against the tyrannical and corrupt Republic and the stasis-obsessed Jedi Council, his ship damaged in battle against his own son (corrupted by the Jedi), wandered for months lost in subspace, until he, too, was caught up in the Warp Storm and dumped on a world not his own. Mentally coming in contact with the psychics of the Race and recognizing them as a menace to the primitive inhabitants of this world, he set out to give what aid he could. The Force proving stronger than the psychics of the Race, he was able to protect vital human leaders from brain-burning or capture, provide advanced warning of Race attacks, and personally destroyed the Race's one Titan Machine before it could trample Mexico City underfoot and slew the leader of the Dark Legion in single combat. He also provided the know-how for the Aether bomb which finally established a situation of MAD and forced the Race to seek an armistice.

Decades later, he still protects humanity, although his body, mostly cybernetics since Ben Kenobi tossed him into a volcano, is wearing out. He is aided by the Terran Sith he has trained over the years, such stalwarts as the American William Clinton, the aged but still mighty British Margaret Thatcher, and the Brazilian refugee known only as "Lula", along with a young and upcoming cohort of youngsters: but none is strong enough to reach into sub-space for long and block the Race's efforts to create a communications channel back to their own dark dimension, while fighting the attacks of the Race psychics: again and again he has been forced to come to their aid. If he can mold the younglings into a coordinated force, they may yet be able to stand without his aid, but he is terribly weary. He has been unable, on this backwards planet, to construct new lightsabers, and his most promising pupil, Vladimir Putin, has mysteriously disappeared. Is he dead? A captive of the Race? Or has he somehow concealed himself from his teacher, for un-guessable purposes of his own? The feel of the Force troubles him lately…

43. AMERIKA 1997

OK: this is basically an ASB scenario, but its got a map, too...

May 17, 1987: what appeared to be a new Soviet space station in the works (a few large modules had been bolted together) was passing a few hundred miles above the US, when it suddenly vanished in a flare of light more brilliant than the sun.

Those noting the light and the almost immediate and messy deaths of televisions, radios, etc. might well have been forgiven for assuming an EM attack through atomic weapon, presumably a precursor to a Soviet full launch.

Nonetheless, they would have been wrong.

An EM pulse would not affect NORAD, buried under a mountain. It would not affect the ICBMs buried in their silos. Given that, plus the continued survival of nuclear missile submarines at sea, an EM pulse attack on the US would be just as suicidal as any other form of first strike strategy during the 1980s.

It was not an EM pulse.

The Sakharov-Vanko Device (named after its original developers, Ivan Vanko and Andrei Sakharov, who committed suicide after its use that day in May) was originally meant to be a means of tapping into zero-point energy. In the end, it proved ineffective as a power source, since the energy released in the form of incredibly intense electromagnetic energy could not be safely controlled on earth. In orbit, pointing downwards, on the other hand…

A few seconds of time later it became rather clear that whatever it was, it was not a nuclear explosion: it just kept on happening. The eye-searing point of light in the sky remained visible for over an hour, as it crossed the width of the United states and began to sweep across the Pacific, before the massive protective shield melted away entirely and destroyed the zero-point field generator (to the relief of Soviet observers, which had been worried that the predicted breakdown might not happen until after the edge of the radiation front had reached the eastern USSR). During that hour, not only did every piece of electronic equipment in operation in the US fry, but huge amounts of electrical equipment _not_ in use met a messy end as huge charges built up in any sort of lengthy piece of metal. NORAD was rendered blind and dumb. Pipelines exploded and factories burned. Planes fell from the sky. Power distribution networks flared and collapsed, leading to nation-wide blackout. Massive electrical discharges flared between the earth and sky. Thousands were killed by lightning strikes and tens of thousands were blinded by looking too long at the sky. Millions would later contract cancers.

Confusion reigned. Was this the Soviets? Was it a natural phenomenon? With the breakdown in communication, several ICBMS were hastily launched from their bunkers in the direction of the USSR: none survived, warheads exploding prematurely once they left the protective blanket of the atmosphere and were exposed to the full radiation flux. There remained the US forces in Europe and a few subs at sea (the Soviet espionage and spy satellite network had been instrumental in picking the best time to strike): with not a single incoming missile on radar, they waited for orders while making the necessary preparations for Armageddon.

“I address the people of America. I address the American forces in Europe and the submarines at sea. I address all surviving US nuclear forces.”
“As of this morning, a new weapon system was deployed. Unlike the capitalist Neutron Bomb, which saves property but kills human beings, this one destroys technology but does not kill human beings.”
“Your national defense system is in ruins. Your country is now in a state of collapse. There is not a functional piece of electrical equipment between Boston and San Francisco. However, comparatively few Americans have died. Whether that remains the case is up to you.”
“This weapon also acts as a defensive system. [0]None of the missiles that were fired from US soil in blind anger at the Soviet Union survived.”
“I am currently in communication with the President of the United States, and I am negotiating the surrender of all US military forces at home and abroad. Any attack on the Soviet Union will be ineffectual, and will lead to the total destruction of Western Europe and what remains of the United States.”
“Think carefully before you take any precipitate action.”

In those areas where the broadcast was repeated on television, the man with the large birthmark on his forehead no longer looked friendly at all.

********************************************

Ten years have passed.

With the US brought to its knees, the Soviets have become the global hegemon. Not the rulers of the world: with barely 1/20 of the world’s population even after expansion, and more than half of that of somewhat dubious loyalty, the Soviets were hardly in a position to occupy or police the globe.

There was always the option of “do what we say or we nuke you” of course, but in most situations it was a bit of a 50-ton steam hammer for swatting flies: either the threat becomes degraded through too much repetition, or you have to carry out regular “examples”, which may bring obedience out of fear, but which will inspire universal hatred, and undermine rule at home: the average Soviet in the street (or for that matter, in the Academy or collective farm or whatever) would be repulsed by the notion of the regular use of mass murder to, say, persuade the inhabitants of third-world countries to sell the Soviet Union cacao beans at below market prices. After all, since 1953, certain limits on state oppression, and correspondingly a certain level of concern about what people thought, had come into existence to protect both elites and masses.

Nuking China had been acceptable because the Chinese had been building up their nuclear arsenal in defiance of post-87’ Soviet pressures (and the fundamental problems in using the Sakharov-Vanko device against a nation overlapping a number of Soviet time zones): using as a regular means of control like some sort of evil genocidal victorious Nazi Empire? (Some of the Soviet leadership were big enough assholes to go for the idea, but consensus prevailed against them).

The United Nations no longer exists as a meaningful organization, since China and the US were taken off the Security Council and the UN regulations re-written to reflect the Soviet global hegemony. A number of nations have quit in protest at the changes: those which are left and disagree with UN policy can at best register protest votes in an organization dominated by the USSR, its puppets and allies and kiss-ups. (The UK and France have lost their veto power). One of the most controversial changes has been the Soviet use of the UN as a fig leaf for military operations: supposedly the Soviet occupation of the US ended three years ago, replaced by a UN force meant to “suppress terrorism and maintain peace and good order”, but which is in fact composed almost entirely of troops from the Warsaw Pact and close Soviet allies (including a fair number of Greater Cubans).

In essence, although the Soviet sphere of direct influence has been greatly expanded, and several new SSRs have been added to the Soviet Union proper, most of the globe has been “Finlandized” rather than directly puppetized. The Soviet Union has extended its borders to the Persian Gulf, and gained a stranglehold on the majority of the world’s oil supply and thereby a non-nuclear method of putting pressure on the industrial nations outside its direct control. Manchuria has also been incorporated, after the majority of its Chinese population was killed or expelled. (Certain historically disputed areas of Manchuria have been granted to Korea, which is just as ghastly a place as you would imagine, if so far with no unintentional famines).

China is a radioactive mess, but there are still hundreds of millions of (very pissed off) Chinese, and most of the country is now under the control of a wacky nationalist [1] regime whose principal activities currently involve fighting an even crazier nationalist rival and building a nation-wide underground bunker system that makes OTL N. Korean efforts look like the scratching of a six-years-old trying to dig to, well, China. Occupying the place would be lunacy, and some in the Soviet leadership are talking about finishing the job of ’89: on the other hand, the fallout in central Asia and Siberia from the previous effort was bad enough, and the following year was a particularly cold and gloomy one…

Japan, given a lack of local nukes or allies and with an object lesson settling into their rice paddies and bones, have become effectively a Soviet satellite state, and an oddball coalition of the left led by a revived Japanese Communist party have set about dismantling the old LDP system (with the implied backing of a sizeable local Soviet and Korean military presence) with such enthusiasm that the economy has shrunk two years in a row, which rather annoys the Soviets, who hoped to see heavy Japanese investment and technology exchange stimulating the eastern parts of the Soviet sphere.

EC Europe, despite what Americans may moan and groan about, are still relatively free: they had their own nukes, and using the Device would have fried parts of the western Soviet Union. Also, the conquest of Europe would eliminate the only functional center of Capitalist finance and production on the planet: as it was, the defeat of the United State, the massive damage to its infrastructure and the occupation by Soviet and later “UN” forces, followed by its breakup into multiple economically no longer integrated zones, had pretty much collapsed the global economy. Raw materials prices collapsed, and the Soviets no longer had anything anyone wanted to buy, until their move to the Persian Gulf gave them something everyone had to have: and even then, “tribute” in the form of food had to be levied on US farmers whose foreign markets had collapsed.

Although none of them would admit it, most Soviet leaders were too aware of the truth behind an old joke:
“What happens when the Soviet Union conquers the Sahara desert?
“First fifty years? Nothing much. Then the Sahara runs out of sand.”
By the 1980s, foreign loans, foreign investment, foreign markets, duplication of foreign technology, etc. had all become terribly important to the USSR. Could the Soviet Union’s already sluggish economy [2] continue to grow, much less return to early 70s levels of growth, if the capitalist world was essentially eliminated by fiat?

These considerations were important in determining the continued independence of Western Europe, and (to a lesser degree) Canada and Australia, combined with the uncertainty whether military threats and brinksmanship alone would be enough to bring Europe to a total surrender. As one Politburo member reportedly said, why kill the cow when we can milk it for years? Such considerations were made somewhat more politically palatable by the fact that Europeans responded to the global depression following the US surrender with a variety of “lefty” government interventions (the worship of Lord Austerity, Son of Mammon, had not yet become prevailing opinion in 1987) made the continued independence of the European Community more ideologically palatable. The UK remained a bit of an exception, but generally “fell in line” after 1988, continued economic difficulties and the Soviet refusal to deal with any UK government under her leadership led to Margaret Thatcher’s fall from power.

Although still relatively free, no matter what grumpy Americans might say, the European Community has become increasingly “Finlandized” over the years (as has Finland), increasingly a source of low-interest loans and investment to the Soviets with no real recourse if a profit fails to appear, dependent on the Soviets for oil and gas, and pressured into cuts in their nuclear arsenals under the excuse of maintaining “balance” with the USSR (which has indeed made cuts itself to save costs, now that the US is no threat and China doesn’t appear to be one). Civilian nuclear power is even more extensive than OTL, as Europeans work to free themselves from dependence on Soviet-controlled oil. On the other hand, as US productivity shrinks, food imports from the EC are becoming more important to the Soviets.

Under various Soviet-developed international “anti-terrorism” laws, the Europeans cooperate with the Soviets in catching for deportation anti-Communist “terrorists” on their soil, whether from the US, the Middle East, or Eastern Europe. There is some migration from the US to Europe, but it is hard to get a passport to get out of the occupied US even if your dossier is spotless. A fair amount of people-smuggling occurs through Canada from the US: in spite of Soviet efforts, it’s still extremely hard to guard a border that long.

Eastern Europe remains restless: the defeat of the US has ironically made some members of the resistance bolder, rather than less, since they no longer worry about struggle in their countries bringing about WWIII. Of course, the Soviets could just nuke East European rebels, but what legitimacy would any pro-Soviet government have after that? Yugoslavia melted down in the early 90s, and the Soviets took advantage to bring the fragments of the country into the Warsaw pact (there was some talk of keeping it united, but in the end the need for even more troops to keep rebellion from flaring up again led to Catholic/Orthodox division). Albania, at least from outside, looks like OTL North Korea on a bad day, and the skeletal nature of the locals occasionally seen tangled in the many layers of barbed wire along the borders creeps out even the Soviets: some talk about intervention.

Pursuing a anti-colonial, anti-fascist Agenda at least in part as a genuine belief as well as propaganda, the Soviets worked to overthrow various “reactionary governments” (those which didn’t simply change their flags and propaganda, anyway), and aided a variety of “progressive” groups. The bloodiest such case was South Africa, where African armies aided by Soviet advisors and massive amounts of Soviet hardware joined with local revolutionaries to overthrow the Apartheid government in 1994. Unfortunately, the new Socialist Republic of Southern Africa is to say the least a mess (Nelson Mandela was shot to death in his cell in this world), as is much of Red Africa. After a brief flurry of activism in which the Soviets tried to prove the superiority of a Soviet-led world to a US-led one through progressive intervention, the Soviet leadership has largely given up on direct intervention, and as long as the tropical products and minerals still flow north, are willing to let much of the continent go to heck: the rat-holes of Ethiopia, the Central African Republic, and Guinea are enough of a drain on the Kremlin’s purse, and the European and Latin American press are actually so bold as to talk about “Soviet Neo-Colonialism!”

The recent coup in Indonesia seems headed for its own sort of disaster, and the Palestinians are still whining over the fact that the Soviets didn’t exterminate the Jews outright. (The crazy Israelis that have stayed in their rump state are currently apparently in a contest with the Chinese as to how deeply they can dig themselves in). And the loonies in Peru have cut themselves off entirely from Soviet aid on the basis of ideological differences: headlines such as “a new Albania?” appear in the newspapers.

Chinese ally Pakistan got caught up in the war, where India joined in on the Soviet side (after the USSR had wiped out the Chinese nuclear arsenal) to get ahold of some disputed border areas. In the end, Pakistan has been broken to bits: the remaining Punjabi core is isolated, dirt poor, and somewhat on the lines of what an independent north Nigeria would be. India is doing alright: it hasn’t instituted many of the reforms of OTL, neo-liberalism being almost extinct as a form of thought in this world, but it isn’t much worse off than it was OTL 1997, something that cannot be said for a lot of countries in this world. A large presence of Chinese troops and a disinterest on the part of India in marching across a 15,000 foot high plateau has meant that Tibet remains under China’s tender mercies, but Bhutan remains pretty much as OTL: really, nobody cares what they get up to.

Latin America varies from lefty to far lefty: under a moderate regime, Brazil has shown some fair economic growth lately as the global economy has moved from depression to mere deepn recession, much to the annoyance of their more leftist-orthodox Argentine neighbors, now in deep economic crisis. Bolivia is actually doing a bit better than OTL 1997 (finally having a coastline back has helped). The new revolutionary government of Guatemala is considerably nastier than the Sandinistas, and has no interest in joining their Federation: but at least the Maya get a fair shake for a change. The PRI remains firmly in charge in Mexico, it’s revolutionary credentials carefully buffed and polished and the rhetoric well to the left of where it was in 1987.

Castro reigns as the Grand Old Man of Latin American Socialism, and with Soviet help Cuba has assimilated Puerto Rico and the Dominican Republic, while corralling the rest of the Caribbean into a Cuban-dominated Socialist Federation (he had dreamed of unifying all of Spanish-speaking America, but the mainland countries weren’t buying and the Soviets weren’t going to give him that much help). Diplomats from the USSR always get the best beaches.

The US has been divided into a dozen occupation zones, with limited inter-zone travel to help prevent any coordinated resistance. Three cities have been set up as showcase “international cities” of Socialist brotherhood and progress, and of course are more heavily policed than anywhere else. Ten years later much of the damage from the Electromagnetic Event remains unrepaired, and quite a few areas off the main drag lack reliable electricity, and TVs and radios are in shortened supply. Some in the Soviet leadership called for leaving the US largely independent and milking it for all it was worth, but in the end fears of a US revival prevailed, and a policy of strict suppression and state-backed looting was implemented. In the end, the Soviets managed to thoroughly wreck the US economy without doing much for their own: the fine factory machinery shipped back to the Soviet Union has often broken down and not been repaired for lack of local support networks, and in any event ended up being used by those famous workers pretending to work while the government pretends to pay them.

As inputs of heavy machinery, fertilizer, etc. have declined, US food production has dropped, and farming has become increasingly unpopular as a form of employment as the farmers have become impoverished. Nor are they happy with the fact that a large share of the food they produce is leaving the country for the Soviet bloc without their getting a penny from that exchange. Various laws have been passed making it harder for farmers to leave their jobs, leading to violent protests and cries of “serfdom!” Quotas are met with sullen defiance and inaction, and local authorities lack the resources to properly collectivize the farmers –which would probably make things worse anyway. Hunger, which returned briefly but savagely in the immediate aftermath of the Event, has now crept back. Increasingly savage regulations try to keep people from moving en masse from the harder-hit areas: legitimacy of local governments is near zero wherever they try to enforce Soviet-required rules, but if they fail to do so, they will soon be replaced by a new set of collaborators. The Soviets have taken advantage of the massive unemployment prevalent in some parts of the country to set up recruitment bureaus, where people with useful skills and their families get the opportunity to move to the USSR and help build atomic power plants in Kurdistan or whatever. (Moving back is harder).

Rebellion – initially weakened by shock and the chaotic aftermath of the Event, and by bland Soviet assurances of an only temporary occupation and a swift return to “normal life” once the remaining US nuclear arsenal had been dismantled – has grown worse over the years. The Soviet leadership is growing nervous as the local collaborating governments founder, and violence and terrorism rise. It was never practically possible to get rid of _all_ the weapons in a country as full of guns as the US, and after a number of destroyed towns and massacres of hostages and other embarrassing incidents it became unofficial policy to let local authorities handle such things, and not to check too closely to see if a thorough disarmament took place: as long as the US population remained too battered and stunned and struggling with just getting through the day to rebel in masse, a certain amount of live-and-let-live could take place. But now that Soviet exactions increasingly bite, after a decade of economic decay, a cycle of violence, retaliation and counter-retaliation is beginning.

Violent resistance never quite stopped in the Rockies and the Appalachians, and now is increasingly prevalent in the north plains, the backwoods of New England, and beyond. Withdrawal from any activity that aids the occupation and Good Solider Schweik-ism are common everywhere.

The new Big Idea is to break the US into a set of separate nations, weak enough to be more easily kept in line, but economically productive and stable enough to be an asset to the Soviet system rather than the alarming mega-West-Bank (to use an OTL analogy) they threaten to become. US states will regain a good deal of sovereignty in exchange for losing their unity: Soviet propagandists are already working on finding ways to encourage localism and mutual xenophobia (they have high hopes for turning the South Central region into Greater Texas, for instance). Given that the alternative is “nuke them till they play nice, or, if that don’t work, until they’re no longer a threat” [3], the local Soviet officials on the ground, many of which have become quite fond of America and the Americans, are desperate to see this work. But first, the feeble shadow government of the US as a whole needs to be eliminated. A largely powerless Congress and Senate still meet: having them blown to fragments by “US terrorists” attacking “collaborators” will work well: after all, it’s not like a lot of US rebel groups don’t loudly condemn the Washington government as collaborators anyway…

The initial “test case” will be the new nation of “Heartland” (they did a consumer survey and everything): it is hoped that as a free nation able to set its own prices for goods and sell its grain and other products on the open international market, it will be a lot more productive than now. The Soviet Union has dominated the globe for a decade, and little good it has done anyone: the spike in national income from oil, from extorted loans and investment, from unfair trade deals and the looting of the US for industrial equipment and raw materials is flattening, and the unpleasant notion arises that by wrecking the economy of so much of the world they have cut off their nose to spite their face. Still headed by the ruthless and treacherous Gorbachev, who has outmaneuvered and destroyed all those who arose to threaten him (with no need to make nice for foreign reporters anymore, Yeltsin is currently occupying one of the lower levels of a peat bog), the Soviet leadership has no intention of relinquishing global leadership: however, some sort of real Perestroika, for the Soviet Union and for the majority of the global population it dominates in one way or another, will have to be implemented.


[0] Half true: if you set the device off over your nation, it sure as shit will blow up any incoming missiles above the atmosphere, but will fry your own nation in the process…

[1] Bloodthirsty xenophobes, not the guys on Taiwan

[2] The Soviet economy in this TL was doing a bit better: this world’s Gorbachev, being an Evil Schemer, didn’t put through the half-assed reforms that did more harm than good, and anyway the Soviet economy was always more productive in Paranoiaworld than OTL.

[3] The Soviet leadership is pretty certain that if the US goes into full-blown rebellion mode, the expenditure on troops and resources needed to crush it and keep it crushed will be economically crippling: after all, the best stuff has already been looted…

44. For want of a nail/for all nails

Sources: For Want of a Nail: The AH "fake history" classic "If Burgoyne had Won at Saratoga" by Robert Sobel, and the truly awesome For all Nails continuations efforts of the soc.history.what-if gang at [link]

GENERAL SETTING
A world in which the British managed to crush the American revolution in its earlier stages, and managed to create a post-war settlement that averted further revolts: where the French revolution was rather later, with different causes and different results: where discontented British colonists refusing British rule went west to Texas and Mexico to help create a powerful Greater Mexico: where the two great powers of the United States of Mexico and the Confederation of North America remain at sabers drawn as of the early 1970s, while both keep an eye on a non-Fascist but authoritarian Germany that won big while the CNA was too busy watching its back to get directly involved.

THE CNA AND ITS ALLIES
The Confederation of North America is the world’s largest economy, comparable in wealth to the US in our world at the time and without those pesky oil shortages. It consists of six major political divisions, the oldest of which (the northern and southern Confederations) being divided into states, the other four in smaller provinces. Quebec and Nova Scotia are not full member states, but are at least as closely integrated economically as the states of the EC are in Europe, and there are no border controls. It has a varied population, having attracted almost as many 19th century immigrants as our US and having opened the doors wide shortly after this world’s WWII equivalent (there was and there remains much guilt over not getting directly involved against the Germans alongside the UK, although the CNA did provide a massive “lend-lease” type program, and was very generous indeed investing in postwar reconstruction and recovery).

It is a less aggressive, more “Canadian” nation than our US, with a strong Anglican religious establishment and a fair amount of social democracy (not called that here). Although it has been self-governing for nearly a century, there is a (symbolic) British governor, and an annual celebration of the King’s (or Queen’s) birthday. Its principal international aims are to avoid atomic war with either the Germans or the Mexicans (and to prize open both their markets to CNA big business), to increase its influence in South America vs. Mexico, to strengthen ties with Japan, the Chinese Confederation and Australia, and, in alliance with Japan and the rump British Empire, to guarantee its access to oil and other strategic materials.

The United Empire – having lost most of its possessions in the war or in the chaotic aftermath, the Brits still hold a few bits of strategically or mineral-ogically valuable territory here and there, unified into a fairly close Imperial Federation (although the British Isles still command most of the Imperial Parliament’s vote). The United Empire currently is having some trouble with its overgrown child: the CNA does not like the currently rather militaristic and bellicose attitude of the UK, although they are aware of the rather corrosive effects of being a nuclear-armed garrison state on the borders of German-dominated Europe.

Kingdom of Australia – ruled over by a branch of the British royal family, the Australians are more clearly a fully separate nation, but are also whiter and more “British” in a number of ways than North Americans. More populous than our Australia, the Kingdom controls a lot of Pacific islands and large chunks of civil war-torn Indonesia, while it cooperates with the regional power of Siam (our world’s Thailand) to maintain order in the rest. (They’ve mostly got the pirate problem under control. Mostly.) New Zealand, a small target in a world of nuclear weapons, has gone pretty strictly neutral.

Empire of Japan – the Japanese modernized with almost as much alacrity as in our world, but the particular opportunities for aggrandizement that arose in our world were not duplicated, although they managed to snag eastern Siberia from the Mexicans (long story) after their long and bloody war. Korea was a protectorate for a while, but is now independent and more profitable to Japanese companies than it ever was when the Japanese were deciding their foreign policy. Japan is currently competing fiercely with the CNA and the corporate titan of Kramer Industries (see below) for influence in the expanding Chinese market. Never invaded, Japan is more traditional and more militaristic than in our world, although also more open to foreign immigration to top up an aging workforce.

Chinese Confederation – China, which has gone through several ill-starred foreign colonization efforts, several revolutionary movements, and being a battlefield between Mexican and Japanese forces, has had a century just as bad as our China before the 1970s, but is slowly getting its act together, with half a dozen regional regimes joining together into a free trade block and military alliance which is widely seen as a stage on the road to full reunification. Currently plans are being hatched for a joint military effort to pacify the NW, still under the rather notional control of several squabbling little warlords: many see this as an acid test of whether China can actually manage something like a unified foreign policy.

The CNA has a number of other allies in South America, the recently independent African states, and in Iran, where Japanese and CNA forces protect the oil and ward off any military threats from German puppet Greater Iraq. Most of these are comparatively minor states, and their reliability and stability are often somewhat in question.

THE UNITED STATES OF MEXICO AND THEIR ALLIES

The United States of Mexico extends from Central America to the Arctic, and have nearly a third again the population of the Confederation of North America, although only a bit over half as large an economy. As in the case of the CNA, Mexico is divided into several large provinces in turn divided into multiple sub-departments, and most of Central America is incorporated in the closely controlled puppet regime of Gran Guatemala. The English of Jefferson province (the destination of those who refused British rule) has largely been swallowed up in Spanish, but Mexican speech remains to this day peppered with Anglicisms, and would probably be considered a form of “Spanglish” (with ‘Span’ emphasis) by inhabitants of OTL. Mexicans are loud, aggressive, and pushy, and somewhat reminiscent of a Mexican version of OTL Southerners (yes, they do have their own equivalent of NASCAR) and have perhaps the world’s strongest army, although in an era of nuclear arsenals (there are currently some eight nuclear powers) it is hard to see what they can do with it anymore.

Mexicans are racist towards blacks, having held onto slavery rather longer than the US of our world, but are accepting of those with a mix of Indian blood, and Mexico’s population has been swollen by emigration from poorer South America. In said continent they are generally the most influential outside power, although the United Empire and the CNA recently managed a diplomatic coup in the kingdom of New Granada. They have cordial enough relations with the Islamic world and the states of southern Asia, although India is proving rather a hard bargainer in the realms of checkbook diplomacy. And the wallet isn’t too fat now: the previous ruler of Mexico (which recently had to leave town in a big hurry) pursued a program of radical “progressive” economics which, although beneficial to the nation in terms of education, infrastructure, etc., also ended by driving the economy into the ditch – the recovery has been slow so far.

THE GERMAN BLOCK

The German Empire – the most impressive conglomeration of territories and puppet states in this world is that dominated by the elderly German Chancellor, who has ruled as near-dictator since the 1940s. The German Empire proper monopolizes atomic weapons in Europe aside from Great Britain and Scandinavia, and controls several “rings” of more or less loosely managed puppet regimes. Control varies considerably: the Kingdom of Poland has just enough recognized independence to keep Poles out of the German Parliament, Paris is often under German occupation, while the Kingdom of Arabia gets to do what it pleases internally as long as Germany maintains control of foreign relations and a 40% share of the oil profits.

Currently, the German situation looks a bit shaky – the Chancellor is old and there seems no likely replacement, Parliament is getting feisty and pushing for more power again, the public is increasingly restive with the high taxes and the universal military service, and the young Emperor often strikes annoyingly liberal poses. Germany sits at a crossroads: it can either maintain control by utterly draconian methods, or convert its empire of Europe into a peaceful economic union – and in doing so give up much of its power. The future seems uncertain.

France – having undergone a couple of centuries more troubled than their our-timeline counterpart, the French are a bit morose and fearful of entirely losing their role as a shaper rather than a victim of history. Still, the French continue to make trouble for their German overlords and those who collaborate, and of late the Germans have begun to try placating the French and withdrawing military bases rather than depending on the Big Stick. In spite of everything, France is still France: the food is excellent, the fashions are daring, and the philosophers are annoying.

Numidia – ended up being a refuge for European Jews (long story). It is currently running about 50-50 Jewish and Muslim, and there is an ongoing struggle to decide whether Numidia is a secular state for all its inhabitants or a Jewish state with a troublesome “minority.” Tensions are somewhat lower than in our Israel/Palestine, since this particular stretch of miserable desert has no particular religious significance to either side. (Elderly Jews still often light out for Jerusalem in the kingdom of Arabia: the Emir’s police forces are efficient enough that it’s still a relatively safe place to spend ones Golden Years in).

British naval superiority meant that most of Africa remained out of German reach during the war, and Germany currently only holds one sizeable chunk of sub-Saharan Africa as a direct colony, although German economic and often political influence is strong among the various relatively weak new nations of Africa, especially in those areas still torn by violence and rebellion.

The Russian Confederation – Russia, less well-endowed with tank factories and slave labor camps than Stalin’s USSR while remaining undemocratic and unimaginatively led, was rather thoroughly smashed in the war, and divided up into four administrative zones. More recently, in a sop to Russian national sentiment, a “confederation” was set up under a weak central government in Moscow, but remains fairly nominal. The Petrograd region is currently in revolt: the local government has collapsed entirely, local German forces seem inadequate to restore order, and there is some worry about what the Scandinavians might be up to.

WARLORDS, NEUTRALS, AND OTHERS

The post-war settlement was rather less formal than the post-WWII slicing of the world into spheres of influence in our world, and no clear successor government were established in a number of borderlands essentially left to themselves after imperial authority collapsed or withdrew. Too, with less of an ideological conflict between the big powers (the CNA had little to fear in the sense of former colonies organizing themselves to support German colonialism), there was less of a sense that “restoring order” was anything but a purely humanitarian – and expensive, and chancy – project. As a result, over two decades after war’s end, much of Central Asia remains a warlord-ruled mess, with frequently changing borders, while a number of African states have at best a nominal control over much of their supposed territory, which tends to invite criminal activity and outside meddling. Efforts to organize an international effort to bring order to these areas have been hampered by the poor relations between Mexico, the Confederation, and Germany, the three biggest powers.

Those parts of Africa which are fairly stable are also fairly minor parts of the international power system, being mostly recently independent, poor, and shaky. Some are still ruled by white minorities, such as the mineral-rich “Gold Republics”, whose quite small ruling white populations look particularly precarious, and look to German support: the Republic of Victoria, whose larger white population is unlikely to be displaced from power soon: and the Cape Kingdom, whose Dutch-Speaking population is mostly White and Colored rather than white and black, and rather more integrated than the proceeding, although increasing Black immigration from its poorer neighbors is causing difficulties. Ghana, which like the nation of OTL picked a name reflecting ancient African empires (although at least they have the geography a bit closer) is currently looking for closer ties to former colonial ruler France now that the German choke-chain appears to be loosening.

India – German forces and that of their allies, thanks to British efforts to link India and the Mediterranean with railways after their takeover of Iran, managed to make it all the way to British India, and driving out the last of the German forces turned into a lengthy and messy process, complicated by concurrent anti-British revolts. The government in Delhi has managed to establish control over most of Hindu India, but control remains shaky in large areas, and the Hindu Congress has no intention whatsoever to go fishing in the troubles of Muslim Bengal and the fragmented NW. India is currently pro-CNA, but generally more due to their generosity in economic aid rather than any serious affection: they flirt coyly with Mexico when it looks like the CNA might become less helpful.

Scandinavia – a federal monarchy under the somewhat nominal rule of the Danish royal house. Follow a policy of very heavily armed neutrality, with a sizable nuclear missile arsenal: the current Prime Minister has a tendency to play up their Bloody Viking Past when dealing with pushy German Ambassadors.

KRAMER INDUSTRIES

The “fourth great power”, as it is often seen. Originating in Mexico, the corporate multinational for a while virtually owned the nation, before being thrown out at great cost by a fiery nationalist Mexican president. It currently is centered in Taiwan, which is essentially one big company town (the Prime Minister and the head of Kramer often go golfing together) and has an enormous presence in Australia, China, Scandinavia, SE and South Asia, South America, Africa and the Confederation of North America. Its influence is weak in Germany, where the government through various extralegal methods has sought to combat Kramer efforts to establish local affiliates, and virtually nil in Mexico, where it is considered a national enemy. (Kramer’s vital role in keeping Japan in the war against Mexico is neither forgotten nor forgiven). Kramer employs millions, and controls dozens of sub-companies themselves in the same size range as our Ford (pre-crash) or Shell Oil.

Kramer Industries is also the world’s main producer of cheap, safe nuclear power plants: no wonder, since Kramer engineers (working together with Japanese and Mexican refugee scientists) developed the world’s first nuclear bomb, to make sure the Mexicans didn’t come back for a second round. Taiwan’s small but effective nuclear arsenal is supposedly under the control of the government, not Kramer, but since the aforementioned golf-player is widely suspected of jumping when Kramer says “frog”, this does not entirely reassure people.

THE WORLD

The world is in some ways a bit more advanced than ours at the start of the 70s – superior electronics, a more developed capitalist consumer economy in much of the world – if a bit behind in some ways (no space race, as yet no fusion weapons). It is lacking some of the political extremism of our world, but on the other hand the verdict is not in yet on the ethics of forcible territorial expansion and violations of national sovereignty. It is less racist, but also more sexist – the vote was later to arrive for women in North America and much of Europe, and Militant Feminism is, so far, below most people’s attention threshold. Most of all, it is a world still recovering from a world war longer and even more bloody and expensive than our WWII, if less genocide-y, and nobody wants another round. Order, peace, and economic recovery are the order of the day. And yet -

45. And now HG Wells

Ok, HG Wells, "The War of the Worlds" and "First Men in the Moon", with just a smidgen of "A Story of the Days to Come."

The first Martian invasion of 1898 was disruptive enough. The destruction of the world's financial center and a massive drop in British investment abroad led to a nasty financial panic, a world-wide slump, revolutions in Latin America, and the May Revolution in which the Czar was forced to cede more power to the Duma than OTL 1905. It led to revolts in various British colonies, invasion panics in three dozen countries, two new religions, and an enormous increase in the purchase of telescopes. It also resulted in a serious effort to create a truly Federal Empire, since Great Britain on its own would be unable to afford its commitments for some while, along with the dumping of some of the more unprofitable bits. It prevented the coming of a general European war, since Kaiser William would declare himself the champion of anti-Martian preparedness and push hard for joint European military exercises, meteor-spotting programs, bigger cannon, etc.

The invasion of 1940 was rather more disruptive.

************************************************** *******************

The Martian race is old, old. Even the Martians do not remember when their culture settled into its current pattern: but it appears that long ago, the Martians achieved what they considered physical, mental and technological perfection, and have essentially stagnated since then: having rid themselves of all their "animal" passions, the Martians also appear to have lost drive and ambition as well. They also lost any common purpose: each Martian, coddled by its retinue of mentally controlled mechanical servants, had little need for any other Martian save for intellectual discussion: since they each can bud clones of themselves, they did not even need each other for reproduction.

Immortal save by accident or ennui-driven suicide, the Martians had long ago become, metaphorically speaking, a race of basement-dwelling cheetos-eaters, wrapped up individually or in small groups in arid intellectual pursuits such as the creation of silicon-based microorganisms, a new form of math based entirely on irrational numbers or deducing the underlying nature of reality from pure induction. Much actual science was essentially misplaced, lost in the endless data repositories: for instance, it had been some ages since any Martian researched "epidemic diseases" or even recalled the existence of such things from before the era in which Martian scientists beat the micro-ecology into abject surrender.

Eventually, something arose to penetrate the placidity of the Martian intellects. The problem, of course, was the continued drying and cooling of the planet: the resources required to maintain the energy and materials-intensive lifestyle of Martians were becoming harder to obtain: the air was thinner and water was harder to get, and the raising of Martian food animals was increasingly difficult outside a few favorable locations. These things could be created synthetically, of course, but this would require more energy, putting a strain on the black energy-collection towers which sprinkled the Martian landscape, drawing every erg of energy from sun, wind and cosmic ray.

Earthlings know where this led, of course, but it is to be noted that the two Martian invasions of Earth and the single Venusian effort were never supported by more than a minority of other Martians, who noted that crisis was still millennia away and suggested various lines for scientific research: and, of course, due to the lack of a Martian government to compel obedience, no more than a fraction of Mars' resources were available for the various attempts. Even the second Martian effort in the 40s, which thanks to the development of an improved magnetic launching system did not require the huge expenditure of material involved in the initial invasion and the Venusian expedition (which failed in the face of an environment even more biologically aggressive than Earth's), was limited in scope, with landings taking place only in Northeast America, Central Europe, and northern Russia.

Still, the second invasion, better provisioned and with more powerful weapons, and largely immune to terrestrial germs (thanks to the efforts of some Martians which had avoided contamination and carried out biological research while hiding out under the Arctic ice) might have succeeded where the first had failed – save for the intervention of the Grand Lunar.

Living mostly underground and evolved in a low-gravity environment, the hive-like society of the Selenites (as different from Martian icy egocentrism as from human quarrelsome communities), had little interest in the other worlds of the sun before the arrival of Cavor. After his delivery of a rather alarming report on the characteristic behavior of terrestrials (not to mention the considerable slaughter inflicted on Moon-calf herders), telescopes and other instruments were turned to the planets, thus giving the Selenites a ring-side seat to the first Martian invasion of Earth. Convinced that their previous isolation could no longer be preserved, the Grand Lunar commanded a major effort to develop new weapons and to duplicate Cavorite, already a theoretical concept in Martian science (the lack of lunar helium being overcome through a simple process of matter transmutation [1]).

Therefore, in 1942, while the struggle on Earth remained In the Balance, a silvery sphere floated to Earth near the temporary White House in California, and the next day, surrounded by a horde of nervous troops, opened to reveal a very odd-looking ambassador standing atop a plate of Cavorite alloy…

************************************************** **********************

In the year 2010, the most important element shaping world politics is the Cold War with the Moon. Allies with the Selenites during the second war with Mars, post-war the Allied Powers came to feel threatened by the Selenites, whose superior technology had made winning the war possible, but who had taken little part in the actual ground combat on Mars, and had never made any secret of their contempt for humanity's violent, warlike ways. Combined with the Grand Lunar's refusal to share the secret of the Disintegration Bomb, the formation of the Terrestrial Union by the major powers and the creating of a joint Earth military, already far advanced by the end of the war, was almost a foregone conclusion.

Today, the Cold War continues, as each side seeks to develop those portions of the solar system more favorable to their form of life. Earth has the advantage of being able to handle gravities far higher than the Selenites, which find even Martian gravity difficult: therefore, Venus is an entirely terrestrial planet. On the other hand, the Selenites, accustomed to underground life on a planet which suffers extremes of heat and cold, are better prepared to colonize harsh environments such as those of Mercury, and their colonies thrive within tiny asteroids where human muscles shrivel from lack of resistance.

EARTH

Earth has a united government in the form of the Terrestrial Union, although two provisos must be remembered: first, that the bulk of the power is held by the representatives of the Great Powers (Central European Union, British Federation, USA, Russia, The Latin League, China, Japan): secondly, that the Planet President is limited in his ability to coerce the Great Power representatives, and therefore must do a lot of cat-herding to keep the World Government going in one direction and accomplishing changes in policy. The joint interplanetary military forces are both powerful and somewhat autonomous, which worries people with a sense of history.

Life is not too different from the early 20th century in some ways: class conflict remains an issue, corporations are powerful, and the rich are still jerks. The newspaper, as OTL, is in poor shape, while most people now get their news from radio, and the use of audio books is rather more common than OTL. (Television has not been invented, although movies – "kinematographs" – have and are more popular than OTL). Inflatable clothes are now the fashion in much of the world, and outside the Islamic and Jewish communities permanent facial depilation is the norm. (Although most people won't admit it, the fact that both Martians and Selenites consider human hairiness a sign of their animalistic nature has played some part in this overzealous shaving of the species).

As in the Verne-world, the study and use of hypnosis is quite advanced, and there are frequent reports in the news of abuses of hypnosis, lovers broken up, aged relatives giving fortunes away, etc. Slidewalks are common enough, but nothing on the scale of the moving roads of Heinlein's world. Cities have grown: this is not a world favorable to suburbs, and population increasingly concentrates in great cities: London has some 12 millions, New York some 16. Increasingly, streets are covered by transparent, electrically heated ceilings that keep the rain and snow off: some urban complexes begin to resemble giant multi-level arcologies. The laboring classes congregate in the dimly-lit lower levels of increasingly towering cities, just starting out on the evolutionary voyage that in some histories lead to Morlocks: but in a world where Martian and Selenite technology speed the growth of technology and increased productivity, it may yet be that prosperity will be universal.

Agriculture is even more standardized, mechanized and corporate-dominated than in our world: it is somewhat less cruel and polluting, since vegetarianism has become increasingly popular in the last few decades.

Cavorite fills the sky with flying machines, some small, others gigantic: the great highways of early decades begin to decay as more and more transportation turns to the skies. Cavorite alleviates the distress of the grossly overweight, the arthritic and those suffering from heart problems, buildings floored with Cavorite alloy reducing the painful drag of gravity. Cavorite also turns the wheels of industry. At first some scientists pulled their hair out over this, seeing it as a violation of the conservation of energy, but later discoveries have shown that one cannot get something for nothing, after all: the use of Cavorite to spin a wheel or work a piston reduces the gravitational energy of the world itself, and at present levels of energy consumption, the Earth will be entirely degravitized in a mere 20,000 years, which has led to some rather heated editorials.

Cavorite ships can be launched at various speeds and directions depending on their latitude and the current tangent to the earth's rotation, but once launched beyond escape velocity gravity is a slow accelerator and de-accelerator, and for travel beyond the Earth-moon system rockets are required to accelerate, slow and maneuver over more reasonable time-periods. Both Selenites and Terrestrials use the ion-propulsion system, given to Earth by the Moon to make an invasion of Mars practical.

Science Marches On: Terrestrial physicists have developed the Carolinum Bomb, almost as powerful as the Selenite disintegrator bomb, and have duplicated many of the Selenite achievements in the use of atomic and electromagnetic forces, although lagging in their mastery of biological science: currently, both are struggling to gain a lead in the mastery of Martian science (see below). Continued study of the hereditary mechanism has made a bit clearer the difficulties of breeding humans like dogs (or Selenites), but for many Eugenic thinkers this simply means that we need to work harder at it. (Humans suffer from a certain amount of giant-brain envy re the Martians and Selenites, and many governments offer incentives for high-IQ couple to have children).

Of the powers which dominate the Union, the British Federation, currently consisting of five White, seven Asian, and three African Dominions and their various dependencies, associated states, etc., plus the hodge-podge of territories which is the South African Federation, is the most prestigious, and the most politically influential, although taking second place to the United States in sheer economic power. It has had its problems, including the whole Grand Jihad thing and the breakaway of Northern Hindustan, but New London is still one of the most important cities on earth, and one of the most modern (Parisians think it's ghastly).

From the burned-out mess of post-Martian Europe arose the Central European Union: unwilling to be junior partner to the more lightly damaged British, or, God forbid, the French and Italians, the Germans and the nations in their cultural sphere (including Poland, which departed from Russia during the messier parts of the invasion) created a political-economic block which sprawls amorphously from the Netherlands to Bulgaria. The Union is often rather snappish in its dealings with the Latin League of Spain, France, Italy and those bits of Latin America not firmly in the US pocket. It gets along better with the Russian Socialist-Technocratic regime which came to power post-invasion of a platform of Never Again.

The United States, having suffered casualties proportionally worse the Civil War, is both heavily armed and anti-war, and is an even more religious-minded and evangelical than OTL (fortunately for the lower classes, the enemy being godless monsters rather than socialists, few churches see anything wrong with helping the poor). The Chinese republic is a bit *fascistic by our world's standards, with a lot of uniforms and big-character posters and military marches, but what with the somewhat Diesel-punk technology, the emphasis on the Conquest of Space and the Inhuman Enemy, the whole _world_ has a slightly fascistic air about it. Japan has some ridiculously large cities – Greater Tokyo now has over 40 millions – and a rather rococo sensibility (a Cavorite War Sphere decorated with engraved spring flowers? Sure, why not?) In the middle East, the ashes of the Grand Jihad are still warm, the last remnants of the old monarchies and the Ottoman Empire swept away long ago, and the long and gingerly process of reconciliation between Islam and the rest of the world is ongoing.

THE MOON

The Moon has an extreme climate – at night, the bulk of its atmosphere freezes solid, while during the day, although moderated somewhat by the now evaporated atmosphere, it can approach the boiling point in the equatorial regions. Vegetation, spiky, cactus-like or blobby and fungus-like, giant bladders and huge spiky leaves, often wildly colorful, lichenous and vaguely animal-like, grows at insane speed during the two-week day, shrivels up during the intense heat of the late day, and produces a variety of spores and seeds which can survive freezing, to start things anew on the next cycle. Aside from small insect forms whose eggs can also survive freezing, there are no non-microscopic animals which stay aboveground for the entire cycle: larger Lunar lifeforms either retreat at night to or permanently reside in the Moon's vast cave systems.

The low gravity and less active volcanism of the Moon means that the lunar caves are habitable to far greater depths than any on earth, and the already vast natural cave systems have been enlarged by the Selenites over the ages: even before they were sentient they were communal burrowers, and Selenite hives were digging great caves beneath the Moon in the days when the Martian race was young. Nowadays, the cave systems of the Moon rival the surface of the Earth when it comes to living space, and extend nearly two hundred miles down to the hot, mineral-rich, bacteria-filled abyssal seas of the Moon, glowing with its own phosphorescence and inhabited by strange and in some cases deadly creatures.

Sealed at night to prevent drops in air pressure due to the freezing of the upper atmosphere, illuminated by the cold light of a phosphorescent liquid pumped to all levels, the caves provide living space for billions of Selenites comprising hundreds of castes. Most live at least a few miles beneath the surface, making the prospects for military bombardment rather dim. Selenites are adapted to cave-dwelling, and most dislike the surface, except for the Moon-Calf herders, and they have been bred to find it tolerable.

(A note on Moon-calves: the principal meat animal of the Moon, sent out to the surface to feed in day and hibernating underground at night, the Moon-calf is a slug-like animal roughly twice the size of a blue whale in all dimensions. It has been bred to be pacific and easily driven about by herders equipped with goads, and although alarming in appearance is really quite harmless, unless you are fool enough to stand right in front of it while it is feeding on the surface vegetation).

Selenites are insectoids, although not really insects. The "basic model" is a biped with flexible, almost tentacle-like arms, bulbous eyes to either side of its head, and slender legs, its hardy, shiny hide divided into plates. However, there is no such thing as a standard Selenite: they come in all shapes and sizes, giants and dwarfs, arms and legs short or long, spindly or squarely solid, pinheads and those with pumpkin-sized craniums.

The first terrestrial explorers, blinded by their Victorian interpretation of gender roles, saw Selenite society as being all-male save for the huge, and rather stupid breeding females, and the smaller larvae-tenders: in fact, like ants on Earth, almost all Selenites are sterile females. Lunar society is divided into several hundred castes, all derived from a pre-civilized division of Thinkers, Fighters, Laborers, and Breeders: the Laborer class accounts for the majority of the castes, although with an increased mechanization of Selenite society in the last century many specialized breeds are no longer produced (the introduction of the camera has largely led to the end of the Portrait caste, for instance: the Selenites are not a sentimental people).
The species is led by the Thinkers, although they possess such strong instincts related to the survival of the species/hive that some say that the Thinkers do not so much lead as are driven. The Grand Lunar, whose hypertrophied brain is roughly the size of an 18-wheeler, is the supreme authority.

Selenite "thinkers" include both generalists, which make up the administrative and executive classes, and more specialized forms: Selenite "rememberers", for instance, can carry the contents of a good-sized library in their heads, and forget or misplace nothing. Then there are mathematicians, physicists, linguists…while the specialists are superior to any human in their particular field (but often not much good otherwise) the generalists, including the Grand Lunar, are not as superior to humans as the size of their brains would make one think. Much of the mass is taken up with basic problem-solving functions working in parallel: the Lunar can, reportedly, carry out several thousand tasks simultaneously in its head (the Lunar has little need to delegate responsibility), but lacks a level of creative imagination or skill at verbal manipulation much above the human. (Don't try to think of challenging the Lunar to a chess game, though).

Selenite "soldiers" have undergone considerable upgrading over the last century, and on planets with a gravity no higher than Mars the 8-foot tall "shock troops" can effectively challenge humans on a hand-to-hand basis: although their inner tissues are still cheesy-soft by terrestrial standards, their thick, horny body-armor requires a good club to crack, and the huge, armored and spiked gauntlets of their hands are to be fervently avoided. (Terrestrial gravity still slowly kills them through internal damage, though).

Like a Martian attended by its machines, every Selenite thinker usually has a retinue of specialized forms to serve it, and, if its huge brain makes travel difficult, carry it around. Many of these forms are so specialized and so tied to their masters that they essentially have no independent existence beyond the execution of its will.

Selenites use a form of atomic energy, as yet unduplicated by Earthlings, as a source of power, along with heat from the deep interior of the Moon. Cavorite makes them uneasy for certain deep philosophical reasons.

The Moon is rich in gold, another reason Selenites feel strongly that humans need to be kept at arm's length.

MARS

After the defeat of Martian forces on Earth with the aid of Cavorite flyers and Selenite weapons, it was not long before a united Earth launched a counter-attack: the conquest of Mars was accomplished mostly through terrestrial germs introduced into Martian underground cities and the expenditure of human bodies (Selenites finding even Martian gravity uncomfortably strong), and today Earth holds some 2/3 of Mars.

Mars is a dry, cold world, if not as bad as our Mars: the atmosphere is thin but breathable (at least if you're a Tibetan). Much of the planet is desert populated only by iron-tough scrub and lichen-ish plants or by nothing at all, but water from the icecaps still flows, if more sluggishly than it once did, along the covered canals to dark red and occasionally grey-green vegetated areas tended by machines: some vegetation was decorative (although largely emotionless, Martians still retain an aesthetic sense), others were processed to make various useful products, and some served to feed Martian food animals, the most common of which being the Mars-ape or "skinny", a white-skinned creature like a pointed-headed, skeletal parody of a human, about as bright as an Australopithecus.

(By "food" one means to say "blood": Martians, having little superfluous musculature or other organs, nourish themselves quite happily by the intake of blood alone, supplemented by some chemically synthesized materials).

Emphasis on the past tense: much of the agricultural and stock-rearing activity has ceased since the invasion, in large part due to their being rather fewer Martians. Only a minority was fully protected by various biotech methods from the wide variety of introduced terrestrial diseases, and of the survivors, many were to die by disintegrator bomb, kamikaze spaceship, radium cannon, electron gun, mustard gas, Moon-fungus spore, stolen heat ray, good 'ol bullets, and, in a few cases, chopped up by Samurai swords. (The Japanese neither forgot nor forgave the 100-saucer raid that burned Tokyo to the ground and then gassed the rubble). The Martian population, initially far lower than Earth or the Moon's (Martians did not reproduce save when needed, having no love of children) has declined by perhaps 85%, and is only growing now thanks to the Martian ability to reproduce essentially at will by budding.

A Martian on earth is a sad bag of slimy-looking brown leather with huge black eyes, and a half-beak over a sagging, shapeless mouth, dragging itself along with its whip-like tentacles. On Mars, it is a livelier creature, its soft body nearly spherical, able to actually hop along like a bizarre insect on its bunched tentacles. Not that any Martian would travel far under its own power: a Martian that needed to travel would either stride along in a powerful mechanical walker, or attach artificial wings and buzz about like an obese dragonfly. No longer, though: the Martians have had their wings clipped.

The remaining Martian population has been concentrated in six cities (four terrestrial, two lunar) for easier monitoring and rebellion suppression. The endless tunnels still glow with dim silvery light, the bulbous spires still tower over the reflecting canals and the gardens still grow in a hundred shades of red and pink and puce and silver-gray, over which strange giant bug-things buzz and flutter: but the sky is no longer busy with flying Martians and their machines, for all that flies now are human and Selenite patrol ships, and the corridors ring with the sound of human boots or the armored claws of soldier-class Selenites. Martians no longer each have their own buildings, full of machines to serve them: they are allowed now only the simplest equipment, nothing they might secretly shape into a weapon of mass destruction…

Quite a bit of Martian technology still lies beyond terrestrial or Selenite state-of-the-art for manufacturing in any quantity, and currently many Martian robot-built factories are staffed by humans or Selenites, busy producing machines and weapons for use elsewhere (quite a few factories have in fact been moved, lock stock and barrel, to Earth or the Moon).

The contest for the planets is only one part of the Cold War: another, and in the view of many the more important part, is the contest for Martian knowledge. By the Treaty of Olympus Mons (1949) both sides have free and equal access to all Martian archives wherever they may be on the planet: in practice, this translates to a lot of uncomfortable elbow-rubbing, theft blatant and otherwise, concealment of newly discovered archives, etc. There is an element of comedy to all this, since as yet only the tiniest sliver of Martian knowledge has been translated, and only a tiny sliver of that has been very useful. Martian records, written in etched patterns on books of nearly eternal metal, are meant to be read by tentacle-tip touch, (Martians, like Selenites, are multi-taskers, able to read a dozen books simultaneously with separate tentacles) and are essentially untranslatable save by a Martian: since communicating with Martians in the first place is extremely difficult, it has been a slow process.

The problem has not been so much Martian uncooperativeness, since there are a fair number of ancient and ennui-filled Martians willing to translate their knowledge out of curiosity as to what Earthlings and Selenites will do with it (blow each other up, hopefully): it has rather to with the fact that, aside from hoots to convey a simple message over a distance, Martians have not used verbal language in ages: communications are by tentacle touch-telepathy, either directly or mediated by machines if Martians are not in physical contact. Human means of communicating information are both idiotic and nearly incomprehensible.

Martians, being cool, unemotional and without genitalia, are not particularly angry over the death of 85% of their race, but most still wish the Selenites and Earthmen would go away and stop bothering them. Various plots as to their destruction are ongoing, since neither humans nor Selenites can tell what Martians are saying when they touch tentacles, or interpret successfully what is transmitted over their electronic machines (they are being careless: the Selenites are breeding better and better linguists and code-breaking Thinkers, and it is only a matter of time before they figure out how to interpret Martian communications).

THE OTHER PLANETS

Mercury is tidally locked and has a quite eccentric orbit. Its atmosphere is thin, and only in deep caves and valleys along the twilight area does tough, highly adaptable life exist. Some of these life-forms, such as the blind Armored Mole or the Ironmongery Lizard pose a distinct threat to Selenites if they succeed in burrowing their way into their caves, being of a sturdier construction than earthlings, let alone the soft-bodied Selenites. Human settlers in the deep valleys (US settlers jokingly refer to themselves as "New Appalachians") have their own problems with the terrible winds that blow between the hot and cold zones as the planet swings further from and then closer to the sun, the thin air, and the nasty competition their crops receive from the tough, toxic local vegetation.

Venus, with an atmosphere some two and a half times as dense as the Earth, is hot, humid and the principal region of terrestrial settlement. It is also richly endowed with plagues and parasites: it fortunately lacks large and aggressive land animals (the sea is another matter) but the rather lively vegetation more than makes up for the lack. The seas are largely unnavigable thanks to the massive mats of floating vegetation, and the various unpleasant things living on, in, and under them. Local terrestrials live a life almost as protective suit- and - house-bound as that of asteroid miners, and the general approach for settlement has moved from "living off the land" to "kill everything in a range of tens of miles and create our own ecology in the glassy soil." As yet, the settlers are unaware of the intelligences that live deep beneath the seas…

Jupiter is hot gasses around an immensely dense core, and produces a good deal of heat and light: indeed, enough to make three of its satellites habitable to human beings. This is the Wild Frontier of the Solar System, the trip to Saturn and beyond being longer than the current life support systems will stand. Io, with its volcanoes and jungles and bizarre lifeforms, is human-settled, while Ganymede, icy and glacial save in its equatorial regions, is Selenite. Watery Europa is as yet unsettled: quarrels over its division are the source of considerable animosity between Earth and Moon.

[1] Stealing a bit here from Stephen Baxter's "The Ant-Men of Tibet." You think I come up with bleak scenarios…

46. The Chronicles Of Narnia: The Fell Age

The Chronicles of Narnia: The Fell Age:
Believe it or not, this is a crossover between The Chronicles of Narnia and Warhammer. This will primarily use the books information though the films aesthetics and a few other features will be used as well.

It happened shortly after the two great kings and two great queens of Narnia disappeared whilst on the hunt for the White Stag. Their loss threw Narnia into quiet turmoil as concern and fear for who would succeed them swept the land. Thankfully the people of the kingdom handled themselves in a polite and calm manner but the issue remained unresolved.

Meanwhile, in the far north beyond the Giant kingdom of Harfang, a terrible force began to press on the boundaries of the world. Beyond the veil of reality, the Ruinous Powers saw the world of Narnia after noticing the movement of significant magical forces between worlds. Their attention drawn to the magical land, they sent their influence down onto the borders of the realm and pushed in order to find an opening. Pooling their strength, the Dark Gods forced their way down onto the world and pushed aside the protection of the Emperor Over The Sea. The battle between beyond the world was both eternal and instantaneous and yet finally the Emperor was forced aside and the world was left open and vulnerable.

With a catastrophic explosion of power, the Chaos Gods tore an opening in the northern-most point of the world. Magical power flooded through the tear and washed over the world and allowed the Daemons of Chaos to manifest in the world.

The forces of Chaos rampaged across the world. Those creatures of a magical nature and those men who possessed an aptitude for magic were especially vulnerable to the influence of the Dark Gods and so their madness spread. Thousands were mutated as the uncontrolled energies warped their bodies into new and horrible shapes, as broken as their minds. Armies of Daemons, mutants and madmen fell upon the nations of the world and the few bastions of order shrank. The remaining free people cried out to the gods and beings that had protected them and begged for salvation whilst their armies struggled against a horde that did not end.

The Emperor Over The Sea, while failing to stop the infiltration of the world he had made by Chaos, did manage to stem the tide. Exerting his won will over the world, he forced the powers of Chaos back, stopping most of the energies before it could escape the immediate area of the terrible rifts at the poles of the world. Some power still escaped the grip of the Emperor but the great tides of power that had sustained the vast Daemon armies no longer washed over the world. Without the power of the Realm of Chaos, the Daemons faded away, forced to retreat back to their chaotic realm or to the immediate north where the energies still saturated the lands.

The world, having been ravaged by such monstrous foes, tried to recover. Everything the inhabitants of the world had known had changed as countless thousands had died, cities had been toppled, the world had been irreversibly altered and terrible creatures now stalked the land once again.

It has been several millennia since then and the world has changed a lot in the wake of the Dark God's arrival.

The Kingdom of Narnia endured the invasion of Chaos and while it now finds itself on the border with the northern wastes, they have remained steadfast in the face of the dark hordes. Though the royal family were lost, the Narnians were able to rally together and reinforce themselves against the many threats that now assail them.

The Narnia of old that the Pevensies ruled over unfortunately did not return when the tides of Chaos receded. The peaceful towns and open glades where Narnians celebrated and frolicked no longer exist. Instead fortified settlements and massive, if beautifully crafted, castles now dot the land. The people have become concentrated in reinforced regions and the woods are considered dangerous by most. Military forces, who have now been expanded exponentially, now must patrol the land in order to guard it against the forces of Chaos and the kingdom's many other enemies.

The border along the River Shribble, where the Kingdom meets the Chaos influenced Ettinsmoor (it is a bad time to be a Marsh Wiggle), is a barren land of sparse settlements and fortified outposts. This region is constantly attacked by the Giants and other minions of Chaos that now populate the area and make it virtually inhospitable for all other inhabitants.

Narnia has a new royal family, strangely enough descended from Calormen stock. Originally little more than a trader, a young man managed to rally the Narnians and led them against the forces of Chaos when Cair Paravel was under siege. Afterwards, now in the Narnian's confidence, he led them in the reconstruction as well. He was not proclaimed king in the absence of the four previous monarchs but his son finally was as it became increasingly clear that leadership was needed and that the Pevensies would not be returning. Since then this new dynasty has ruled with the approval of the people.

Whilst men are still a common sight, Narnia is the land of many races.

Now needing to concentrate themselves in fortified locations, the Narnians have built many walled cities and castles. Great citadels dot the land and are tended by the ruling lords. These fortresses, still wonderfully crafted, are often the symbols of strength and pride to the people of the kingdom.

In the western mountains great Griffon rookeries exist in the peaks whilst the Dwarfs, already fine tunnellers, have carved underground cities in the caverns. These new settlements have also allowed the Narnians to either discover or even create new paths to the unknown lands of the west. Desperate for resources, the Narnians have been buildings outposts, villages and castles in these new territories. The age of discovery and pioneering has been slow but as the years go by, the lands of the west have slowly been claimed by the Kingdom.

The armies of Narnia are a varied collection of soldiers. Though sturdy blocks of human infantry and cavalry can be found, the majority of the Narnian force are, as is traditional, made up of a wide number of different races. Satyr and Faun infantry, functioning in both light and heavy melee duties are powerful and hardy warriors and their strong legs grant them the ability to jump and kick for more powerfully than humans, a vital asset in combat. Centaur knights are by far some of the finest cavalry in the world and Dwarf archers are peerless marksmen. The intelligent animals of Narnia are often placed in whatever roles they can adequately perform, making them a very versatile asset. Narnian griffins, who in a few cases grow large enough to carry riders, also allow Narnian forces to combat their many aerial foes. Alongside them come an even more diverse number of races from Phoenixes and Unicorns to Shedu and even some Giants, all ready to give their lives for the Kingdom.

These armies are disciplined and brave despite the great number of different races that are made to cooperate. They are also needed for the kingdom is constantly assailed by enemies. The forests, which have since gone to war with one another due to the corruption of the land, house vast numbers of rapacious Beastmen. Cultists and mutants infest the hidden parts of cities and smaller settlements and many a noble has been discovered to have sold their souls to the Dark Gods for some terrible desire.

To combat the threats to their lives and souls, the people of Narnia took solace in their faith that Aslan would return and save them. Their greatest monarchs also became symbols of spiritual protection and hope. The Cult of the Great Lion spread as people became more paranoid of the predations of Chaos. Though still comparatively informal even after so many centuries, the Cult has turned into a powerful and influential institution.

Now religious agents walk the lands, seeking out the many threatening monsters and heretics that plague it. Dubbed witchhunters, these agents employ whatever means they see as necessary to root out the influences of Chaos as well as those beholden to other dark figures like Tash or the White Witch (that's kind of how they got the name). These witchhunter are feared by all as their convictions often lead to horrible atrocities all in the name of destroying the corruption that festers within Narnia's borders. Though their actions are neither condemned nor endorsed by the crown, the Cult's power is immense thanks to these individuals and their authority to do whatever is deemed necessary to safeguard the soul of the Kingdom.

Many Narnians have also learned to harness the Winds of Magic that now wash over their world. Though the attempts to practise magic were reviled for centuries due to their connection with the dread powers of Chaos, eventually a more strict discipline was developed. All forms of Narnian races have the potential to become mages, making them a very diverse group. It is also common for certain races to show a natural inclination for a certain form of magic (Dwarfs often wield Chamon/Metal, Satyrs Ghyran/Life, talking animals Ghur/Beasts, etc).

Narnia's woods, which were already alive and active, have been changed further by the corruption of the world. As Chaos' power swept over the face of the world, dread power seeped into it. Chunks of warpstone were thrown across the land or formed as dark magic coalesced into solid matter.

It is now dangerous for other creatures to live within in the woods. The Dryads, Naiads and other spirits of the land do not welcome outsiders into their borders. Only the Beastmen, who are inexplicably able to survive the hostility of the trees thanks to their desecration of the lands they roam, seem to thrive within the woods. Cut off from the trees, the other Narnians often name these the Wildwoods and regard them as uneasy areas of ill import. These woodlands are still part of the Kingdom of Narnia but none dare enter them unless they are desperate or foolish. Due to their traditional reverence for nature, their old kinship with the forest spirits and their fear of what retribution would come for them, the Narnains do not cut down these trees.

Their very souls under threat, the inhabitants of the Wildwoods have become aggressive and hostile. Some spirits have grown especially capricious, luring in outsiders so that they can butcher them in horrific fashion and leave their bodies as warnings to other potential intruders. Still the nature of the Dryads and their kin means that on occasion they are friendly to their fellow Narnians. On festival days, the Wildwood's people will invite other Narnians to cavort and play in their festive glades like they did centuries ago. It is on these days that the old bonds and friendships are remembered.

The Dryads themselves do not often attack others but they can easily awaken the trees they are tied to and force them to attack their foes. When this happens the mighty trees will tear themselves up from the ground and begin to swing mighty roots that constantly grow at the enemy, bludgeoning and slashing them with great power. The life giving energies of Ghyran, which now flow over the land can also be harnessed by these spirits. Through these powers they can harden their bark as if it were iron and regrow damaged wood. When the time is right, then the Dryads will form physical bodies made of fallen leaves and wood, hardened into steel-sharpness by their own magic and rend apart their enemies with claws and razor winds. The Naiads can also manipulate the flow of water, directing it to drown their enemies. As war became more common and magic saturated the land these hydromancers adapted their powers to become more effective at deterring to killing their many enemies.

To the south of Narnia is their old ally of Archenland. This land of men has largely been spared the worst of Chaos thanks to their northern neighbour but they too have suffered in this new world.

Caught between the Narnians and their Calormen rivals, Archenland has seen a lot of conflict and has been forced to endure it. With one of their own people ruling over Narnia now, the Calormen have frequently attacked the Kingdom, seeing it as rightfully theirs now and thus sending armies over the Great Desert and around the coasts. This has often left Archenland as the battlefield where the two warring nations fight. Such a violent predicament has had an unfortunate affect on Archenland.

The wind of Shyish flows through Archenland and pools in it thanks to the mountainous terrain. What's more the terrible conflicts that have often ensued within their borders have attracted a lot of dark power, allowing warpstone deposits to collect.

Archenland, which is now covered in the bones of warring armies, has become a haunt for necromancers. Those who have fallen to dark magic but not sold themselves to Chaos thrive in the small kingdom which has become a far more dreadful place since the Wind of Death began to flow through their land with such strength. While the native Archenlanders still struggle to hold onto their lands, the borders and wild regions have practically fallen to the dark sorcerers and their undead minions.

Archenland, as an ally of Narnia and an enemy of Calormen has picked up a significant number of Lion cultists. However the Star Faith of the western lands has also become very popular in their lands as well. Like all other realms their forests often harbour Beastmen though other, worse things have also come to inhabit their woods as the dead rest uneasily. In Archenland every door has a blessed icon placed over it to ward off the dark forces that saturate their land and few go out at night for fear of what lurks within the shadows. Many times a village, castle or manor has simply disappeared or been emptied of life by unseen or unknown forces.

In the modern day Archenland is virtually a three way battlefield as the Calormen still send forces north to contest the land. The Archenlanders and their Narnian allies will respond in kind and raise their own forces to battle the aggressive southerners. Meanwhile the necromancers of Archenland, many of whom will be invigorated by the death that swathes the land during war, will raise their own great armies of Skeletons, Zombies, Wights and worse to fall upon the enemy for their own ends.

After the death of Jadis, the White Witch, her followers were scattered and hunted in the decades that the Pevensies ruled. When the Chaos Gods came they were assailed as much as the Narnians and forced deeper into their hiding places. However, when the tides of magic receded, the dark creatures found themselves in a much more vulnerable world.

In a bid to keep the corruption of Chaos away, these monsters instead rallied around the immortal spirit of their former queen. Powers such as the White Witch did not simply die or disappear and so long as they had the means, the creatures that served her could also contact her and harness her power.

The Witch Hosts, as these survivors have been called, have recovered and thrived in the violent and tumultuous world that the Pevensies left behind.

These collections of creatures are nominally led by the avian Hags. Adept in both the traditional dark magic of Narnia and the new powers that the arrival of Chaos introduced, the Hags are the ones with the means of drawing the White Witches attention. They now rule as seers and spellcasters of the Witch Hosts and the foul creatures that swear their allegiance to Witch revere them and follow their directives. Though their position of prominence is unchallenged, the Hags jealously covet the powers they wield and disapprove of the spellcasters of other races that have emerged as the power of Chaos touched the other beasts of Narnia.

The mountains of Narnia have been inhabitants of the mountains for millennia. Great hordes of troglodyctic Boggles carve huge tunnel networks into vast subterranean hives that house untold thousands of their kind. In the caves and dark places of Narnia, Ghouls, Werewolves and Harpies build their own nests and congregate in great numbers. Then there are the beasts that reject Aslan and instead serve the Witch. Wolves, snow tigers, serpents, vultures and immense bats, all creatures reviled by the loyalists of the Kingdom for serving the Witch in the war that ended her reign, still place their faith in her. Though the woods are as dangerous for them as they are for other Narnians, the mighty Minotaurs, Cyclops and Ogres still carve their own domains in the deeper forests and uplands. There are also kin to the races loyal to Narnia and Aslan that have thrown in their lot with the White Witch. Black Dwarfs build their own subterranean holds and craft fine equipment for their allies, certain trees and fungal spirits will offer their support to the Witch Hosts for their own reasons and even some of the southern Giants have sworn allegiance to the White Witch.

Thanks to their hidden networks, they have spread far and wide across the land. As the Narnians build tunnels through the mountains to the west, the Witch Hosts follow them, looking for new lands to settle. A great underground war has now begun between the burrowing peoples of both nations as they fight for control of the vital routes and networks beneath the ground. This fight has led to both sides inventing new tactics and weapons to oust their enemies from the underground tunnels.

Their armies are vast and brutal hordes that, when gathered in enough numbers around a powerful warlord or an influential Hag, can ravage vast swathes of land. They fight to conquer often but their primary goal is to weaken their enemies in preparation for the return of their mistress.

South of Narnia, beyond the Great Desert, lies the great empire of Calormen. This mighty nation, a long rival and enemy of Narnia, has grown stronger and deadlier since Chaos arrived.

The Calormen Empire has changed rather drastically as a result of the infestation of Chaos. They have not suffered direct invasion thanks to the buffer Narnia and Archenland present but the forests to the south of their lands have become infested with Beastmen that regularly launch devastating invasions. What's more necromancers from Archenland will often cross the Great Desert, ignoring the barrier it presents in their deathless state and lay siege to the Calormen lands. Cultists also gather in their lands, causing untold havoc and corrupting the people.

In response the Calormen have rallied around their own faith, the often bloody worship of Tash. Whilst the cult of their vulture headed god has always been powerful it has expanded in strength as it provides a shield against the corruption of Chaos. Now the sacrificial fires that once only accepted children are open to heretics and Chaos worshippers, purging them from the world in their gods fiery hunger. The cult has also become more militant as it sends members out to hunt down suspected Chaos worshippers. Now fanatical warriors clad in grotesque vulture masks can be found going into battle, imbibing concoctions that drive them into a bloodthirsty frenzy. Alongside them are warriors armed with curious machines that allow them to fire bursts of alchemical fire at the enemy, spreading the sacred fires amongst their enemies. Those with an aptitude for magic are given over to the cult where they are subjected to rigorous and harsh training regimen so that they can master their powers in a way that is acceptable to the empire. Such magisters, once trained, will then leave the temples they were trained in and be hired by prospective Tarkhans or serve the Tisroc directly.

The armies of Calormen are still built around the traditional blocks of spearmen, supported by deadly Tarkhan cavalry. Their chariots are the finest in the world and their riders are infamous for their skill though the intelligent horses of Narnia still outstrip their mounts. Supplemented by the militant branches of the Cult of Tash, the Calormen armies are formidable. However during one battle, a statue of Tash came to life and laid low the foes that surrounded it before returning to inanimate stone. Since then the Calormen have taken war statues of their god, heroes and terrifying beasts from their folklore and enchanted them, granting them the power of these sometimes enormous war constructs. Some have been carved to such a height that they dwarf even the giants of the north.

To the west, beyond the mountains, lies the great empire of Telmar. This poorly known land has been separated from the lands that border the sea for millennia but in recent centuries they finally began to play their part in the affairs of the wider world.

Telmar is a large and militant nation. Settled by brigands and their wives that had been displaced from unknown lands, the nation rose from being an empty land of mysterious ruins and became the shining beacon of order in the west. They have grown strong and disciplined by fighting against the followers of Chaos that have appeared in the western lands. The aristocracy and monarchy are descended from their greatest warriors and are expected to live up to the military ideals of their ancestors. Drawing upon vague memories and stories from their ancestors, a powerful inquisition has also emerged that protect the sanctity of the nation with witch hunts and harsh trials against the people they suspect of being corrupt followers of darkness.

Telmar's armies are massive and disciplined. Their armies are built around blocks of infantry armed with swords and long halberds that allow them to impale or cut down enemies. However their greatest strength are their war engines. Telmarine engineers are intelligent and inventive and they have managed to craft repeating variants of scorpions, ballista and even trebuchets that allow them to rain shots upon the foe from afar. Whether being used against walled fortifications or enemy formations, these engines of destruction are deadly.

The safety of Telmar's souls is assured by their faith in a distant star deity. The specifics of their god are never given but all that is known is that he exists within the heavens and that his stars allowed their ancestors to navigate the world as they searched for a home. Their Star Faith has grown powerful and can even challenge the authority of the lords and kings at certain times. Missionaries have spread far and wide in the wild lands to their north and even beyond the eastern mountains into the mysterious lands near the coast where they preach the words of their faith to others. The faith is also responsible for dealing with the magicians that Telmar does employ. They are very wary of those that they can safely teach to wield magical power and will still treat them with mistrust.

Across the eastern sea, beyond the Lone Islands, are a wide variety of islands that few truly know about. These small pockets of land in a vast sea are home to bizarre wonders and dark secrets that none know about. Beneath them all are the kingdoms of the ivory-skinned merfolk that live in vibrant kingdoms atop the continental shelves of the ocean. The coming of Chaos has increased the number of mutant leviathans and in turn the civilized people of the sea have become more violent. Those that live near the lands of the west are often less violent than their mighty eastern kin and many have formed alliances with the Narnians in order to protect the shores and shallows that they share.

However there is the Dark Island, a mystical landmass of eternal shadow that displays a cruel sentience and has the power to warp the reality around it. The intelligence of the island allows it to bring the dark thoughts and nightmares of those that pass under its shadow to life. However the Dark Island has recently made a pact with the Dark Gods, giving itself to their service in return for more power and stability. Now its dark influence, stronger than ever before, is stretching over the water, heading west to the shores of Narnia, engulfing everything in its path and spreading a dark, pervasive madness to all that it touches.

Beneath the earth, in a vast chasm that stretches underneath the lands of both Narnia and the northern wastes, is the subterranean land of the Earthmen. Drawn up from the deeper land of Bism, these creatures are the slaves of the mysterious Lady of the Green Kirtle.

Her land has been arming itself for countless generations. As Chaos sinks its claws into the world the Lady of the Green Kirtle has worked hard to build new and more powerful weapons. The Earthmen have been warped into new shapes that are more formidable and some of the terrible serpents and monsters that are supposed to sleep until the world's ending have been awakened and enthralled by her magic. Her follower's numbers have grown over the centuries and she has even sought to enslave the majestic Salamanders of Bism. Her followers tunnel further beneath the world, spreading their network of caves under Narnia and stockpiling weapons and war machines under strategic locations. As the inhabitants of Narnia build their own roads and cities beneath the earth as well they have begun to encroach on the uppermost of her domains. Already the first clashes between the inhabitants of the surface and the Earthmen have happened.

The enemy of all of these creatures, regardless of allegiance, are the forces of Chaos.

The influence of Chaos has spread across the entire world and can be found in many forms. The most overt is in the warpstone that forms wherever dark magic is strong. Magic attracts magic and the more dark magic gathers the more that is attracted. When this happens warpstone is crystallised and has an affect on the world around it. Mutations and madness abound and through this are formed the true children of Chaos, the Beastmen.

The Beastmen are monsters that combine features of animals with those of men. They come in many shapes and sizes but the most common are those that appear like the Satyrs of Narnia. However these are obviously far more cruel. There is no organisation to their tribes as they despise such things but they do have some rules and castes. The Ungors, which look similar to Fauns but far more brutal, are the lowest and most degraded of their kind, usually relegated to the periphery of the herd's meeting places. In battle they serve as spearmen and skirmishers, armed with simple bows and spears. The Gors are the true warriors of the tribe and the superiors of the Ungors as they are far more removed from the human form their kind despise. Their own elite are the Bestigors who often serve the ruling Wargor or Brayshaman and are granted the best weapons and armour.

Other foul monstrosities also join the Beastman Warherds such as the drunken Centigors and bloodthirsty Bullgors who appear as mockeries of the Centaurs and Minotaurs. Less sophisticated than the Gors, these beasts will often follow a Warherd for the promise of meat and violence. Cyclopean Cygors, who struggle to see anything that is not magical in nature, and monstrous Ghorgons who tower over all other inhabitants of the forest, can also be called and serve as shock troops in a Warherd. Boar like Tuskgors and Razorgors are harnessed to crude chariots and ridden to war and should a Brayshaman be especially lucky he can attract a ravenous Preyton or a disgusting Jabberslythe, the mere sight of which drives men insane. Amongst these mighty beasts are the lesser mutants that often emerge amongst the native populations of the world. Driven from their homes by the other members of their communities, they flee into the deeper woods and find a semblance of sanctuary amongst the Beastmen, even if they have simply traded certain death for an abusive existence.

To the north, in the Ettinsmoor and beyond, are the Chaos Wastes.

The former land of the giants has been warped into an almost unrecognisable wasteland of warped landscapes and blasphemous vistas. The land itself is often in flux with fissures that bleed lava, blood, skulls and a wide variety of other substances will often scar the ground. Rock formations moulded into the shape of disturbing monstrosities and forests filled with fleshy trees that pulse like a beating heart are also common sights.

Giants do still live here but they are debased and wretched compared to their ancestors. Most have fallen to Chaos, giving themselves willingly to the Dark Gods in order to survive. Mutations often wrack their bodies but those wise enough to find a patron will often receive blessings and an opportunity to ascend to Daemonhood. Like enormous parodies of the infamous Chaos Warriors, these Giants are granted immense suits of armour that sustain them on their quest. The less lucky ones are barbaric brutes that are compelled to destroy the enemies of the Dark Gods.

Most of the Chaos Wastes is inhabited by the lunatics, renegades and degenerates that have either fallen to Chaos or given themselves to it willingly. All manner of creatures now serve the Dark gods but the most common are human who, above all races, seem to receive the most attention from Chaos. Some of them genuinely worship the Dark Gods as deities and revere them ritualistically, offering them sacrifices and sending them prayers. Others follow them for the prospect of rewards, usually the possibility of ascending to Daemonhood and attaining immortality. Those who receive the patronage of the Dark Gods become Chaos Warriors and are granted suits of armour that seal around them and sustain them, allowing them to focus their entire being on serving Chaos. Truly blessed warriors gain demonic steeds, some of them being actual Daemons from the Realm of Chaos whilst others are mutated steeds that leave flaming hoofprints behind them as they walk.

Talking animals from Narnia who are corrupted by Chaos receive the worst fates. Like Aslan promised, they lose their intelligence once falling to the darkness but the Chaos gods, upon receiving their souls, will forcibly return their minds and memories. Unfortunately this new sentience will always be scarred by the influence of Chaos, forcing them to experience disturbing and madness inducing sensations and visions because of it.

Many on the path to immortality will receive more mutations and 'gifts' from the Dark Gods as they progress down the path to Daemonhood. Many will be overwhelmed by what they receive and will devolve into mindless beasts. Most become Forsaken, gibbering horrors that still retain a human shape. Others transform into Chaos Spawn, degenerated monstrosities that are a writhing mass of mutations that attack everything around them. Some however, will transform into more stable mutants, still bereft of their wits but possessing more consistent bodies. These are often foul creatures such as Mutaliths and Slaughterbrutes who can completely devastate enemy armies with their mere presence.

In the far north, an ancient plan starts to unfold. A Son of Adam has been chosen to lead the armies of the Chaos south against the nations of the world. He has been granted their favour, has passed numerous trials to earn his position and has subjugated the Dark Gods' myriad thralls and servants into an army the likes of which has never been seen before. With the Dark Gods' patronage, he has been granted control over all of Chaos' followers. Across the world, change is taking place. Warp storms lash the nations of the south and raids from Chaos followers have become more frequent. The woods have writhed as blasphemous totems rip out of the ground and rise high into the air, corrupting the land around them. Cultists and Beastmen outside of the wastes have begun to rise up to herald the coming Storm of Chaos.

Far to the east, across the sea, Aslan watches the world and scowls. Though he is wise and benevolent beyond belief and completely trusting if his father's words he has begun to doubt. He cannot stand the monstrosities that are ravaging the world and wants nothing more but to lead the good and decent people of the world to save it from damnation. However, the Emperor Over the Sea has forbade him from doing so. He placates his son, assuring him that everything is happening as he expects it to. It is now all part of his plan and the time to act will come soon.

High overhead the stars flicker and glare down as they prepare to fall. Where once they were prepared to follow Aslan to his country in the east they are now preparing to fight for their existence. Meanwhile, a young man flees his town as it is consumed by Chaos' corruption. Terrified and lost he, rests against an iron lamppost standing in the middle of the woods and looks at the treasure he was entrusted with protecting. It is an ornate and beautiful horn that has been valued by his kin for centuries and he has been told that it should only be blown when help is truly needed. As Beastman rampage through the woods nearby, he puts it to his lips and sounds it.

47. Space Cadet Lore

Culture Profile: The United Galactic Federation

Astrography

The United Galactic Federation (Federation for short) spans most of the Milky Way Galaxy, with a few settlements in the Magellanic Clouds. Every arm in the Milky Way is home to Federation systems and settlements, though the Orion Arm is where Federation control is the weakest, as that is the center of Imperial control.

Natural Physical Appearance

Being a galactic empire, the Federation's population is extremely diverse. Even humans, the overwhelming majority, are diverse, with many subspecies and ethnicities making up the human population. However, the Federation is predominantly composed of humans of the "Galactic" ethnicity, which has been the dominant ethnicity of mankind since time immemorial. Humans of this ethnicity have medium tan skin, black hair, and are on average six feet tall.

Appearance Traditions

You'd think that such a massive empire would have no uniform appearance tradition, but the Federation would prove you wrong. In its efforts to homogenize its entire empire, the Federation imposes codes of dress on all of its systems, exempting cultural reservations. These dress codes are differentiated by species, but only out of necessity, and these codes seek to be as uniform as possible. These codes are based on the fashions that were in vogue in the Federation's core systems during its foundation, resulting in Federation fashions looking tens of thousands of years out of date to the rest of the galaxy. Enforcement of these codes is anything but uniform, with worlds far from the central government's eye tending to do away with them entirely.

The standard Federation dress is a form of colored polynylon jumpsuit. Originally a military uniform, the colored jumpsuit has become a symbol of the Federation. These jumpsuits are color-coded by social class, with those occupying the lowest-classes wearing red, the middle classes wearing mauve, and the upper classes wearing gold (though upper-class individuals have much more leniency in dress). Those with specialist professions wear other colors during work hours. The Federation Eagle is stamped on all Federation clothing, and removing it is a crime. These jumpsuits are easy to clean and very resistant to wear and tear.

Although they aim for uniformity, there is a difference between dress between males and females (or their analogues). Female dress is far more promiscuous than male counterparts, ostensibly to "promote sexual liberation." For human females, the infamous miniskirts, boots and "beehive" hairstyle ensemble is nigh-universal, with few other legal options existing. This form of dress is even mandatory within the Federation Star Fleet.

Language

The Federation's primary language is Simplified Standard Imperial, a "rationalized" form of the language of the Second Empire. Simplified Standard Imperial is an agglunative language, and in fact Simplified Standard Imperial has a much smaller vocabulary than most other galactic languages. SSI has very few synonyms or antonyms, with prefixes and suffixes on "base words" sufficing. Prefixes are generally intensifiers or negations, while suffixes denote the "number" of the thing (none, one, more than one) or transform the word into another form.

The Federation's Bureau of Language governs the development of Simplified Standard Imperial, and is responsible of its propagation throughout the Federation. The Bureau of Language considers it paramount that the entire galaxy speak one language, as to facilitate cooperation and acceptance of Federal rule. That being said, due to the size of the galaxy, the Bureau of Language's mission is more than farfetched.

Government, Law and Politics

The Federation styles itself as a representative federal republic, though the truth is far less pleasant and far more complicated. In theory, the Federation is governed by the Federal Senate, a body of legislators elected by the people of every system in the Federation, who in turn elect an executive among themselves. Each system gets one senator for every inhabited world is in the system, and for every billion sapients are on each planet. This has resulted in rather skewed political representation, as a planet with a single permanent colony will be represented by a senator, while an orbital home to two billion individuals will be represented by the senators of the planet it orbits.

However, the Federation's size makes representing even half of the Federation's systems impossible. To compound the issue, thousands of systems the Federation claims are under the control of hostile powers or are in open rebellion. The Federation insists in overseeing elections to ensure that they are "free and fair," meaning that only the systems in regular contact with Federal authorities can hold elections. Those systems that cannot hold elections are appointed Senators on a "temporary" basis by the Bureau of Internal Affairs, which itself is populated by appointees from the ruling party. Oftentimes, these senators are foreign to the constituencies they represent, and many have no clue where their systems even are. As a result, the Federation is a de facto one party state, as the ruling Unity Party has been able to appoint senators to vacant seats during the Federation's rapid expansion.

The Federation is a multi-party system, even if the Unity Party is the only one that has any voice. The Unity Party was founded on the ideas of democracy, universal liberty and universal equality, but over the millennia has become just another bureaucracy interested only in the propagation of the Federation. Those words are merely dogmatic excuses for the Federation to do whatever it pleases. True, there are many ideologues within the Unity Party, often opposed to one another, but the majority of the party is populated with disinterested careerists just looking to make sure that the gears turn and to make that next paycheck. Most political radicals center around the many minority parties that the Federation allows, though they would never get the majority. Knowing this, even those worlds that are accurately represented in the Senate overwhelmingly vote for Unity, because why not be on the winning side?

Despite its massive size, the Federation attempts to govern everything from the center. This is due to its origins: having rebelled against the feudal Third Empire, the Federation is committed to the idea of governing everything fairly and equally from a body that represents the entire Federation, instead of letting petty despots have their way. Ironically, the realities of the galaxy have transformed the Federation into a semi-feudal entity, as they often have to rely on local authorities to enforce their rule. Despite this, the Federation attempts to standardize everything they could through their massive bureaucracy, which often involves subordinating local authorities to offworld bureaucrats who can't even speak the same dialect as those they are governing. Many of these bureaucrats are easily duped by locals, making them largely useless, but they also slow down the process of getting just about anything done. This, rather unsurprisingly, builds up resentment among newer and further-off systems, and as a result these systems often rise up against Federal rule. This, in turn, has resulted in a Federation-wide ban on locally-controlled armed forces, which has had the unintended side effect of making the Federation's periphery easy prey for outsiders.

Economy

The Federation claims to be on the verge of becoming a "post-scarcity" society, though nobody but the most disconnected ideologue would believe it. The Federation claims that its matter replicators allow it to produce anything at any amount, but this conveniently ignores the fact that only a few matter replicators exist, that the Federation lacks the technological know-how to produce more, and the tremendous amounts of energy a matter replicator consumes makes it one of the most inefficient production systems ever devised. In truth, the Federation's economy is much like the rest of the galaxy's: controlled by a mix of private and public entities and dependent on resources. The Federation's consumerist society relies on the massive resources only a galactic empire could provide, and indeed the Federation's hunger for more resources drives its expansion.

Trade

The Federation officially loathes trading with other entities, but in truth its economy cannot survive without trade. Though the Federation is not lacking in natural resources and its heavy industry adequately supplies its massive military, its rapid expansion through largely agrarian worlds has not allowed it to industrialize to the same degree as the Empire or the Consortium. Thus, a significant portion of the Federation's manufactured goods are manufactured by its rivals. The rest of the galaxy sees this as essential to making the Federation dependent on them, thus averting the possibility of war.

Currency

In their attempt to stamp out "greed and inequality," the Federation banned currency during its third phase of expansion, and mandated instead that all transactions were to be conducted with materials and energy. Unsurprisingly, the barter economy could not work on an interstellar scale, but before the Federal government could reintroduce currency, the banks within the Consortium of Sovereign Systems had leapt on the opportunity and Consortium-based currencies became the norm. The Unity Party, rather than admit that it was wrong, instead turned a blind eye to the Consortium's takeover. Ironically, the Consortium's banks were also the guarantors of the Imperial credit, meaning that the galaxy's two major powers' economies were dependent on the Consortium and making the Consortium practically immune to assault.

Sex, Romance and Family Structure

A society as enlightened as the Federation could not leave the sapients under its control to their primal instincts. The Code of Sexual Conduct and the Code of Familial Relations governs the more intimate aspects of every Federal citizen's life, with the aim of promoting liberty, equality and safety. The Code of Sexual Conduct was written with the promotion sexual liberation in mind, and is rather tolerant and sometimes even encouraging of promiscuity, and with advanced medical care and birth control the traditional issues arising from such activity are largely nonexistent (as they are for the rest of the galaxy). However, the Code of Sexual Conduct encourages behavior that many in the rest of the galaxy find abhorrent, such as encouraging children to have sex as soon as possible, encouraging people to have sex with as many partners as possible, and heavily discouraging forming any emotional attachment over sex, as that would make people feel guilty and sex is supposed to be all about fun.

What would be considered the traditional family, and the normal mode of familial relations, in the rest of the galaxy is alien to the Federation's most heavily-controlled systems. The majority of Federation citizens in these systems (and consequently, the majority of Federation citizens as a whole) are born to artificial wombs in "hatcheries," where genetically-engineered eggs and sperm are fertilized. As a result, many Federation citizens are genetically siblings or half-siblings. Fetuses are genetically tested for perceived future ability and sent to specialized nurseries, where they are then raised for their future careers. This does not mean that they are locked into these roles for life, but it takes an exceptional individual to rise above his station, or even to transfer to another career. The major exception to this rule is the Federation's ruling classes, who maintain traditional family structures and view being "tube-born" as a great dishonor.

Religious Beliefs and Traditions

The Federation have outgrown the "silly superstitions" of old and is officially atheist, and is proud to display this fact to everyone in the galaxy. The Federation's political doctrine holds that there are no gods, only sufficiently advanced beings. This is how the Federation is able to cope with beings such as the Cog Lords, the Seeping Ink and other abominable entities destroying their fleets and despoiling their worlds on a regular basis. Religious belief is seen as inherently irrational and intolerant, so the Federation naturally has an irrational intolerance towards it. Those professing to religious beliefs in the Federation are prosecuted and oftentimes imprisoned for a short period, while worlds being brought into the Federation are taught that their gods are powerless through arrogant displays of sacrilege. This has led to many religiously-motivated revolts against the Federation, but the central government insists that these rebels will eventually see the light and there is no need to change policy.

Philosophy and Disposition

The Federation views itself as the light of the galaxy, an enlightened society that will recreate the glorious utopia of the Second Empire and unite all in liberty and equality. The Federation believes that it has the answer to galactic progress, and that any who stand in their way are unenlightened reactionaries. The entire galaxy must be "enlightened," whether they want to or not, and resistance is merely a sign of insufficient philosophical maturity. There is only one path, the Federation's, and all shall march along it.

The Federation is very intolerant of any political entity apart from itself. This is an outgrowth of the Unification ideology, which holds that mankind does best when it is under a single government, and that wars are impossible unless there is more than one government. This rather conveniently gives the Federation a mandate to take over the entire galaxy, though all but the most radical Federal leaders know that Federal control over the entire Milky Way is a pipe dream.

Although a multi-species entity, the Federation is majority human and officially places humans above all other species. Humans are seen as the vanguard species, the species that will develop everything for the rest of the galaxy's sapients to enjoy. When that end state is reached, then all may be equal, but until then, humanity must have and maintain a position of paramount leadership. In practice, this is used to promote bigoted, human supremacist policies, and as a result most species within the Federation are second-class citizens.

Military

Views on War

The Federation views war as barbaric, but its actions would lead one to think otherwise. War will be eliminated when the galaxy is united under Federal rule, but until then, it is clear that many galactic societies only understand the language of force. Thus, the Federation will not hesitate to engage in military action against a civilization that is deemed to be "ready" for Federal integration. The Federation is obsessed with exporting its vision throughout the stars, and the Federal Star Fleet's secondary prerogative is to explore new star systems to bring into compliance. As the Federation is always putting down rebellions and expanding throughout the galaxy, the Federation has been in a state of war for its entire existence.

Ranks and Command Structure

The ultimate commander of the Federal military is the Chancellor, who is elected from the Senate and is the chief executive of the entire Federation. Below him is Star Fleet Command, which controls both the Federal Star Fleet and the Federal Star Fleet Army. Both the FSF and the FSFA have separate command structures from then on, but share the same command nomenclature. Every FSFA commander is subordinate to an FSF commander of the same or higher rank, and FSF commanders direct all planetary campaigns.

Soldier Types and Equipment

As the Federation prefers to secure orbit and bombard planetside opposition, the Federal Star Fleet Army is a smaller organization than would be expected in a galactic empire. Most FSFA troopers are flash clones: the clones of proven warriors from the Federation's past, genetically engineered to mature to adulthood within the space of five years. This also means that these clones will die of old age by the time they are ten years old, but they almost always die in combat before reaching such an old age.

The FSFA is engaged mostly in recovery missions and enforcing the will of the Federal government in worlds the Federation already holds. Thus, the FSFA soldier is equipped to fight guerrilla wars, and is unfit for fighting any major engagement. The standard infantry weapon is the phaser rifle, a directed energy weapon that fires a pulse of phased photons. Depending on phase and energy output, a phaser can either temporarily paralyze a target by subjecting it to intense, but nonlethal, pain, or it could disintegrate the target entirely. Though more advanced than its primary rival on the galactic battlefield, the Imperial blaster, the phaser is a far more complex and difficult to power weapon. Thus, its utility to guerrilla organizations is limited.

Formations and Tactics

Against a primitive opponent typical Federation assault is a no-holds-barred bombardment of a planetary surface. Photon torpedoes, ship-based phasers, disruptors and pulse canons would turn important centers of resistance into slag. Oftentimes, this is enough to bring a world to surrender. If resistance continues, or the planetside forces are able to muster anti-orbit defenses, landing shuttles filled with FSFA troopers are sent to crush remaining resistance. There is little finesse to these tactics, as the Federal commander understands that his troops are disposable and his only concern is ensuring that he is not forced to call for reinforcements, as that would delay the assault. When facing another galactic power in war, the Federation typically brings in heavier firepower. These planetside assets are actually space-capable antigrav vehicles, and thus fall under the control of the FSF.

Against technologically advanced opponents, such as the Empire, the Federation cannot use its normal orbital bombardment techniques. A properly defended planet will always outgun an attacking fleet, and a properly defended planet can move its population to subterranean habitats where they can mount resistance even if the surface is relinquished to the invader. Here, the Federation will use its ground forces to overwhelm and flush out local resistance. This task is easier said than done, and often requires a siege action lasting for decades and tying up disproportionate resources. It is for this reason that the Federation avoids prolonged conflict with technologically advanced states.

While the FSF prides itself in its tactical superiority when engaging Imperial forces, only a few battles have had the FSF win from a numerically inferior position. The FSF primarily wins by overwhelming its opponents in superior numbers. With only the Empire and the Consortium able to match the Federation's naval industry, this is not a problem. Furthermore, the Empire's overstretched military allows the Federation to isolate pockets of Imperial Navy craft and overwhelm them, though Imperial commanders have learned to jump into hyperspace should they be jumped by an FSF assault.

Navy and Spacecraft

The Federal Star Fleet is the centerpiece of the Federal military. The Star Fleet is at most times the largest naval force in the galaxy, although at times the rival Imperial Navy is larger. The FSF's ships are generally smaller and less heavily armed than their Imperial counterparts, but they are much faster in in-system.

Almost all FSF ships are equipped with a warp drive, which compresses space in front of the ship while expanding it behind the ship. This is slower than Imperial hyperdrives and requires that the ship travel in a straight line and jump out at the right time, but it consumes less energy per jump and is far more versatile. This is what gives the FSF its greater mobility: as warp drives are unaffected by hyperspace currents or vacuity entities, the FSF's ships can jump into warp in-system, with the ships jumping out elsewhere in the system.

The Stars Belong to Man

From the Office of Star Marshal Ettyn Lener, Prime Minister of the Citizens' Alliance

Humans of the Milky Way, I speak to you not as a leader making a demand, but as a comrade asking for a friendly ear. I ask for nothing in these next few moments but for your undivided attention and a fair consideration of what I have to say.

We have come far as a species, haven't we? Even though we are fractured, even though we have fallen, we are still, without a doubt, the dominant species in the galaxy. Who can challenge the will of any human empire? Who can threaten our mighty fleets? Who can defeat our inexhaustible armies? Are there any in this galaxy who can take our place on the galactic throne?

No one man can fully grasp, fully appreciate, the might of mankind.  Our achievements are myriad and grand. The wormgate network that crisscrosses the galaxy, the colossal system spheres of the Second Empire, the dozens of species that serve us, were all crafted by the hands of Man.

Our history glorious, stretching into time immemorial. For eighty millennia we have stood as masters of the galaxy. Why, can any in the galaxy remember a time when we were like the primitive xotequ, crawling from our home system in stasis ships? Can any in the galaxy remember when we were like the pathetic laevo, claiming that their paltry dominion of a hundred systems is an empire to take pride in?

If our works and our history prove anything, it is this: there is nothing in the universe that can ever stop the march of mankind. Since time immemorial, we have sought new worlds and made them our own. On millions of worlds in every corner of the galaxy, the human race stands as the undisputed master of his domain.

Our ancestors made certain that mankind would never go extinct. Even in our darkest days, as the Grand Cogitator wrought havoc on our worlds, we persevered, and then we thrived! Even as the Second Empire burned, our ships found new systems and our feet planted themselves firmly on new soil.

The expansion of mankind’s domains will go ahead, so my only question is this, humans of the Milky Way: will your nation join in this great crusade? Will you ensure that progeny become more numerous than the stars? Will your nation march in lockstep with the rest of mankind in claiming our destiny as masters of the galaxy?

Humans of the Milky Way, let us band together against the alien. Let those who think that we are vulnerable and divided remember that this galaxy is ours! Let the galaxy tremble at the might of our fleets and armies! Let all those who would oppose us burn in the cleansing flames of our wrath!

Humans of the Milky Way, make the alien remember: the stars belong to Man.

Space Cadet Cuisine

More differences are seen with regard to cuisine based on planet than on culture. An agriworlder would eat what he grew, often wheat, corn, or potatoes. A cityworlder, if he is poor, would eat fungi and algae scraped from vats and reprocessed into something edible, but his diet can be supplemented with food shipped in from agri worlds. A spacer normally eats dried or preserved rations, but the largest ships will have their own hydroponic farms where a diet similar to that of a cityworlder is available.

The rich in any civilization have access to whatever food they please, often from the least technologically enhanced and genetically modified plants and animals there are in the galaxy. The rarest foods - beef, cow's milk, goose, whale, tuna, chocolate, coffee, watermelon, mangos, honey - originate from species that are almost extinct, each living in perhaps several thousand planets in the entire galaxy. These are considered delicacies throughout the Milky Way, and reserved only for the leadership of entire sectors; in the Empire, these foods are reserved for the Royal Family and the Sector Houses by law. While cheap substitutes, either from genetically engineered analogues or culture-vats, exist, no self-respecting aristocrat would be caught eating a hamburger made with vat beef. On the galactic market, a ten-ounce t-bone steak costs as much as a two-man hyperspace-capable spacecraft.

Some general trends do exist among galactic cuisines, a remnant of mankind's colonial and imperial past. The standard human eats a vegetable and grain-heavy diet. Staple foods include corn, potatoes, wheat, soy, algae and fungi. Countless varieties exist, although most can grow without soil and with minimal gravity. Apart from the latter two, these staple foods are grown primarily on agri worlds, where conditions are more amenable to produce large yields. These plants have more complex needs, so dedicated farming environments are necessary. Nonetheless, they are staples throughout the galaxy, and most of any given agri world's yield will be shipped to other worlds, where demand for "proper" food is always high.

Algae is by far the most common foodstuff in the Milky Way, grown everywhere from the roofs of cityworlds, to orbital habitats, to newly-established colonies, to warships on campaign. There are countless varieties of algae, designed to grow in different conditions and produce different properties. There is an algae for just about every nutrient there is, but those grown for mass consumption always taste bland. Thus, algae is often cooked or prepared with other foods and spices, at least if that can be afforded. Fortunately, while most algaes are flavorless, some algaes are genetically engineered to act as spices. Algae is often eaten as part of a soup, or as sheets or chips of dried algae.

Colonial mushrooms, so named for their use in early man's expansion through the stars, are a famously hardy fungus that can grow in virgin environments. Colonial mushrooms only need water and minimal atmosphere to grow, and some variants can grow in hard vacuum. As they supply protein, this fungus quickly became a staple. Colonial mushrooms are by far the most common food in the Galaxy, and just about every world has integrated it into its cuisine.

Meat is expensive, as meat has always been more resource-intensive than fruits and vegetables. Thus, meat-intensive meals are reserved for special occasions, such as holidays and birthdays. The staple meat of most galactic worlds is rabbit, as rabbits were the most efficient source of meat during mankind's colonial past. Chicken is a close second, as chickens are useful for egg production and have always been a part of human colonization efforts. Goat is much rarer, and pork and lamb rarer still. Fish is also a common food, although saltwater fish are far rarer than freshwater fish - more freshwater fish were transported in colony ships, as saltwater would need to be reprocessed and would cause more corrosion in case of a leak.

Meat is much more difficult to ship outside of agri worlds, due to greater requirements in shipping. Most meat in city worlds are vat-grown, which can either be indistinguishable from actual meat or indistinguishable from soylent goop. Demand for agri world meat remains high on these planets, and people are always willing to pay a premium for genuine meat for that special occasion.

The most common fruits in the galaxy are berries. Fruits that grow on trees, such as apples and oranges, were far more difficult to transport and grow on ships and thus are rarer. As they are small and are difficult to preserve, berries are normally processed into other products, such as jams and juices.

Milk from the mammary glands of actual mammals is a rare commodity.Most milk is grown by lactating bacteria, a special genetically engineered bacteria that converts water and sugar into milk. Yogurt and cheese can be made from this milk, although the former is easier to make than the latter. As yogurt can be infused with friendly bacteria, it is a common nutritional supplement.

Spices are, of course, a necessary ingredient, as nobody wants to eat bland food. Many artificial spices are used as nutritional supplements and are grown from algae or synthesized chemically. These are distinguished from algae for mass consumption, because try eating a mouthful of strong flavor is actually disgusting. Spices are also useful preservatives, and many foods designed for spacers are heavily spiced. Actual spices are rare, and are reserved for the upper classes. These command a hefty sum in the galactic market. Different cultures prefer different spices. Imperials like cumin and cilantro, while Federals prefer their various curry mixtures.

Oedrask Prime

The world of Oedrask Prime was once the asteroid belt of the Oedrask system. When the Second Empire of Man found this system, it was deemed unfit for proper settlement. The dim, dying sun could not sustain human life well, and the system had no true planets apart from dwarf planets that orbited in the system's comet cloud. However, this was an old system, meaning that the rocks here were rich in heavy minerals. At the time, the Empire was waging several wars of extermination against its xeno rivals, and so Terra designated the Oedrask system as one massive arms factory. Robotic drones collated the asteroids of the system into one artificial planetoid, a massive arms factory to be used in the Empire's crusades.

There were few humans on Oedrask Prime, just the bare minimum needed to ensure that the machine intelligences running the factory world were working according to the Imperial military's wishes. When the Second Empire fell, the Oedrask system was quickly forgotten. Being an important military asset, the Imperial bureaucracy had taken steps to ensure that the very existence of the Oedrask system was on a need to know basis. The chaos that engulfed the Second Empire during the War of the Cog Lords erased any information that existed on the system. The humans there acted quickly, disabling the machine intelligences before they could turn the guns they made on the humans, but they were isolated. They could not call for help, lest hostile forces find them.

Deactivating the machine intelligences had their side effects. The vast majority of the planet's systems went offline. Pollution containment broke down, rendering hundreds of square miles of surface practically uninhabitable with toxins, radiation and more esoteric dangers. Some simpler machines, typically combat drones, gained a form of intelligence on their own, cannibalizing weapons and waging wars against themselves and the humans. They developed their own barbaric cultures, typically in the heavily polluted portions of Oedrask Prime.

The planet's antigravity was also disabled. Being composed of hyperdense material, Oedrask Prime collapsed in on itself after its systems failed. This not only destroyed much of the inner honeycomb of the planet, but it also made the surface gravity much higher. This affected the humans on the surface by selecting for strong, stocky types. By the modern age, the average human on Oedrask Prime was an average of four feet tall, but had a much denser bone structure and a higher muscle mass than a baseline human.

These humans developed in isolation from the rest of the galaxy. Like their Imperial ancestors, they rejected religious ideas, but the world around them slowly changed this. Oedrask Prime did not just manufacture the quantum tunnelers and dark energy guns needed by the footsoldiers of the Empire. More esoteric weapons were manufactured on this cursed world, utilizing forbidden knowledge of realms beyond the material. When the planet's systems failed, machines armed with these weapons broke free from containment, and these forces began to subtly transform the nature of physics around the planet. Machines would work without any source of power, what could only be described as spirits appeared in plain sight, and the writing of certain symbols would have strange effects. But the people of Oedrask Prime knew that this was not a phony god’s doing. Seeking to be enlightened by their own intelligence, the humans of Oedrask Prime applied what scraps of scientific knowledge that survived the fall of the Empire to studying the strange phenomenon around them. Brave adventurers would venture into the polluted wastes and the unexplored tunnels of the planet to find out why their world was changing.

By the modern era, there are three major human civilizations on Oedrask Prime. The first, the Wegantu, is a large, feudal state descended from one of the Empire’s major arms corporations. Ruling over Oedrask’s meager agricultural sector and ten million people, Oedrask Prime’s largest population, the basis of Wegantu society is the manager-employee relationship. Employees belong to the Wegantu Corporation, while managers are tasked with ensuring that they do their jobs. Managers in turn report to higher officers, and so on and so forth until finally reaching the Board of Directors, who are supreme over the entire state. The second most powerful state is the Uzsmerth Republic, a democratic state founded by a group of survivors in Oedrask Prime’s light manufacturing sector. Having a virtual monopoly on civilian goods, the Uzsmerth have become rich through trade with other civilizations, though their free market and democratic government strikes the other two states as strange. The third most powerful state is the militant Ashar Empire. The Ashar have little, but they have managed to make a good portion of the arms factories in their territory functional, including some combat drones. This has given the Ashar’s feudal lords a lot of firepower, which they use to wage war against external threats and one another. The current Imperial government is an ostensibly temporary council of powerful lords, after their emperor was assassinated. With each of the three major states occupying different weapons manufacturing sectors, there is considerable trade between them, and in spite of these rivalries, cooperation against machine and other threats does occur.

Culture Profile: The Galactic Empire

Astrography

The Galactic Empire ("Empire"), also known as the Third Empire of Man, spans almost the entire Milky Way. Like its Federation rival, there are tens of millions of systems within the Empire, easily dwarfing any other galactic polity. Because of the Empire's size, an exact count would be impossible to take, for as soon as the numbers have been collected they would be outdated.

Natural Physical Appearance

The Empire is populated by a myriad of humans and non-humans, so the concept of a natural physical appearance would be inapplicable to them. However, the majority of the Empire is composed of humans of the Galactic ethnicity.

Appearance Traditions

Given the Empire's diversity, appearance traditions vary wildly within the Empire. There is no one style that dominates the Empire's spacefaring classes, although ostentatious shows of wealth are always present among the dress of these wealthy individuals.

Language

There is no one language in the Empire, and it is old enough and decentralized enough to have millions of different languages spoken within its systems and on its ships. However, the educated classes can speak Traditional Standard Imperial, at least as a second language, while the upper crust of Imperial society speak it as a first language. This language, inherited from the Second Empire, has changed little since the days of the Cog Lords. TSI is a very complex and flowery language, and those that have not learned it from an early age inevitably find it difficult to learn.

Government, Law and Politics

The Empire is a feudal absolute monarchy, as it has been for over a thousand generations. This system arose after the chaos of the War of the Cog Lords, when the central authorities of the early Empire could not muster the resources necessary to patrol all of the systems under their nominal command. It was essential that local authorities be trustworthy enough to impose Imperial control, leading to a system of rigidly defined rights and responsibilities for every level of Imperial society. As the Empire expanded and stabilized, so did its institutions, leading to the modern Empire's rigid hierarchy.

The very top of the Imperial aristocracy is occupied by the Emperor and the Imperial family. The royal family, the Dondrukovs, trace their descent from the Empire's first admirals. It is a legal requirement that an Emperor be a part of the Dondrukov house, although regents have ruled in the Emperor's stead during some parts of Imperial history. Theoretically, and often in practice, the Emperor is the absolute ruler of the Galactic Empire, with absolutely no limits on his power. As a practical matter, how much power the Imperial house holds has changed with time; a particularly weak Emperor may be a puppet of other interests, a human rubber stamp.

Below the Imperial family are the various feudal lords of the Empire. These noble families rule the myriad sectors of the Galactic Empire, ranging in size from tens of thousands to hundreds of thousands of star systems in size. These families, known as the Sector Houses, are responsible for ensuring the security and loyalty of their sector, and that they fulfill their responsibilities to the Empire. Below these families are lesser houses that rule smaller clusters of star systems, and so on and so forth. The most minor families in the empire rule over individual planets, and are responsible for the day-to-day governance of these worlds. Other families may control industrial combines, shipping guilds, or other organizations of particular importance. The Imperial military's officer corps is exclusively made up of nobility; peasants gain noble title if they ever reach the rank of officer.

The overwhelming majority of the Empire's population is composed of peasants. Peasants are men who are neither nobility nor tied to any land or conglomerate. Peasants make up most of the urban population in the Empire, and a vast majority of the Imperial military. It is possible for a peasant to join minor nobility through particularly noble service to the Empire, particularly military in nature. For most Imperial peasants, this is the highest station they can aspire to. Some enterprising peasants have become rich through various means, legitimate and illegitimate, and some peasant families are just as powerful as their noble counterparts in the more isolated regions of the Empire.

Serfs are at the absolute bottom of Imperial society, and are attached to noble families, land, or other institutions. By law, the institution of serfdom is limited to non-baseline humans, although the majority of serfs are humans of other species. Serfs live at the complete mercy of their lords, incapable of even legally defending themselves against their lord. Serfs are often used as cannon fodder in the Imperial military, and are treated as requisitioned materiel at times of war.

Apart from normal Imperial society is the Order of the Architects. A special subspecies of humanity, genetically modified to have limited manipulative abilities over the four fundamental forces of the universe, the architects were hunted down after the War of the Cog Lords by Cog Lord and human alike because of the threat they posed. After the overthrow of the Confederation and their architect rulers, the Second Empire granted a select few architects clemency if they would serve as guardians of the Empire. The architects agreed, and eventually became totally dependent to the Emperor of the Second, and later Third, Empire. All architects in the galaxy are required to be members of the Order, an easy feat to enforce in the Empire seeing as architects cannot reproduce outside of their species. That being said, a few architects exist outside of the Empire, such as the leaders of the Nomoki kingdoms. A pseudoreligious, pseudomilitary order, the Order is sworn to protect the Emperor, and so they often find themselves in combat situations against the Empire's enemies.

Economy

Being an empire that spans over ten million star systems, it is impossible to maintain any form of centralized control over the Imperial economy. All the Imperial government asks from its member worlds is the payment of tithes, often in credits but sometimes in raw material or even conscripts for the Imperial military. Corporate entities are more or less permitted to act however they please, at the discretion of the noble families in the areas they operate in. This usually serves no problems, as most corporate entities are owned by the nobility.

Trade

Officially, the Empire tries to maintain a monopoly on interstellar travel through the various spacing guilds that are authorized by the Imperial government. However, the sheer size of the Empire makes enforcement nigh-impossible, and the spacing guilds' inability to meet demand for trade makes smuggling very profitable. With constant conflicts throughout the galaxy, the Imperial Navy is increasingly stretched thin to deal with smugglers, so the Empire has more or less accepted the existence of smuggling. The Empire engages in extensive trade with its neighbors, save for the Federation and Federation-aligned entities. Although the Empire is capable of providing everything it needs with its own systems, Imperial authorities see no reason for denying trade with other galactic entities should they be friendly to Imperial interests.

Currency

The Imperial Credit, the official currency of the Empire, is widely accepted throughout Imperial space. Although Imperial credits must be accepted as payment by law, in some areas of the Empire a lack of reliable banking makes enforcing this rule impractical. The Imperial credit is not controlled by any one entity, but is instead issued by various banks throughout the galaxy. Over half of these banks are actually members of the Consortium of Sovereign Systems, giving the Consortium control over major portions of the Imperial economy.

Sex, Romance and Family Structure

The views of sex and romance within the Empire vary, but the overwhelming majority of Imperial worlds abide by traditional views of heterosexuality and nuclear families. Sex outside of marriage is seen as dangerous, if not immoral, as many Imperial peasants cannot afford to feed large families and contraceptives are sometimes hard to come by. The nobility is at the same time more and less constrained. On the one hand, most noble marriages are conducted for political reasons, and so marriage and the production of heirs is a duty to the family. On the other hand, nobles are more or less expected to sleep around with whomever they please, as long as no bastards are produced.

A unique, and to many in the galaxy, disturbing aspect of noble relationships at the top of Imperial society is the practice of incest. In order to keep property within the family, it is not uncommon for marriages to be made between direct relatives. As gene therapy is readily available to the Empire's upper crust, there is little threat of genetic diseases spreading through this practice.

Religious Beliefs and Traditions

The vast majority of the Empire is a member of the Imperial Rationalist Church, better known as the Rationalists (or, in some worlds, the Scientists). The Rationalist Church is an offshoot of the science cults that arose during the infancy of human spaceflight, and has survived the rise and fall of the First and Second Empires of Man. The Rationalists believe that the universe was created by the Watchmaker, an entity which initiated the creation of the cosmos, and that the Watchmaker established a series of universal rules that can be discovered through logical thought and observation. However, the Rationalist clergy are not scientists; they see their role as venerating science itself and ensuring that the people respect it, although they do not understand it themselves. This leads to the Church adopting the findings of respected scientists as dogma. Ironically, this has led to the Rationalist Church clinging onto many scientific theories even after they are outdated or disproven as ironclad fact, and persecuting those who would question this dogma as "irrational." Those who point out that the Church is opposing its own beliefs would be similarly persecuted. Within the Empire, the Rationalist Church's influence is strong, ensuring the veneration of scientific progress while at the same time stifling it.

Philosophy and Disposition

The Empire values order and security in a chaotic universe. It looks at the Second Empire as a time both of strength and prosperity to be aspired to, and of decadence and mistakes to be avoided. The Empire considers that period of human history to be a deviation from baseline human values, something that should never be allowed to happen again, while at the same time lauding the golden ages of human dominance as a goal that the Empire must always strive towards.

The Empire considers mankind to be the supreme species in the galaxy not because of any inherent strength, but because of sheer luck. Mankind managed to sweep aside any of its challengers and secure for itself a position of dominance in the Milky Way, but that position is not guaranteed and humanity can be easily toppled from its perch, just as it almost had been during the War of the Cog Lords. Thus, the price of human supremacy is eternal vigilance.

The Empire also has a belief in one galactic order. The current period of disunity is an anomaly that must be fixed, and mankind can only persevere in a hostile universe if it is united. Thus, the Empire is loath to recognize any polity that claims governance over other humans, even if they will work with larger entities as a practical matter. As for smaller entities, the Empire would not hesitate to annex them, and the Empire believes it is its duty to control all of mankind and spread humanity throughout the stars. The Empire believes that the Federation, which began as a rebellion against the Empire, is the greatest threat to human unity because it espouses a contrary message of human unity and order.

Military

Views on War

The Empire views war as a sad necessity and an important responsibility. Thus, the Imperial military is always well-funded and well-supported by the Imperial hierarchy. After all, the Empire's edicts mean nothing if they do not have turbolasers backing them. The Empire also views war, or the threat of war, as a useful political tool. The might of the Galactic Empire is nigh-unstoppable, and an overwhelming show of force can serve as a useful object lesson to any would-be rebels or invaders, or as a reminder of what exactly happens to systems that do not pay their tithes. As a result, much of the Empire's military is designed to look impressive and intimidating, particularly when arrayed in vast numbers.

Ranks and Command Structure

In theory, the Emperor is the supreme commander of the Imperial armed forces, but in practice the Empire's military is commanded by the Imperial General Staff, a group of senior officers from each branch of the Imperial military.  Because of the logistical impossibility of maintaining total control over the entire Imperial military, the General Staff is tasked with setting standard policy and a general strategy for the Empire; most decisions are made on a sector or system level. However, in times of war with another galactic power, the General Staff is responsible for coordinating the Imperial military on a galactic scale. This effort requires the full effort of almost the entire Imperial bureaucracy, and so a doctrine of total war is imposed during these times. Fortunately, few galactic threats warrant full scale war.

The Imperial military is effectively divided into four branches: the Imperial Navy, Imperial Army, the Imperial Strategic Defense Force, and the levies. The Imperial Navy, by far the largest and most powerful, is tasked with the Empire's orbital and interstellar assets, such as the mighty Imperial battlestars. The Imperial Army is responsible for all planetary warfare, which encompasses terrestrial, oceanic and atmospheric assets. The Strategic Defense Force is charged with the Empire's vast array of superweapons, from hyperspace-capable relativistic kill vehicles, to planet crackers, to the infamous World Fortresses. Finally, the levies of the Empire are those military assets under the personal command of the nobility. These levies are tasked with the defense of local planets, and with few exceptions a feudal levy may not contain hyperspace-capable craft. The Order of the Architects is technically separate from the entire Imperial government, obedient to the Emperor alone. The Order offers elite shock troops to accompany Imperial military units in particularly tough campaigns, or operate independently to further the Emperor's purposes.

Soldier Types and Equipment

The Imperial Army is the largest planetside armed force in the galaxy. The Empire's soldiers, known as stormtroopers, are volunteers from all over the galaxy, but in times of total war the Empire institutes conscription. However, given the Empire's vast size, the Imperial Army is a massive institution even in peacetime - it is estimated that the Emperor has at least a trillion stormtroopers at his command at any one time. The Army is one of the most egalitarian institutions in the Empire, where bloodline, species or gender does not matter: any sapient can be a stormtrooper, and any stormtrooper that shows his mettle can be rewarded with membership in the nobility.

The Imperial Army is largely dependent on the blaster, an ancient but reliable weapon from ages past. Blasters are easy to manufacture en masse, and are quite effective: a single blaster bolt can vaporize a grown baseline human's leg. However, blasters are notorious for their inaccuracy. The focusing crystals on a standard-issue Imperial blaster will normally be of poor quality, a condition exacerbated by battlefield conditions. The slapdash nature of Imperial military training does not help matters. However, Imperial doctrine is merely to fill the air with blaster fire, and with the Empire almost always having the numerical advantage over its opponents, accuracy is a secondary concern.

Heavier weapons are also widely available to the Imperial Army. Turbolasers, not unlike those found on Imperial battlestars, are frequently found on Imperial armor and towed guns. Thermal warheads are standard on both anti-personnel and anti-armor explosives, such as grenades, satchel charges and warheads. Ion weapons are also widely issued, as ionized particles are effective at disabling energy shields.

Imperial armor is some of the heaviest in the galaxy, and along with the battlestar symbolic of the Empire's might. The Empire favors walkers of various designs, as legs offer increased mobility over the wide variety of environments that the Imperial Army can expect to be deployed in, while at the same time requiring less power than an antigravity system. Imperial walkers come in a variety of shapes and sizes, from two-legged scout walkers to four-legged heavy weapons platforms

Formations and Tactics

An unfortunate consequence of the Imperial military's size and system of giving the nobility commanding duties is that, oftentimes, underqualified individuals fill the ranks of the Imperial officer corps. This makes doctrinal reliance on finesse and careful coordination unwise. The Empire's military is akin to a sledgehammer - an unsubtle weapon to be applied to the enemy in the most direct means possible. If orbital bombardment (the preferred Imperial strategy) is impossible, the Empire will secure a relatively large landing area to stage its planetary invasion. From there, waves upon waves of Imperial armor and infantry crash against the enemy, beating them into submission. All of this is conducted in the most visible way possible, in order to strike terror into the hearts of the Empire's enemies.

Navy and Spacecraft

The Imperial Navy is the pride of the Empire and the bedrock of its power. Imperial craft are large, heavily shielded, heavily armed and often outnumber its opponents. It is only in maneuverability that Imperial craft are deficient; a battlestar's immense mass is difficult to move, even with the massive output of standard Imperial sublight engines. The Imperial Navy is famously equipped with the hyperdrive, perhaps the most effective form of faster-than-light travel in the galaxy. Hyperdrives tear a hole in spacetime and allow a ship to enter hyperspace, an alternate universe where physics operates differently. From there, the ship then exits hyperspace near its target. The hyperdrive is quick, with a standard battlestar hyperdrive capable of crossing the galaxy in a matter of days. However, the hyperdrive is extremely power-intensive, often forcing a ship to cool down after leaving hyperspace, and the sensitivity of hyperspace jumps to gravitational anomalies means that a hyperdrive-capable ship cannot jump within a certain distance of a star or planet. Hyperdrives are also affected by hyperspace currents.

Imperial craft operate on one major principle: bigger is better. An Imperial starship will likely be much larger than a ship of comparable class in another galactic navy. The crew requirements of an Imperial craft easily go into the hundreds, but this is not a problem for the Empire. As Imperial craft are heavily shielded and armored, they are unafraid of engaging opponents at ranges that would be suicidal to their rivals. This is an advantage, as Imperial computing and targeting technology is notoriously unreliable, as are their human gunners. Imperial ships miss the enemy more often than they hit, but with the massive amount of turbolaser fire an Imperial vessel can bring to bear against its enemies, this is little consolation.

Consortium Infantry

Combat Drone

The term "combat drone" actually encompasses a wide variety of war machines, but it normally refers to the Mark II Drone first built by the Taaltsyan Corporation, one of the first backers of the Consortium Revolution. While Taaltsyan manufactures a majority of Mark IIs and their later variants, the design's ubiquity and lapsed patent means it is manufactured by licensed and unlicensed manufacturers throughout the galaxy.

The basic Combat Drone squad is composed of six units armed with arm-mounted C28 Pulse Rifles, which means that Combat Drones cannot pick up or man dropped weapons. It is possible to upgrade the squad with C30 Rail Rifles, increasing their damage and range, but only three units will be upgraded with this weapon.

The squad can be upgraded to be assisted by a Mark IV Drone, a more heavily-armored drone with various systems designed to support its fellow drones. The Mark IV's Fire Control Optics allows the squad to do more damage at longer ranges. The Mark IV's Multi-Frequency Broadcaster allows the squad to have an additional three Mark IIs in it. Finally, the Mark IV itself is armed with a C55 Marksman Rifle, a burst-fire rail rifle which fires radioactive rounds at long range. The Mark IV can pick up enemy special weapons, such as dropped light machine guns or anti-tank weapons, and man heavy weapons such as machine guns, although if the Combat Drone squad is killed it may drop a C55 that can be picked up by enemy troops. If a Combat Drone squad is ordered to man a weapon, it cannot be upgraded or reinforced with another Mark IV.

Support Drone

Another Taalstyan staple, the Mark III Drone was designed in conjunction with the Mark II to fulfill a support role. A heavier platform, resembling a six-legged towed gun more than the humanoid Mark II, the Support Drone is intended to support Mark II units instead of operating on their own. Straddling the line between vehicle and infantry, the Support Drone's light and fragile build compared to the Consortium's staple AFVs make it more concurrent to count as infantry. Armed with a C60 Plasma Cannon, the Support Drone can suppress enemy infantry. It can be upgraded to be armed with a C88 Rail Cannon, a potent tank-hunting weapon.

Assault Sophont

Manufactured and trademarked by Braeden Defense, the Assault Sophont is the Consortium's first heavy infantry choice. A six-unit squad, with four units armed with AE15 Plasma Rifles and two with the longer-range AE75 Scoped Particle Accelerator Rifle (semi-automatic beam rifle), the Assault Sophont is a formidable ranged unit which can capture objectives on the map and garrison buildings.

The Assault Sophont can be upgraded with two additional units: the Support Sophont and the Engineer Sophont. The Support Sophont wields an AE28 Automatic Plasma Cannon, which gives the Assault Sophont squad the ability to suppress enemy infantry and grants the "resupply" ability, an ability which buffs the damage of all nearby infantry (save Assassin Sophonts). The Engineer Sophont is armed with an AE74 Plasma Carbine, and grants the Assault Sophont squad the ability to heal friendly vehicles and to deploy a Nanite Repair Kit, which repairs all nearby Consortium infantry (save for Assassin Sophonts).

Unlike most Consortium infantry, the Assault Sophont is expensive and fragile. It is almost suicidal to attack enemy infantry without a Support Sophont, and it is certainly suicidal to attack vehicles with it.

The Assault Sophont is armed with wrist-mounted monomolecular blades, making them surprisingly high-damaging in melee combat. However, because of their fragility and their inability to attack more than one opponent for every squad member, they can be easily overwhelmed by swarming melee units.

Assassin Sophont

Manufactured and trademarked by Universal Technologies, the Assassin Sophont is the Consortium's advanced scout and infiltration option. A three unit squad armed with dual CD87 Plasma Projectors, the Assassin Sophont can be upgraded for one unit to wield a CD50 Antimateriel Rail Rifle, increasing the squad's range significantly. Assassin Sophonts can also be upgraded with the Martyrdom ability, which detonates the Sophonts' reactor if killed, and a Directional Energy Shield, which protects each unit from incoming fire at the expense of camouflage ability and one CD87 (and thus lowering squad damage). The Directional Energy Shield protects the user from the front, such as the CD87 users, and the CD50 user if the squad is set to melee mode. However, if the squad starts firing, the CD50 user's energy shield is outed on its back.

Unique among Consortium units, Assassin Sophonts gain support abilities with more kills, part of Universal Technologies' incentive program. Five kills grants an orbital missile strike, while seven grants fire support from an orbiting Consortium spacecraft, both reimbursed by United Technologies, support otherwise unavailable as it increases costs of operation. However, use of these support abilities remain at the discretion of the local Consortium commander.

Assassin Sophonts are even more fragile than their Assault Sophont rivals, but their Distortion Camouflage system protects them when they stay still. Assassin Sophonts wield plasma blades in melee combat, and while these can kill most infantry in one hit, they can only target one infantry unit at a time.

Space Cadet History Part I

Mankind before the Federation (pre-4500 BFC)

Records on human history prior to the rise of the Solar Federation are scant, given the great collapses that occurred between then and the modern era. What have survived are mostly secondary sources, copies of Federation historical documents made during the Imperial Era. Some of these sources’ details contradict one another, which can be attributed to author bias, imperfect access to information, imperfect copying, or some combination of the three. The most detailed source on pre-Federation history are from The Ages of Man, an Martian-era historical text made in 2586 BFC. This text claims that human civilization has collapsed three times prior to the rise of the Federation, the greatest being the Ash Winter, which occurred around 10000 BFC. While the most reliable text available to modern historians, the authors of The Ages of Man admit that they lacked reliable sources, and as they were uncomfortable with conjecture they only provided the information which they found multiple independent sources for. The other main source for pre-Federation history is the Terran Epics, a series of Federation-era legends written down by an anonymous author in the 3500s BFC.

The most well-known event of pre-Federation history, indeed the only event which is reliably known, is the Ash Winter. According to The Ages of Man, the Ash Winter was the culmination of a century of war between the empires of Myrhk and Tsuyuz. What occurred between the Ash Winter and the rise of the Federation is lost to history, although the Terran Epics speak of “days of unending darkness” which lasted for five thousand years. The Terran Epics claim that the Ash Winter was a separate conflict ending a series of wars throughout the end of what it terms the Age of Light. The Terran Epics also make the claim that mankind achieved spacefaring status prior to the Ash Winter, which most historians deemed impossible until the rediscovery of the Lunar Tablet after the fall of the Empire. Although untranslatable, Imperial records claim that the Lunar Tablet was placed on Luna by the Empire of Myrhk. While the method the Empire used to determine the identity of the Lunar Tablet is lost to history, the tablet does date back to at least 10000 BFC, lending some validity to the claims set forth by the Terran Epics.

The Federation Era (4500-2800 BFC)

The Solar Federation is the first known unified government of humanity, ruling over the Sol and Centauri systems during its height in the late 3000s BFC. What is generally known as the Federation era can itself be subdivided into three eras: the Terran Era, the Solar Era and the Centauri Era. These eras are divided by the different phases of expansion the Federation, which caused great social and political change within the Federation.

The origins of the Federation are lost to time. The Terran Epics speak of several heroic warriors as ancestors of the first known Autocrat, Krimhulf I. These warriors are believed to be mythological versions of actual warlords which united Earth in the 4500s BFC. Once united, the Federation began a campaign of expansion throughout the Sol System, first settling on Mars around 4350 BFC. It is theorized that the Federation pursued a campaign of expansion in order to focus mankind’s efforts outward and mitigate the possibility of civil war. It is believed that it was during this phase of expansion that the Terran Federation rechristened itself as the Solar Federation, to reflect its interplanetary nature. Relics from the Federation’s first expansion through the Sol System are scattered throughout the modern galaxy, as these artifacts were considered extremely valuable in the Empire.

Settlement of the Centauri systems did not occur until the 3200s BFC, and was most likely conducted with slower-than-light spacecraft. The first known mention of faster-than-light travel appears in the 3000s BFC, two hundred years after the first known settlement of the Centauri systems. This period of human history is also known for the first contact humanity had with a sapient alien species. Known as the krask in Federation texts, these aliens were theorized to have originated from the Alpha Centauri system, although it is possible that the krask merely colonized the system. Little is known about the krask, save that they were of a “monstrous” appearance and were technologically inferior to mankind. The krask were apparently hostile to mankind, as the Terran Epics contain five separate tales set during some violent conflict between humanity and the krask. According to one tale, the Triumph of Sigrand the Mighty, the Federation initially proposed trade and an alliance with the krask, but they were rebuffed for unclear reasons. Nothing remains of the krask, as their entire culture was destroyed by the Federation and they were one of many alien species exterminated during the War of the Cog Lords.

The Federation era is one of the brightest in human history, and many records from this era survive to the present day. The people of the Federation were very interested in the natural sciences, seeking to use their knowledge to prevent another Ash Winter. While eclipsed by the developments during the Martian Era, great strides were made in technological development, such as the invention of faster-than-light travel and communication and terraforming. Ancient Terran ecologies, some dating back millions of years, were recreated by the Federation in orbital stations and terraformed worlds; some of the genetic material retrieved during this era survived. The Federation sent automated probes to the far corners of the galaxy, both to collect information and bring it back for study and to introduce alien species to Federation culture. Some of these probes survived the countless wars which consumed known space, and have become extremely valuable historical sources. The general mood exhibited by Federation texts, and the few artificial intelligences that survive from the era, is that of optimism: a belief that mankind had overcome its demons and was about to enter a new, unending, golden age.

The Federation met its end during the Secession War, around 2800 BFC, when the systems of Proxima and Alpha Centauri seceded from Sol. The origin of the dispute is lost to history, but the war was devastating enough to destroy the Federation entirely. This began the Era of the Warring Worlds, wherein countless different human polities fought amongst themselves for domination. The Martian Empire would emerge from the rubble at around 2600 BFC, reuniting mankind and setting the stage for expansion into the rest of the Orion Arm.

The Era of the Warring Worlds (2800-2600 BFC)

The Era of the Warring Worlds was the most chaotic and destructive in human history since the Ash Winter, but human civilization did not crumble completely. While mankind’s political unity was destroyed and endless warfare claimed the lives of billions, technological civilization persisted. Records from the era are commonplace, if heavily tinged with political bias, and many advances were made in the art of warfare during the time. Railguns and plasma weaponry, reserved for elite units during the Federation era, became commonplace. Tanks became faster and more heavily armored as new materials were developed. The advent of personal fusion reactors allowed infantrymen to wear energy shields, which were formerly reserved for warships. These technologies would prove vital for humanity’s expansion throughout the Orion arm.

It was the technocrats of Mars which triumphed over the other human polities of the Warring Worlds period. A heavily industrialized colony during the Federation era, Mars had a clear material advantage over its opponents and could only be rivaled by Earth. The Martians came close to uniting the Sol System early on, but their premature invasion of Earth was repulsed by the native Terran states, which had temporarily united against the Martian threat. The Terran counterattack, intended to destroy Martian occupation of Terran-aligned states on Mars, was initially successful but the defeat on the Battle of Olympus Mons shattered the Terran alliance. With the alliance shattered, the Martians licked their wounds and began to manipulate the Terran factions. By the 2780s BFC, Earth was under the de facto control of Mars and its allies.

The next major phase was the Centauri invasion. With the Sol and Centauri systems united under large hegemonies, the two systems vied for control over the entirety of mankind. The Centauri War initially began with the Centauri in a vastly superior position to the Martians. The superior Centauri fleets swept aside Martian attempts to destroy them, and by the 2710s BFC the Centauri were closing in on Mars itself. However, the Centauri did not bombard Mars from orbit, instead attempting to capture it intact. This proved to be the Centauri’s doom, as their invasion forces were destroyed by the numerically superior Martians and their fleets repelled by Martian anti-orbital defenses. The Centauri fleets were forced to retreat to the outer Sol system, where the rebelling Jovian and Cronian polities whittled down their forces before a new Martian fleet could sweep in and destroy them. The Martian counterattack against the Centauri hegemony saw no mercy from the Martians, and they used every superweapon at their disposal to destroy the Centauri capital world of Centauri A3. With the Centauri destroyed, the Martians reunited the former Federation and looked outward at the rest of the Orion arm.

The Martian Era (2600-2000 BFC)

With all of humanity under one banner, the Martian Technocracy set its sights on reforming human society. The Martians believed that historical and contemporary modes of social organization were irrational, and that segments of society should be managed by experts in those fields. While in theory this would create a more rational, efficient form of governance, in effect it was used as a patronage system. The bloated and corrupt Technocracy would later be the cause of popular discontent leading to the Terran Restoration.

Technocracy society was also caste-based, with three major castes that each had their own role in society. The first caste was composed of citizens, those who had served the Technocracy government in some capacity, normally military. Only citizens could become officials within the Technocracy government, as it was believed that only those who served the government could be entrusted to run it. The second caste were the non-citizens, composed of those humans which were not citizens. While theoretically "lower" than citizens, non-citizens enjoyed the same rights as citizens, save for the right to become a government official. The third caste were the slaves, non-human sapients which the Technocracy gained through its various conquests and automated intelligences. Slaves were considered property, but were consequently protected by property protection laws which banned abuse. A slave could become free if they amass enough money and buy their freedom, elevating them to the status of honorary non-citizen, a de-facto "fourth" caste which had all of the theoretical rights of a human non-citizen but were, in practice, heavily discriminated against.

But as the Martian Technocracy reformed society, they also set their sights on the greater galaxy. The widespread destruction of the Warring Worlds era convinced the Prime Citizens, the Technocracy's leading class, that the human race could not afford to stay in a mere two star systems, lest another catastrophic war wipe it all out. Under the guiding hand of the Prime Citizens, humanity spread to worlds unknown with an unmatched fervor. As mankind expanded, it faced numerous foes in the form of alien empires. While most alien worlds housed little more than the equivalent to bacteria and were terraformed with ease, other worlds were part of powerful, interstellar empires. To the Technocracy, these posed an existential threat to humanity by definition: Technocracy biomagi believed that any group of sapient beings would seek to destroy its competition in a quest for a total monopoly on resources. The Martian Technocracy had only survived by destroying its rivals, and if the Technocracy did not strike at these alien empires, the aliens would destroy it. Consequently, the Technocracy pursued an extremely belligerent policy with regard to alien species, conquering and enslaving those which refused to surrender and act as puppets for Mars. In the entire history of the Technocracy, it would only be at peace with its neighbors for a total of two years.

It was during the wars of conquest that the Martian Technocracy developed a large automated military. While automated war machines were in widespread use during the Warring Worlds era, they were still outnumbered by human and even alien soldiers. But the wars of conquest against the Orion arm were massive, and with advances in military technology the limits of the human body were becoming increasingly apparent. Automated soldiers could operate for long periods of time without rest and without need for morale considerations. If equipped with reliable power sources, these soldiers could operate indefinitely. Entire automated fleets and armies spread out from human worlds to fight their alien foes, winning almost every battle by sheer weight of firepower and numbers. Some alien species who resisted were wiped out completely. Their names are recorded in the Hall of Victory on Mars, accompanied with a diamond made from the carbon ash of their homeworld. The Hall of Victory was moved to Proserpina during the Imperial era, where it remains to this day.

The Terran Restoration (1993-1984 BFC)

The success of the Martian Technocracy and the human race in general propelled it to a position of dominance in the galactic stage. Countless alien races fell: arachnids, parasite eels, the jungle hunters, the cat-men, the ring-worshiping collectives, all became slaves to Man or were purged from existence. Everywhere in the Orion Arm, the fleets of humanity reigned supreme, and only a few alien empires banding together in an anti-human alliance in other parts of the galaxy prevented humanity from expanding even further.

However, by 2000 BFC, the society of humanity was changing drastically. The introduction of extreme genetic engineering, mind uploads and virtual reality allowed the richest humans to live almost indefinitely. Indeed, the Prime Citizens which ascended in the 2300s BFC had ruled for centuries by the time of the Terran Restoration. The Prime Citizens had actually grown disinterested in ruling, instead indulging themselves in paradise-esque virtual reality simulations, and left rule up to various local officials. These officials also became disinterested in the responsibilities of office in favor of indulging in their fantasies. De facto rule was passed on to unscrupulous opportunists, criminals and automated intelligences, and they carved out their own miniature empires. Anyone who desired power could have it, for a price.

A crisis struck the Technocracy when a computer virus, believed to have designed by malevolent aliens, infected the computer systems of the Sol System in 1993 BFC. The automated systems which humanity relied upon to survive were shut down. The power plants on Mars itself were overloaded, exploding and killing untold millions. Only the systems of the Solar Home Fleet remained uninfected, as their systems were completely separate from civilian systems and even operated on a different operating system. The Prime Citizens, necessitating constant life support, died immediately. Trillions of people were left without even the most basic automated technologies.

Chaos engulfed the Sol System, with local garrisons being overrun. The Home Fleet even had to fire on a mob which threatened to burn the Martian Capital Sector to the ground. With automated food production shut down and intra-system shipping disrupted, piracy and robbery were rampant and starvation was a very real threat. It was up to the Home Fleet, under Admiral Ixa Tangiroa, to restore order to the system. Tangiroa ordered the fastest half of the fleet to go to the Centauri system and requisition as much food as possible, by force if necessary. Meanwhile, he ordered the rest of the fleet to secure the remaining farmland on Earth, so it may be distributed equally among the Solar System until food arrives from outside the system. This requisition was met with violent resistance, both on Earth and in the Centauri System, and millions died in the fighting, but Tangiroa did succeed in taking control of the food and establishing himself as the de facto leader of the Sol System.

As the Sol System’s infrastructure was being restored, there came another problem: the issue of choosing new Prime Citizens. While some maintained that the old system should continue, reformers insisted that humanity was beginning to decay under the old Technocracy and that this disaster could be used as an opportunity to start anew with a clean slate. Among the reformers was Admiral Tangiroa, who despised the old Prime Citizens for giving him leadership over the Home Fleet and denying him the glory of conquering alien worlds at the fringes of colonized space. While human society was split over who to support, the military overwhelmingly supported Tangiroa, seeing him as one of their own and a figure who could lead humanity to a new and glorious age. The main opposition based itself in Mars, where new Prime Citizens were chosen and demanded that Tangiroa relinquish the dictatorial powers he had amassed during the emergency.

Tangiroa refused, and swiftly ordered the Home Fleet to blockade Mars until the Prime Citizens submit. When Martian forces open fired on the Home Fleet, Tangiroa ordered the planet’s surface scoured of all life. This brutal display of force was broadcast throughout the Technocracy, in an attempt to scare Tangiroa’s opponents into submission. While effective, some worlds refused Tangiroa’s rule anyway, and they too were subjected to orbital bombardment. Shortly after the destruction of Mars, Tangiroa proclaimed himself Emperor, with his new capital on Earth. And thus began the Terran Empire, which would come to rule over the entire galaxy for centuries.

Divisions of Imperial Intelligence

Section One: Internal Intelligence - Section One is the largest, and arguably most important, section of Imperial Intelligence. Section One monitors the internal politics of the Empire, keeping tabs on feudal leaders from planetary lords all the way to the powerful Oversector Lords. The primary responsibility of Section One is to ensure that feudal leaders pay their tithes and levies, feudal rivalries do not escalate into significant interstellar conflict, and to remove rebellious lords from power. Because of the Empire's sheer size, Section One employs billions of people, and has its own planetary and orbital forces ready to respond to internal conflict at a moment's notice. Section One also concerns itself with countering hostile agents operating among the Empire's civilians.

Section Two: External Intelligence - Section Two is the primary intelligence and counterintelligence wing of Imperial Intelligence. Section Two predominantly operates outside of the Empire's borders, where they monitor the activities of foreign powers, particularly the Federation. Section Two works closely with the military, providing military leaders with troop movements, enemy technology, and the like. During times of particular hostility, Section Two agents will sabotage foreign operations, or arm groups that are opposed to the Empire's enemies. Section Two is also Imperial Intelligence's primary counterintelligence wing, targeting foreign intelligence operations.

Section Three: Military Intelligence - Section Three is the section of Imperial Intelligence tasked with keeping the Imperial military in check. Section Three provides the Intelligence Officers assigned to every Imperial warship and Army regiment. Their agents provide ideological guidance to the Imperial military, and are always vigilant for possible treasonous activity by Imperial officers. During operations which involve inter-Imperial conflict, Section Three is particularly vigilant, working to ensure that the Empire's interests overtake regional interests. By far one of the most unpopular sections of Imperial Intelligence, Section Three agents are widely distrusted among the Empire. Section Three widely employs architects from the Order, as they are widely feared among Imperial officers.

Section Zero - Section Zero is not an official section within Imperial Intelligence, but is instead used as a colloquialism for those agents trusted enough to keep an eye on Imperial Intelligence itself. These agents are tasked with ensuring that Intelligence agents do not go rogue or fall under the influence of foreign powers. The size of Section Zero is only known by the Minister of Intelligence, and agents only know about the existence of a few other agents. Those selected to work for Section Zero are personally selected by the direct subordinates of the Minister of Intelligence. They are not relieved of their official duties, so they do not draw suspicion towards themselves.

IMPERIAL-FEDERATION TALKS BREAK DOWN

IMPERIAL-FEDERATION TALKS BREAK DOWN; ANTI-GRESI COALITION UNLIKELY

Hopes for developing a united front against the Gresi Alliance and other architectist radicals operating in the Neutral Zone have broken down as talks between Imperial and Federation delegates degenerated into insults and tirades over their different societies. Representatives from the Protectorate of Man called it the "most hostile interaction" between the two superpowers ever since the end of the war with the star vampires and the beginning of the "Star Peace."

The talks in the Forum for Galactic Peace began two weeks ago, as Protectorate officials invited representatives from the galaxy's major powers to create a united front against the Gresi Alliance and other cells within the Galactic Liberation Front. Imperial delegates reportedly began the feud by claiming that a single World Fortress could "defeat any force in the Neutral Zone, including the [expletive deleted] Federation." This led to a lengthy debate about the power output of a World Fortress and its superlaser, eventually going into estimates of Imperial and Federal industrial capacity, naval tactics, and even aesthetic choice. Several military officials, economists and scientific experts among the rival delegations even testified to wildly differing conclusions on the effects of a war between the two states.

Attempts by Protectorate officials to end the dispute by separating the delegates did not work, as doing so would have expelled every Imperial and Federal delegate present. The "debate" became so heated that both sides began to attack the legitimacy of the rival state and the other delegates personally. Imperial delegates described the Federation as "weak" and "incapable of resisting the Empire," while the Federal delegates described the Empire as "primitive" and "incapable of progressing as far as the Federation." The Protectorate was forced to close down the Forum, and banned the Imperial and Federal delegates present from participating in further talks.

Although the most heated argument between Imperial and Federal officials in recent times, the rivalry between the Empire and the Federation is well-known throughout the galaxy. Ideological differences and deep-seated resentment between the two political factions are at the root of this dispute, and have only been set aside on very few occasions.

No other galactic power participated in the debacle. "They always do this," a Consortium representative told GNN. "We have nothing to prove, so we don't participate in this nonsense."

IMPERIAL NAVY INTERVENES IN YRRAKIS WAR

This week, the Imperial Navy began a campaign of naval attacks and orbital bombardment against the infamous Gresi Alliance and other groups opposed to the Yrraki government. Yrraki president Faruq al-Tarik made an official request for Imperial intervention in the civil war which has ravaged several star systems. The Imperial Navy has been cooperating with the Yrraki military, using Yrraki shipyards as home bases for the campaign.

Yrrakis is one of the few nations aligned with the Galactic Empire in the Neutral Zone. Prior to direct Imperial intervention, the Empire provided the Yrraki government with munitions, fuel and military equipment. In opposition, the Federation supports the Yrraki Liberation Front, which has sought to overthrow President al-Tarik for the past decade. There are fears that direct Imperial intervention will lead to combat between Imperial and Federal forces in the region.

Federation Chairman Sonak has denounced the Imperial intervention. "By acting on behalf of President al-Tarik and attacking the Yrraki opposition, the Empire is supporting tyranny in the region," he told international press. "And by participating in armed conflict in the Neutral Zone, they are violating interstellar law." The Neutral Zone has been a demilitarized region of the galaxy, ever since the Imperial-Federation alliance defeated of the star vampires in the region. The Protectorate has yet to comment on the legality of the Imperial Navy's actions, but Protectorate spokesmen have expressed "deep concern" for increased hostility between the two galactic superpowers. Imperial authorities could not be reached for comment.

Culture Profile: Rationalism

"The greatest thing about the teachings of Reason is that they are true whether or not you believe in them." - Quotations from Saint Tsi-Tson, Thread 4, Line 18

Rationalism, or Scientism in some communities, is the most widespread religion in the galaxy. Originating from even before the days of the Second Empire, Rationalism became a true force under the reign of Emperor Lem I, the first emperor of the Second Empire of Man. As a consequence of being the largest religion in the galaxy, Rationalism has countless denominations, each with their own beliefs. With many denominations, with the Imperial Rationalist Church being the largest and most powerful, Rationalism's effect on galactic society is not to be underestimated.

There is no one doctrine of Rationalism, as there is no one Rationalist church. However, most denominations agree on some core teachings, and those that deviate from these teachings are not considered to be Rationalist by the Imperial Rationalist Church and most other church bodies. These core beliefs are that the universe was created by a prime mover, the deity known as the Watchmaker, in an event known as the Big Bang. The Watchmaker created a rational universe, one that obeys the Watchmaker's unalterable laws, and has not interfered with the universe since its creation. Therefore, all truth can be derived through observation and reason. However, most truth has already been found in ancient times, and because of the threat of "junk knowledge," it is the duty of the church to stand guard against those spreading "falsehood and irrationality." Any claims that conflict with that of the church, such as that of other deities or other "unfalsifiable" figures that interfere with the natural world, or even alternate theories on the nature of quantum mechanics, are dismissed as "heretical superstition."

Over the millennia, several beliefs have grown to be part of Rationalism. One is the belief in the troll, a fallen man who has given into his irrationality and makes it his life mission to attack the Church and its teachings, merely to amuse himself. While normally caricatured as a clearly evil creature, Rationalist churches actually teach that anybody can be a troll, and that trolls will often masquerade as the faithful or even as clergy. Who is a "troll" and who is a faithful critic of teachings gone astray is often in the eye of the beholder, and wars over whether or not some figure in the church is a "troll" has led from exile to holy wars. Some smaller Rationalist sects believe that trolls are actually supernatural figures opposed to the Watchmaker's grand design, although this is thoroughly rejected by the Imperial Church. Another is the belief in the "Unprovable Truths." While facially against the entire concept of Rationalism, the Unprovable Truths are those beliefs which are deemed necessary to continue with rational thought to begin with. These include rather obvious entries such as the belief that the universe is not a simulation akin to a hedonic engine, but includes other additions such as that machine intelligence will always attempt to destroy mankind.

While the Rationalists promote science, they are notably not scientists. The only requirement to be a Rationalist is a belief in the Watchmaker and the Big Bang, that the universe is rationally ordered, and that the universe can be understood through human reason. This does lead to reverence of scientists, but it has led to conflicts with scientists. These conflicts arise mostly out of verification. The Imperial Church is powerful enough to demand that any scientific knowledge be "verified" by them before it is placed into mass production in the Empire. At that point, a Church patent is issued. Scientists, as part of their practice, will come up with multiple theories for a certain phenomenon, some of which may contradict each other and the Rationalists' established canon. This is easily interpreted by the Church to be an attempt to obfuscate reason. The Imperial Church is also heavily interested in keeping a stranglehold over Imperial scientific development, and thus will often refuse to issue patents until they have ensured that they will profit from it.

Rationalism's origins are lost to history, but the legends of Rationalism's origins date back to the Ash Winter. Legend has it that the first Rationalists were those who maintained what remained of humanity's broken information networks during the Ash Winter. It is claimed that the core of Rationalism's beliefs originate from this time, such as the sayings of the Four Saints—Tsi-Tson, Tsi-Gan, Bih-Nai and Do-Kin. The oldest rituals of the Rationalist faith also have their roots in these documents, such as giving a thumbs up or a thumbs down as a showing of approval or disapproval in church settings, the revered place of bacon in the Church, and the adoption of a "username" by Church members to use in Church functions. The antiquity of these documents is partially where Rationalism claims to derive its truth value: Rationalism is founded on the wisdom of the ancient masters, who must have known enough to propel mankind from primitive superstition to enlightened reason. However, there is considerable debate on which sayings are legitimate, and which were made by primordial trolls to confuse mankind.

Most of these documents are copies of copies of copies of ancient electronic files, where the people prior to the Ash Winter discussed the knowledge of their preeminent thinkers openly. These documents are known as threads, and the most pertinent have been complied, according to source, by the early Rationalist Church into their holy scriptures: the Book of Ridat, the Book of Dwida, and the Book of Fesbu being the preeminent texts. The importance of these books, and whether apocrypha such as the Book of Achu and the Book of Dombal are canonical, are major points of doctrinal difference between the Rationalist churches. The Imperial Rationalist Church considers Ridat, Dwida and Fesbu to be the central three books in their faith, with other works being canonized or decanonized after consideration by the Church hierarchy. A few holy icons remain, albeit in a corrupted state: images of holy figures, with true sayings plastered upon them. It is believed that only the wisest and most revered thinkers received this honor. Compiling these images into a format that modern computers can read is seen as blasphemy, because it results in some information loss, so they are preserved only on ancient computers. It is believed that the Imperial Church has computers dating back to the Ash Winter itself, hidden in the Church Archives deep in Dondrukovskrad.

Rationalism was a minor religion throughout most of the Solar Federation era and beyond. It was practiced by a few monks in the Sol System, guarding the ancient computers in orbit around Earth, but most other people worshiped other gods, or believed in no god at all. Rationalism did spread throughout the galaxy with mankind, and the Rationalists were often the source for historical knowledge and great patrons of education. It was only after the rise of Lem I that Rationalism became a major galactic religion. When he was still Chancellor of the Confederation, Lem I implanted secret codes the Confederation's machine armies to make them turn on their Architectist generals at an opportune time. After he succeeded in launching this coup and proclaiming the Second Empire, Lem I went about destroying all vestiges of the Architectist religion. Believing that all of mankind needed to be uplifted, he turned to the teachings of Rationalism—which he had learned as a child—to create a new galactic faith. He established the Imperial Rationalist Church, which replaced the Architectist temples throughout the galaxy. Religious education became mandatory under Lem I's New Order program, and the Imperial Church gained a tremendous amount of power.

During the hedonic engine era, the Imperial Church entered into a state of dormancy, as even the faithful believed that mankind had reached its end state and no longer needed to pursue the mysteries of the universe. However, after the War of the Cog Lords, the Rationalist Church came back in force, protecting what few repositories of knowledge remained from both the Cog Lords and technophobic humans. The Church issued an edict against all machine intelligences, and placed itself as the guardian of all scientific knowledge. After all, they could not risk the rise of another Grand Cogitator. Even the oldest and most basic technological and scientific knowledge had to pass through the Church's hands before they could be used. To this day, the Church has technological knowledge dating from the days of the Second Empire that they keep to themselves, and refuse to verify for various reasons. After the establishment of the Third Empire, the Imperial Church became its official religion. However, some churches refused to obey Imperial rule, and formed their own churches. These "heretical" churches often operate outside of Imperial territory, particularly in the Consortium. However, the Imperial Church remains the most powerful, to the point that it has its own armies and fleets separate from those of the Imperial government. It is also considered a corporation by Consortium authorities, and the Church actively markets "exclusive" knowledge throughout the galaxy.

Species Profile: Dyn

Natural Physical Appearance
Height and Build

Dyn outwardly resemble a cross between the shrimp and the squid. A dyn's body is composed of five radial segments covered in an armored carapace, with eight spindly legs extending  down from the body. The dyn have no "head," as their mouths are located beneath their body, surrounded by manipular and sensory tentacles. Eyestalks and echolocators extend from the center of the dyn's upper body, which is unarmored.

Female dyn are generally taller than baseline humans, with an average dyn at seven feet in height and any below six and a half feet being considered "short." Male dyn are smaller, about the size of a baseline human toddler, but their legs are much stronger, giving them the ability to leap great distances. Modern dyn are notorious for being obese by their standards, and were it not for cybernetic enhancements and antigravity they would be unable to support themselves.

Hair Color and Texture

Dyn do not have hair, but their bellies are covered in poisonous bristles during their infancy. Some dyn have artificial bristles placed on their bellies in order to look young, and these bristles are often decorated by dye or by styling the bristles themselves. Sometimes, accessories are added to the bristles.

Skin Tone

Dyn generally have pale yellow to pale green skin over their soft parts, depending on subspecies, while their carapaces display various patterns in pinks, blues, purples and reds. Dyn carapaces are sometimes painted completely over as a fashion statement, a status symbol, or painted to serve a specific function such as camouflage.

Specific Features

Different subspecies of dyn vary in size, with the more dominant subspecies being somewhat larger than their counterparts. A dyn's tentacles terminate in different appendages, with manipular tentacles "fraying" into four different "fingers," and sensory tentacles ending in a nub covered in sensory bristles. A dyn's mouth is filled with hundreds of razor-sharp teeth, which lead into a "gizzard" that can crush shells, bone and process cellulose-dense matter for further digestion. Further down the digestive tract are a series of vestigial gills; while the dyn have lost their ability to breathe water long ago, these gills can be used to filter microorganisms from sea water. Dyn expel their waste from a tube next to their mouths, and this waste can be expelled at a considerable distance. Spraying something with waste is a universal sign of disrespect among dynic cultures.

Clothes

As they developed in a relatively rich and friendly environment, the dyn do not normally wear clothing. Clothing was a relatively recent develop in their history, and was an outgrowth of body armor. Dyn will only wear clothing if it is absolutely necessary, such as in combat or when exploring hazardous environments. These clothes are utilitarian and functional, and as nitrogen-rich atmospheres are toxic to the dyn, dyn often appear nondescript to their human opponents.

Language

Dynic language is incomprehensible to unmodified baseline humans, as they involve a complex series of ultrasonic sounds and bodily movements. To the untrained ear, the dyn typically make chirping, clicking and screeching sounds. The dyn are known to have several thousand languages, as dyn from different worldships have been observed having tremendous difficulty communicating with one another.

Sex, Romance and Family Structure

Dynic reproduction is wildly different from that of humanity. The dyn are extremely sexually dimorphic, to the point that human biologists initially identified dyn males and dyn females as separate species. The dynic "male" is much smaller than the female, and is non-sapient. Dyn males are driven by their instinct to seek out dyn females, which they hop onto. The male then secures itself onto the female's carapace using its tentacles and teeth, and from there it injects a semen analogue into the female's uterus analogue. After several days of constant impregnation, the male dies and falls away, and is normally consumed by the female or any other dyn. The pregnant female then lays motile egg analogues, which eventually die and reveal infant dyn. The female feels no natural connection to her young, and will devour her own children if food is scarce. Other dyn will also actively hunt these infants, and dynic cultures have made infanticide into a necessary part of war. Only a handful of dyn infants survive to sexual maturity, and "personhood" is only conferred upon a dyn if it reaches adulthood. Dyn reach full adulthood within twenty Terran years, about a third of the dyn's natural life cycle.

It is believed that dyn female is more sexually attractive if she is larger, and thus can carry more eggs. Sometimes, these females can have several males at a time impregnating her. These females are also physically stronger than the others, and will often become the matriarchs of a dynic tribal unit. These tribes are still important in dynic culture, where the largest females are automatically respected more than their smaller counterparts. This does not extend to the Hegemony itself, although propaganda holograms will always make the Hegemony's leadership much larger than other subjects.

The dyn have no concept of family, only the concept of tribe. Dyn will ignore or attack dynic infants, but any young adults will be raised by whichever tribe they find. These are then raised in communal "schools," separated by generation. Upon addition into a tribe, the dyn will have various markings painted on them to identify them as members of a tribe. This is their greatest identity, and is so culturally ingrained in dynic society that the Hegemony has repeatedly failed in its attempts to inculcate an idea of species unity. Tribes can, and often do, attack one another for perceived slights, and they will only cease fighting until one side has decisively lost, or an external threat presents itself. The Hegemony's leadership started several wars against both the Empire and the Federation to avert civil war, and these conflicts have greatly risked the Hegemony's very existence.

Food

Dyn are omnivores, although they prefer to eat the thick-shelled and thick-boned "animals" that live in the mud flats the dyn evolved in. Dyn will also consume "bacterial" mats, "fungi" and "plants," but only as a dietary supplement. In times of dire starvation, dyn will filter sea water through their vestigial "gills" and feed on the microorganisms in the water, but this will not keep a fully-grown dyn alive for long.

The dyn are cannibals, and see no moral qualms over killing sapient beings for food. The dyn have no cultural concept of burial or due to the dead, and will happily butcher the corpse of a fallen comrade for meat. Some dishes in dynic culture even require the flesh of dead dyn. The dyn also practice infantophagy, and all dynic cultures eat their young. Juvenile dyn are kept onboard the Hegemony's worldships, and in times of struggle, will be used for food. Fortunately, Terran-derived life is poisonous to the dyn, as it contains phosphorous.

From what has been observed, dynic culture is heavily based on food. Different tribes prepare food in dramatically different ways, and prisoners from one tribe have been observed rejecting food prepared in the style of another tribe, even if it means starvation.

Settlements

The dyn evolved on the mudflats of their homeworld, and so their primitive architecture is built primarily of mud, stone, wood and shells. As the dyn developed technologically, they congregated around urban areas, surrounded by farmland. The Hegemony's core worlds are known to be covered in cities, much like Phobetor or Dondrukovskrad, but few humans have ever laid eyes on these planets and lived to tell about it. Some dyn live on worldships, akin to the shortmen motherships, and travel throughout the galaxy looking for resources to gather. These worldships are often populated entirely by one tribe, and are even larger than Imperial World Fortresses or Federation Star Cubes. These ships contain enough "child" craft to challenge even an Imperial battlefleet, and thus pose a major threat to humanity.

Population and Distribution

The dyn are found all throughout the galaxy, but are most populous in the Dynic Hegemony. The Hegemony is located across the Galactic Core from Dondrukovskrad, near the Neutral Zone between Imperial and Federation territory. The Hegemony uses the tense political situation between the Empire and the Federation to maintain its independence, by threatening to back one galactic power against the other, should either of them invade. This has not stopped war between the Hegemony and the human powers, and there have been a few wars against the Hegemony which have seen the Empire and Federation cooperating.

CHAIRMAN DAMAR TOLPAN CRITICIZES IMPERIAL MILITARY

CHAIRMAN DAMAR TOLPAN CRITICIZES IMPERIAL MILITARY ACTIVITIES BEFORE FEDERAL SENATE

Wealthy Phobetor starship mogul and Party Chairman of the Committee on Public Security Damar Tolpan recently issued a scathing invective against the Imperial Navy's movement of World Fortresses into the Neutral Zone before the Federal Senate. The Empire has claimed that these systems, which have been neutral for several millennia, were actually ceded to the Empire after the Peace of Phobetor. The Unity Party denies these claims, but Chairman Tolpan believes that the Party has not taken a strong enough stance against the Empire.

"The people in the Party these days, they're idiots," Tolpan said to the jeers and cheers within the Federal Senate. "We're losing to the Empire. We're losing to the Consortium. We don't win anymore! They've got smart guys in Dondrukovskrad. I know good people. Let's get them in the right positions, and we can make the Federation great again. It's gonna be great."

Chairman Tolpan, who has previously starred in several holofodder series, has been gaining a cult following among the Unity Party, particularly among hardliners who wish that the Party take a strong stance against the Empire. However, Tolpan's fiery passion and politically incorrect speeches have been met with criticism by senior Party officials. Tolpan dismissed these concerns.

"Chancellor Sonak, he says he has a problem with my tone. The Gresi Alliance, they're massacring fremen in Yrrakis. We don't know where Obin Emkai is. They're selling spice to pirates and they're getting past our checkpoints, no problem. Sonak just signed an agreement letting the Empire build more World Fortresses, and we got nothing for it! And he has a problem with my tone?"

Imperial Central News reports that the Imperial throne had this to say about Tolpan's recent outburst. "The Unity Party will continue to use the language of war in order to inflame tensions in the Neutral Zone, and they are using Tolpan as their disposable mouthpiece. The Federation is clamoring for war, and the Party's leadership is too cowardly to say so directly."

Alien Life

The Milky Way alone is home to over one hundred billion planets. Most of these worlds are dead rocks or gas giants, but about twenty billion are similar to the human homeworld, Earth. Over sixty million worlds with Earth-like conditions have been terraformed over the millennia. Two billion worlds, about a third similar to Earth, have given rise to life in some capacity in their history.

Most alien life was, and remains, simple, and poses no threat to humanity's hegemony over the galaxy. On ninety-nine percent of the Milky Way's life-bearing worlds, life is no more complex than the unicellular life that arose on Earth. These curiosities are studied closely by human scientists, and samples are taken to various laboratories all throughout the galaxy. Typically, this world is inhospitable to human life, and is too costly to terraform, so they remain preserved as they were during discovery. If the world is fit for terraforming, then samples are taken of the alien life and studied elsewhere, and the planet is terraformed.

Of the remaining one percent of life-bearing worlds, more complex organisms arise. A good portion — approximately eighty percent — of these lifeforms are microscopic and simple compared to terran life, comparable to terran slime mold. Of the twenty percent that have developed non-microscopic multicellular organisms, approximately sixty percent have exclusively sessile lifeforms, comparable to terran plants or fungi. The remaining forty percent have ecosystems that would be more familiar to the average human, containing both sessile and mobile forms of life interacting in a large ecosystem. These worlds are prized, both for their scientific and recreational value. Those worlds which have been thoroughly studied become game preserves, where the galaxy's elite role-play as intrepid explorers of strange, alien worlds. A handful alien worlds have atmospheres and climates that are friendly enough that visitors do not require hazardous environment suits; these worlds are the most highly-prized game preserves of all.

Given the vastness of the Milky Way, intelligent life is a rarity, and technologically advanced intelligent life rarer still. Intelligence has only arisen independently about a million times, and almost every single instance of intelligent life has not led to any technology more advanced than the use of rudimentary tools. Agriculture has only been observed approximately fifty thousand times, metalworking approximately ten thousand, and the development of an equivalent to the steam engine only two thousand times. More often than not, alien civilizations that develop nuclear fission destroy themselves before they reach the stage of interstellar travel: of 982 different alien civilizations known to have developed nuclear fission, only 208 have not fought a nuclear war. Almost every single one of the 982 civilizations never rebuilt. Humanity cannot be counted among that number, but it was fortunate enough to survive the Ash Winter and enter an interstellar stage of development.

The discovery of intelligent life is not normally cause for alarm among the human powers, and has been for millennia. As most intelligent alien life remains primitive, these intelligent aliens are treated no differently from their non-sapient counterparts. Their worlds are transformed into scientific outposts or game preserves, and the sapients are monitored closely to ensure that they remain in their primitive state. These aliens rarely leave their home star system, as they more often than not find terran environments hostile. Those that do leave are considered curiosities, and are paraded around as such. Most major Imperial houses and high-ranking Federation officers have private zoos, where they keep samples of intelligent alien life for their own amusement.

The vast majority of alien life that develops the technology for interstellar travel does not use it. Instead, the parallel development of advanced computer systems and biological engineering leads to the creation of a contained society, content to consume the resources of its home star system. Most of these civilizations develop an analogue to the hedonic engine, or another mind-computer interface similar to those still used in the Consortium. These aliens are considered a threat by the galactic community, as they often have the technology to develop relativistic kill vehicles. Thus, the discovery of such an alien civilization is always cause for a human invasion. As they have for millennia past, upon the discovery of an interplanetary alien civilization, the Protectorate of Mankind will issue an official determination if the civilization is a threat or not. If it is a threat, the Protectorate will issue a call to arms that the nearest human powers — often the Federation or the Empire — have an obligation to answer. These powers will then send an expeditionary force to destroy all alien orbital and interplanetary assets, confining the alien species to its homeworld. If communications can be established, demands will be set by the Protectorate — submission to human rule and forbidding the construction of interplanetary assets, particularly relativistic kill vehicles. If an alien species refuses the terms, then their homeworld is bombarded and the entire civilization scoured from existence. If the human occupation force is feeling generous, then a show of force will be made prior to a final demand, such as the destruction of a nearby planet via World Fortress.

Only a handful of alien species have developed faster-than-light travel, and those that have were mostly destroyed by the First or Second Empire. Only fragments of these alien empires remain, mostly in the form of old prison worlds where those aliens intelligent enough to submit were moved. Here, these aliens still tell legends of the greatness of their ancient empire, and preserve ancient relics of their old empires. These worlds have largely fallen under the jurisdiction of the Protectorate, whose scientists still study these ancient, defeated foes. Most of these species were either destroyed by the Tick Swarm or the Berzerkers, developed by the First and Second Empire, respectively. These self-replicating engines of destruction ran rampant throughout the galaxy millennia ago, dedicated to destroying the enemies of man. In some portions of the galaxy, they remain a threat to any alien, and sometimes human, system. Those civilizations destroyed by these two swarms have been almost completely scoured from the stars, with only a few dead relics remaining as proof of their having ever existed.

Modern humanity takes a more nuanced approach to aliens with faster-than-light capabilities. Those aliens with only a handful of star systems will be treated as their interplanetary counterparts are, and are reduced to their homeworld, but those interstellar empires of considerable size are treated with more respect. As destroying these aliens will take considerably more effort than their interplanetary counterparts, efforts will often be made to communicate with the aliens prior to engaging in hostilities. If communications prove impossible or fruitless, then the Protectorate will issue a call for a crusade, a long campaign wherein every human power is required to commit a fraction of their overall military force to the Protectorate. This united human force will then systematically destroy the entire alien empire, system by system, stopping only when the entire alien species has been reduced to only a few million survivors. These survivors are then taken to Protectorate Command, where their defeat is broadcast to the entire galaxy. Such is the importance of a crusade that most inter-human wars are forced to a ceasefire throughout its entire duration, with the final broadcast serving as a sign that hostilities can continue.

Some alien empires, such as the Dynic Hegemony and the Kerdin Empire, are powerful enough to challenge the galactic powers. These powers exist completely outside of the regular galactic political system, and are considered rogue states in a perpetual state of hostility with the human powers. There has been occasional cooperation between these alien empires and human powers, normally against a common foe, but there has never been a lasting alliance between a human and alien power.

Throughout the galaxy's history, only two alien species are known to have matched the development of the Second Empire. These species, known as the Ancients and the Old Ones, rose and fell five hundred million and one hundred million years ago, respectively. Signs of entire star systems being destroyed, black holes being used as weapons of mass destruction, and the remains of ancient superstructures such as system spheres and system rings, are scattered throughout the galaxy, proving the scale of these ancient empires. While it can never be known for certain, records indicate that the Ancients were destroyed by an internal civil war over a trivial matter of philosophy, and the Old Ones were gradually destroyed by their own machines, in a parallel to the War of the Cog Lords. Because of their relative rarity, Ancient and Old One relics are highly prized, perhaps even more than those of the Second Empire.

Technology Profile: The Busey Plague

​Biological warfare was long a staple of warfare, and this art of war reached its crescendo with the advanced science of the Second Empire. The Second Empire's understanding of the universe down to a quantum level made the manipulation of cellular and sub-cellular structures trivial, even elementary. The Second Empire even had the advantage of working from the rich biotechnological tradition of the biomancers of the First Empire, whose knowledge of bodies, Terran and xeno, are unmatched even in the modern galaxy.

The Second Empire's scientific might is only matched by its cruelty. Seeking to crush any that would challenge its might by the most horrifying ways imaginable, the engineers of the Second Empire devised means such as the torment engine to strike fear into the hearts of their enemies, and to give them punishment deemed well-deserved by the Eternal Emperors. But of all the punishments devised by the Second Empire, none could top the Busey Plague.

The civilizations of pre-Ash Winter humanity revered their prophets, and went to great lengths to preserve their mortal forms. Just prior to the Ash Winter, these prophets were preserved in primitive cryogenic stasis in orbit around Earth, allowing these "stars" to be seen with the literal stars of the Milky Way. This ritual preserved these prophets for millennia, surviving the Ash Winter. They were ignored by most of mankind's early civilizations as nothing more than relics of the past. However, curious scientists of the Second Empire finally studied these ancient stars, cloning them and analyzing their behavior. Thanks to the ancients, these scientists knew the names of these prophets: Mel Gibson, Tom Cruise, Gary Busey. The Second Empire discovered that these prophets must have been deemed emissaries of the gods because of their erratic behavior.

Largely because of the sadistic humor prevalent in the Second Empire's culture, Imperial scientists decided that the best use for the genetic material of the prophets was for use as biological weapons. Strains of virulent hyperviruses were used for thousands of years to kill enemies by disabling their organs or, as the phage proved, to turn them into infectious hyper-predators that could bring entire biospheres to their knees. Whole horrific all their own, transforming ordinary humans into copies of a deranged pre-Ash Winter prophet was, for lack of a better term, fucking hilarious.

Mechanically, the Busey Plague was no different from any other biophage. Nanites, modeled off natural viruses, would infect the body's cells, replacing the cell's genetic code with its own. These nanites would also rewire the cells to produce metabolic enhancers, speeding the process of cellular division and death, and thus speeding the process of transformation. The process of transforming into Gary Busey is extremely painful and disturbing. The body's immune system goes into overdrive trying to fight off the plague, leaving it vulnerable to myriad other diseases. Individuals larger than the Busey template would begin losing body mass quickly, sometimes regurgitating and defecating blood and flesh deemed excess by the nanites. Those smaller than Busey would consume as much biomass as possible, without compunction; parents infected with the Busey plague have consumed their own children in fits of hunger. The transformation process itself, operating much more quickly than the natural human metabolism, can cause painful damage due to inconsistent growth rates; tears can appear in skin and muscle as bones grow faster than flesh.

This is not to mention the psychological aspect of the Busey Plague. While the transformation is quick, it is not instantaneous, and can take days or weeks to finish. In the meanwhile, the victims are subjected to watching themselves and loved ones transformed into some actor deemed insane even by the primitives of the pre-Ash Winter Earth. As Gary Busey is not considered conventionally attractive in a vast majority of planetary cultures, the transformation is never deemed beneficial. Further, as Gary Busey was insane, the nanites of the Busey Plague rewire the victim's brain into the heavily damaged Busey pattern. The psychological trauma of remembering the Busey's life is enough to drive anyone insane, even if nanites were not purposefully changing the brain's physical structures to make the victim insane. At this stage, infectees will often make ludicrous "Buseyisms," such as claiming to have the powers of flight and invisibility, or the ability to pull Imperial cruisers down from orbit with only their mind "like Yoda."

Within the Second Empire's arsenal of terror weapons, the Busey Plague was the most feared. It was reserved only for the most fanatical of rebels, to send a message to the rest of the galaxy that the Second Empire is not to be trifled with. Holofilms of planets attacked with the Busey Plague were regularly broadcast around the galaxy, to show every citizen of the Empire the price of treason. After the War of the Cog Lords, the Second Empire's arsenal of Busey Plague has gone missing. While the Protectorate considers the Busey Plague a dead threat, with most stockpiles of nanites being used or destroyed during the War of the Cog Lords, there are fears that some infected worlds remain untouched and will unleash the horror that is Gary Busey on the galaxy once again.

Technology Profile: Fabricators

Fabricators are one of the most coveted lost sciences in the entire galaxy, yet their use and production is highly regulated and almost forbidden. One of the keys to the Second Empire's power, fabricators allowed the Second Empire to transform entire star systems for their use. Because of their immense complexity, the production and use of fabricators requires advanced artificial intelligence or computer systems that can house advanced artificial intelligence, and therefore their use is heavily restricted by the Uniform Machine Code. Only a handful of fabricators remain, mostly in the hands of the Federation.

Fabricators operate on a conceptually simple, but practically complex, system: the fabricator uses quantum manipulation and nanites to convert one form of baryonic matter into another. While this theoretically allowed fabricators to create anything out of anything else, solving the problem of scarcity, this could never have been the case. Fabricators were limited to operating with baryonic matter, keeping non-baryonic matter such as aether and transatomics scarce. The time, energy and data processing requirements for fabricator use are immense, and grow exponentially as an object grows more complex. Thus, while a fabricator could theoretically manufacture another fabricator, this is so inefficient that it was never used, and other means were used to create more fabricators. Like digital conveyors, only the Second Empire possessed the technological knowledge to reliably create the hyperspace quantum computers and dark energy reactors that could make a fabricator's quantum manipulation work.

The quantum manipulators were mostly used for fabricating raw materials in bulk, such as fusing gaseous hydrogen into more useful elements. Nanites would then use these raw materials to manufacture necessary components. Fabricators range in size, from a small handheld box to as large as World Fortresses. The largest fabricators were manufactured for the purposes of astroengineering, such as the wormgate network and the Dead Hand system. The most common form of fabricator were industrial fabricators, which contained schematics for every machine the Second Empire knew of, save for classified technologies and other fabricators. The size of a large building, these fabricators were mobile, and could be placed on a barren world to turn it into an engine of industry for the Second Empire. Industrial fabricators were sometimes used to "conquer" more primitive alien civilizations, converting their entire world into goods used throughout the Empire. The advent of industrial fabricators, while first touted as the solution to economic scarcity, only increased humanity's drive to expand throughout the stars. Consumers demanded greater and greater luxuries, and social status games powered the economies of entire sectors. Birth rates skyrocketed for the first time since the advent of practical immortality, thus forcing the Second Empire to demand more matter and energy for more consumers. For ten thousand years, the Second Empire expanded throughout the galaxy, fueled by the desire for infinite consumption, stopping only with the widespread popularity of the hedonic engine. Industrial fabricators were thus mostly recycled into larger fabricators used for creating more processor worlds.

Starship-sized fabricators sent to gas giants in order to process their mass into raw materials to build processor worlds, and then the nanites used the raw materials to construct the processor world. This process can take centuries, but given the planetary scales involved, this is actually a very quick process. The Second Empire's largest fabricators were used to convert much of the outer Sol System into a Dyson sphere to collect solar energy to augment the immense power requirements of the inner Sol system processor complex. Larger fabricators were used to harvest neutron stars for the wormgate network, and it is rumored that the United Vessel-States has control of some of these massive fabricators.

The Second Empire's military often utilized fabricators. Landships and starships often had fabricators tailored specifically for military use, containing schematics for replacement parts and smaller machine soldiers and drones. The military fabricator is one reason that the Second Empire gained such complete dominance over the galaxy. The Second Empire's forces could replenish and repair themselves on the battlefield, and even create armies from the raw materials at hand, including fallen friends and foes. Enemy ships attacking Second Imperial vessels often found themselves consumed as raw materials to serve the Empire. For planetary conquest, the Second Empire either used fabricator-equipped landships or mecha with the schematics of the Second Empire's entire planetary arsenal, and then used these machines to construct the conquest army with resources on the ground. By using teleportation, this allowed the Second Empire to conquer thousands of worlds in the span of days.

Survival fabricators, known colloquially as crafters, are small fabricators that can take inputs of raw materials often found on terraformed worlds in order to manufacture basic tools. Crafters contained schematics for everything from flint tools to fusion reactors. These fabricators were issued to primitivist colonists, who wanted to live a life without the conveniences of the Second Empire's technology. Therefore, crafters lacked the schematics and complexity for advanced technology. Crafters were essential to human survival during and after the War of the Cog Lords, as they were used to rebuild technological civilization from the ground-up.

Most fabricators were destroyed during the War of the Cog Lords, as the Cog Lords moved to deny one another any advantage. The knowledge of creating new fabricators died with them. Those fabricators that survived the war were often tainted, and those civilizations foolish enough to reactivate a fabricator often found themselves on the receiving end of a genocidal machine army. This made the use of fabricators, including crafters, illegal in the first iterations of the Uniform Machine Code. Most fabricators were destroyed under the auspices of the Protectorate of Mankind, and those civilizations that refused were put down. The discovery of several heavily-damaged fabricators in Federation space was thus met with trepidation. The Federation termed the fabricators "replicators" and claimed that the Federation manufactured the machines themselves. This ruse was quickly uncovered, and the true nature of the "replicators" was revealed. This almost caused the Protectorate to declare the Federation an enemy of mankind, but this action was vetoed by the Federation itself within the Protectorate Council. With the failure of the Third Federation-Imperial War to adequately punish the Federation for its former violation of the Uniform Machine Code, the Protectorate could do nothing but accept, as the Empire refused to fight yet another war against the Federation. The revelation that these fabricators had damaged reactors and could only be powered by Federation dilithium fusion reactors, it was deemed that the Federation can use the fabricators as they were unlikely to create a Cog Lord. Nevertheless, the Protectorate heavily monitors the Federation's use of fabricators, and the fabricators themselves are mostly used by Federation propaganda claiming that they have achieved a post-scarcity economy.

Technology Profile: Radiological Weapons

Radiological weapons were once one of the most feared weapons in any arsenal. Capable of quickly and efficiently dousing an area in radioactive particles, radiological weapons would kill any enemy forces in the area quickly and painfully. Using waste from nuclear reactors, or purpose-built for war, most radiological weapons deployed highly-irradiated dust that would be inhaled by enemy forces and stick in clothing, equipment, and the surrounding environment. This dust, so fine that even most commercial air filters could not filter them out, would be impossible to clean, and the area would remain highly radioactive until the particle decayed. Some radiological weapons are specialized anti-infantry emitters, blasting enemies with extremely high doses of radiation in controlled bursts.

Radiological weapons are effective psychologically and physiologically. The alpha, beta and gamma particles emitted from these weapons shatter genetic material and can cause immediate organ failure for unprotected targets. Bleeding, nausea, and dizziness caused by radiation sickness debilitate the enemy's ability to fight, even if they did not die immediately. Those who do not get an immediately lethal dose are subject to a slow and painful death, as their body liquefies from its inability to replace dead cells with healthy, living cells, and the body is left completely vulnerable to bacteria and viruses now that the immune system has been destroyed. Those who are even more fortunate and receive only a light dose can expect infertility or the development of cancer later in life, which can be financially ruinous or even cause generational damage as the gametes of irradiated soldiers are so damaged.

The fallout from radiological weapon decayed quickly, within a matter of weeks, so they were used in areas intended to be populated by the weapon's user after the cessation of hostilities. Weapons which used fallout with half-lifes lasting for centuries or millennia were also available as strategic punitive or scorched earth weapons. They proved particularly effective against enemy civilizations which lacked effective medicinal treatment for radiation poisoning or other diseases such as cancer. Even civilizations with enough technological capacity to easily cure these diseases could not do so cheaply, and soldiers which had to be treated for radiation poisoning could be out of combat for days, even weeks. Indeed, some desperate armies took to mercy killings of irradiated troops. Because of their horrifying effects, radiological weapons are effective in destroying enemy morale, making them indispensable for a warring faction. It was common during the days of the Solar Federation and the Martian Technocracy to threaten a rebelling region with radioactive attack, and that being enough to force a surrender.

The advent of energy shielding's widespread use in planetary warfare ended the reign of terror for radiological weapons. Originally designed with cosmic radiation in mind, energy shields capably protected users from radiological weaponry. Improved body armor and air filtration systems that could scrub fallout clean rendered older radiological weapons obsolete save for enforcing a state's will against an undeveloped planet. The development of transatomic weapons, and their even more graphic and horrifying effects, effectively pushed radiological weapons into the dustbin of history. The danger of radiation poisoning on the modern battlefield is so low that the plasma-based weapons common in the armies of the Empire and the Federation frequently generate large doses of gamma radiation simply by firing them, but modern body armor and shielding will protect the user with ease. However, after the War of the Cog Lords, radiological weapons found a second win, being used by the Third Empire to terrorize its foes during the War of Unification. Radiological weapon continue to be useful on the modern battlefield as a deterrent or as a nuisance, forcing the opposition to run base shields and radiation filters when they otherwise might not have to. Radiation emitters are used in some armies as a form of terror weapon against rioters and rebels or, if particularly powerful, against enemy troops. The Citizens' Alliance in particular is fond of using radiological weapons, particularly as they are effective in causing random and unusable mutations in Tick cells. The Swarm rejects any irradiated biomass in order to prevent radioactive materials from being circulated through the Swarm and causing damage. Thus, radiological weapons are effective in denying entire continents to the Swarm.

Technology Profile: Blasters

The blaster is the iconic weapon of the Galactic Empire and most of its smaller allies. Rivaled only by slugthrowers and laser weapons in ubiquity, blasters are seen everywhere in the galaxy, from the hands of Imperial stormtroopers to smugglers and rebels. Simple, rugged, powerful and clumsy, it may not be an elegant weapon, but in this uncivilized age, it gets the job done.

Blasters are a specific form of plasma weapon, invented during the early days of the Third Empire. After the War of the Cog Lords, human plasma technology regressed considerably. The Second Empire had no use for plasma weapons, as their weapons operated on more esoteric and powerful means, so no development on plasma weaponry had been made since the days of the Tribulation. The War of the Cog Lords destroyed the knowledge of ages past, so humanity had to make do by disassembling weapons tens of thousands of years old in an attempt to imitate them. The first results were not satisfactory: early Imperial plasma weapons were heavy, had immense power requirements, and overheated after only a few shots. They were also prone to exploding, making them dangerous, and some Imperial soldiers refused to operate them or refused to go near them. Thus, the Empire continued to rely on the laser weapons they used during the Unification Wars. Plasma weapons were used, but on vehicles and starships, where their bulk and power and cooling requirements were no obstacle. It was then that plasma weapons became known as "blasters" in the Imperial lexicon, as they blasted anything out of their way.

On the eve of the Federal Revolution, advances in body armor were quickly rendering even the most powerful laser small arms useless. As Imperial sector lords warred between themselves on the edges of Imperial space and proved capable of challenging the Imperial Army, the Imperial crown feared a rebellion that would destroy the House of Dondrukov. A new weapon was needed to counter modern body armor. Blasters were the natural choice: the blaster weapons of the First Empire bested the power armored troops of the Thalshan Unity and the Pavonian Empire. Railguns were too expensive, and their accuracy would not be needed in most engagements. Thousands of years of war had eliminated many of the problems plaguing Imperial blaster weapons, but they were still considered to be heavy weapons, unfit for use in small arms.

The answer was the KF1 Imperial, the first blaster rifle issued to the Imperial Army. A very long rifle by modern standards, it was nonetheless tiny compared to the blaster cannons on a walker. Each blaster was loaded with a gas canister of helium, which would be ionized in an ionizing chamber before being hurled from the weapon by an electromagnetic field. This electromagnetic field would keep the ionized gas coherent for a certain range; while the blasters on Imperial starships could maintain their fire for hundreds of kilometers, handheld blasters operating in atmosphere could only be maintained for a few hundred yards. Along with electromagnetic interference and magnetized body armor, this made hitting any target with the KF1 a challenge. Further limiting the range of the KF1, or any blaster weapon, is that the electromagnetically-contained pulse moves very slowly, even slower than a slugthrower bullet. This gives opponents standing far away the opportunity to dodge blaster fire. The KF1 had an automatic venting system, which would lock the user from firing. While this made overheating the weapon, thereby destroying it or worse, impossible, it also reduced the KF1's rate of fire. All of these drawbacks were countered by the fact that the KF1 could reliably kill an armored target in a single hit, and would even cause explosive boiling whenever it contacts with unprotected, organic targets. The KF1 was accompanied by the heavier KF2 Imperial, a squad automatic weapon that traded in the venting system for a bulky, liquid nitrogen-cooled barrel. Such was the size of the KF2 and its battery that it could not be carried by one man, and had to be carried by machine gun teams or pulled around on wheels.

As a weapon intended to put down rebelling sector lords, the KF1 performed admirably. However, when the wars between the sector lords spun out of control and led to the Federal Revolution, the Imperial Army quickly found itself in a bind. It was now facing a well-equipped opponent, often made up of defecting Imperial Army regiments, supported further by massive peasant armies. Fortunately for the Empire, the early Federation was also using the KF1, or even more primitive weapons in the case of their peasant troops. It was because of the KF1's limitations that many of the now-iconic traditions and practices of the Federal Revolution came about. Because of the KF1's inaccuracy, many firefights occurred at extremely close ranges. This led to the prevalence of bright combat uniforms - white for the Empire, red for the Federation - since identification on the battlefield was more important than hiding. After all, knowing whether someone is friend or foe at a glance outweighed the disadvantage of being more visible at a distance, particularly when the enemy was largely incapable of hitting targets at a distance. With missiles and aircraft largely rendered useless by turbolasers, the wars of the Federal Revolution quickly became trench wars, where both sides would pound each other with railgun and plasma artillery prior to often-suicidal attacks against enemy trenches held down by the ubiquitous KF2. It was during this battle that the Imperial Army's soldiers gained the nickname "stormtroopers," as they were expected to storm enemy trenches.

After the Federal Revolution, the Federation adopted the phaser, while the Empire continued to use blasters and turbolasers. Imperial blaster technology has improved through the centuries, being used in everything from side arms to defensive cannons the size of skyscrapers. Blaster rifle technology has culminated in the modern KF7 Imperial. Developed from the larger but accurate KF6, the KF7 was developed in order to meet the demands of the modern battlefield, where Imperial stormtroopers are expected to fight insurgents, not a major power like the Federation. More carbine than rifle, the KF7 is compact, perfect for the close-range combat that the average Imperial stormtrooper can expect to find himself in. The hydrogen gas the KF7 uses has a lower ionization limit and thus packs less of a punch than older blaster weapons, but this is remedied by the weapon's high rate of fire and ammunition capacity. Unlike its ancestor, the KF1, the KF7 can reliably fire hundreds of rounds without the need to vent excess heat, a product of modern miniaturized cooling systems. Its gas canister carries enough gas for five hundred blaster shots, and each charge pack carries enough charge to ionize thirty shots. A significant disadvantage of the KF7 is its accuracy and the sluggish speed of its bolts, but as most Imperial stormtroopers find themselves in very short-range firefights, this is not a problem, and designated marksmen are armed with turbolaser weapons instead.

Because of its association with the Empire, blasters in general and the KF7 in particular have become symbols of Imperial power. The design of the KF7 evokes the kalashes of ancient man, a design intended to bring forth images of a utilitarian weapon; indeed, a basic tool. Like the battlestar and the World Fortress, the KF7 instantly evokes images of Imperial stormtroopers marching through the streets of an occupied world. While a symbol of oppression for the Empire's enemies, it has also become a symbol of liberation. The design of the KF7 is so simple that it is easily manufactured by any modernized world, and the Empire tacitly supports its manufacture by smaller system empires that are under Imperial protection. Hydrogen is the most common element in the universe, so there is no shortage of KF7 gas canisters in the galaxy. Indeed, electrolysis of water can easily create hydrogen for a KF7, and machines do exist that can convert puddles into ammunition. The KF7's charge packs are also rugged and durable, capable of being recharged with sunlight or by being thrown in a campfire. Rebels against Federation-backed governments can rely on a steady supply of KF7s from a variety of supplies, Imperial and unaffiliated. The weapon appears on the flags and arms of many ardsytinpot dictatorships and warlord states, and several system tyrants are proud to have latinum-plated KF7s in their possession. The weapon's ubiquity and effectiveness in close ranges has also led to its widespread adoption in the criminal world, where disputes are often settled in cantinas, clubs and pirate space stations.

Planetary Case Study: Chronoshifted Worlds

​At its height, the Second Empire of Man possessed the technology to manipulate space and time at a level unmatched by any civilization before or since. While modern civilizations consider teleportation an achievement, the Second Empire could move entire star systems, not just through space, but also through time. The Second Empire moved thousands of star systems from other timelines, often the Sol System itself. While records are fragmentary and few have survived the War of the Cog Lord, it appears that the Second Empire was deeply interested in the history of humanity and its homeworld, and thus took past and future incarnations of the Sol System and placed them around the galaxy. These worlds were then observed, interference with them forbidden by the Imperial military. Some are known to have served as controls for various experiments that would be instrumental to crafting the worlds that "existed" within hedonic engines.

The system of Lymoshko is an Imperial system located in the Gulf of Stolevsk, the inter-arm gulf separating the New Core sector of the Galactic Empire from the Consortium of Sovereign Systems. Lymoshko was considered an unremarkable world save for the long-abandoned Second Imperial probes orbiting in the system's Oort Cloud. It was speculated that the Lymoshko system contained an alien species that the Second Empire observed until its fall. Cursory observation by probes House Tvan, the dominant sector house in the region, revealed that the system contained eight planets, the third of which was amenable to human habitation without prior terraforming. The world, dominated by a single supercontinent, was rich in strange life. Believed to be a world terraformed during the days of the Second Empire, possibly before, House Tvan claimed Lymoshko III as the throne world of the Lymoshko system.

Colonists found a world very amenable to human biology. The gravity was just right, oxygen levels higher than the standard used in spacecraft, and, surprisingly, the local life was biochemically compatible with humans and other Terran-origin lifeforms. Indeed, the life was somewhat similar to Terran-origin life: trees, birds, fish, even simian species. Further investigation revealed the presence of Terran DNA in the local life. It was this revelation that led Imperial scholasts to take an interest in the world, as it was clear that the life was Terran in origin. The colonists were abruptly forced off-world by the Rationalist Church, which designated the Lymoshko system a shrine world to the Four Saints, as they studied Lymoshko III.

What their studies revealed was amazing. Studies of Lymoshko itself, compared with data gathered from Sol prior to the War of the Cog Lord, revealed that Lymoshko is none other than a parallel incarnation of Sol, but several hundred million years older. Studies of Lymoshko III, and the other worlds in the Lymoshko system, corroborated the stellar analysis: these worlds match the descriptions of the worlds of the Sol system prior to the rise of the Solar Federation. While it was known that the Second Empire had the technology to travel through time, tales that entire star systems were seized from other timelines were dismissed as hokum by the Rationalist Church. Now, they had direct proof.

Immediately, a problem presented itself: if the Lymoshko system is the Sol system several hundred million years into the future, why does it still exist and show no signs of the Solar Anomaly? Optimistic scholasts believed that this meant the Solar Anomaly would eventually go away, either through artificial or natural means. Others simply posited that the Lymoshko system must originate from a timeline further ahead than their own, where humanity never reached its level of development or died out during the Ash Winter; they point to the lack of space artifacts in the Lymoshko system, even though these should survive for hundreds of millions of years, and the lack of fossil evidence of the great Terran or Martian ecumenopoli. With Second Imperial records on the topic all but nonexistent, it is likely that this debate will go on.

The revelation of chronoshifted worlds created shockwaves throughout the interstellar scientific community, leading to searches for more chronoshifted systems. Several hundred have been discovered, most of which had been colonized without a second thought. The Kevash system, in the Expansion Region, has two inhabited worlds corresponding to Earth and Mars. Kevash III is a world covered in acidic oceans and choked with carbon dioxide, with a few islands dotting this hellscape. Mats of bacteria were the only native lifeforms on this world. Kevash IV, on the other hand, was a cool but wet world, with several forms of simple multicellular life living in its oceans. Analysis revealed that the Kevash system was actually the Sol system several billion years in the past. The Thavishr system, deep within the Federation, was home to two species of human: a vegetarian herd species, and another that used rudimentary industrial technology to farm them. Initially assumed to have been developed by the First Empire, Thavishr III turned out to be a chronoshifted Earth, several hundred thousand years in the future. Perhaps the most unexpected chronoshifted system is the Alliance system of Gaalir. Dominated by a red giant star, Gaalir was nothing more than an unremarkable Alliance listening post, until further analysis of Gaalir revealed that it was a version of Sol several billion years into the future.

Culture Profile: Dysonian Civilizations

​Many xenobiologists assert that humanity and its contemporary sapients are extraordinary in one important way: they have opted not to become a Dysonian civilization during their early stages of development. This is attributed to several factors, some romantic - such as the natural inclination of modern starfaring species to explore and push past the boundaries of existence - and some more pragmatic - the unique development of faster-than-light travel among these species, or their rejection of hedonic engine technology in the early stages. Whatever the reason, humans and other sapients such as the dyn, zadrovzh, avza, opheln and oktyan have become starfaring species, while most never left their home system. These are the Dysonian civilizations, and hundreds of them are found and destroyed by humanity every year.

A Dysonian civilization is a civilization that has reached a level of technological mastery that allows it to manipulate the resources of an entire star system. While this is a trivial matter for modern starfaring civilizations, Dysonian civilizations are restricted to their home system, mostly due to their lack of faster-than-light capabilities. Sometimes, civilizations opt to be Dysonian because they see no need to expand beyond their home system. Rather than using the resources of their home system to expand further into the galaxy, Dysonian civilizations instead create massive megastructures for themselves in their home system. While few have created Dyson spheres - most Dyson spheres in the galaxy were built by the Second Empire - most can build large orbital stations, ringworlds, Dyson swarms, and other megastructures designed to maximize the capture of their home star's energy. As megastructures require immense amounts of resources and time, these civilizations are often just as old as human civilization, and have consequently developed artificial intelligence and hedonic engines. The megastructures of most Dysonian civilizations exist for the sole purpose of powering their hedonic engines and their fleets of automated drones. With their every conceivable need catered to by their hedonic engines, these civilizations stagnate, ignoring the wider universe entirely.

While isolationist almost by nature and with access to paltry resources when compared to a galactic civilization, Dysonian civilizations are nonetheless marked for destruction by mankind and the other starfaring species of the galaxy. A Dysonian civilization may be isolationist now, but there is no guarantee that it would remain this way in the future. With the advanced technology that Dysonian civilizations possess, it is not inconceivable for one to direct its energies to conquest, raising a robotic army from the raw materials of an entire star system. While such an attack does not pose an existential threat to a galactic civilization, it would be enough of threat that important assets from elsewhere in the galaxy would need to be recalled to stymie it, thus damaging the astropolitical situation of a major galactic power and possibly causing a galactic power vacuum that leads to general warfare across the entire Milky Way. After all, less efficiently-managed civilizations have damaged civilizations exponentially more powerful than theirs; one only need look at the Yrrakis War as an example. If a Dysonian civilization gains access to neighboring star systems, then the galaxy could quickly have an artificial intelligence-managed interstellar civilization to contend with. Thus, it is prudent for the entire galaxy to nip these civilizations in the bud, before they can become a threat. Further, Dysonian civilizations are breeding grounds for a possible analogue to a Cog Lord, and the simulation matricies of Dysonian civilizations may knowingly or unknowingly harbor Cog Lord scrapcode. The possibility of a Cog Lord imparting Second Empire-era technology upon an alien species and unleashing it on the Milky Way is too great a threat for the galactic community to ignore.

The protocol with Dysonian civilizations is the complete destruction of the entire civilization, its constituents, and its technology. The last part is of particular importance; nobody knows if an alien technological artifact contains a hostile intelligence, which may later hijack the attackers' computer systems and turn their own machines against them. This edict is strictly enforced by the Protectorate and its member states. Fear of another War of the Cog Lords is so pervasive that even anti-Protectorate and anti-human civilizations participate in these crusades. The Dynic Hegemony has issued similar edicts to all of its member states, and the Solarians do not consider Dysonian civilizations to be oppressed, but rather oppressors in the making. To the galaxy's relief, there have so far been no Dysonian civilizations capable of withstanding an attack from a starfaring civilization, but experts on the topic fear the day that an interstellar Dysonian civilization is discovered and not immediately and thoroughly destroyed.

Technology Profile: Landships

​The bifurcation of human military forces between planetside armies and orbital navies has always led to interservice rivalry, and one major manifestation of this rivalry is disputes over the quality of each service based on firepower. Naval personnel would always argue that their service was more important or objectively better because navies always commanded larger weapons than their planetside counterparts. This naturally led to many attempts by army officials to build bigger and better planetary weapons. While most efforts succeeded in creating anti-orbital weapons, other army commanders in history were not content merely with these, and demanded the creation of tanks large enough to rival starships in size and firepower. Thus, the landship was born.

The first landships were used in the Solar Federation. These landships were small in size, comparable in weight and firepower to modern heavy tanks, but for their time they were immense and unrivaled firepower on the ground. Early landships were restricted in size because they could only reach a certain weight and size before they sunk into all but the hardest ground, necessitating the use of expensive lightweight composite materials or antigravity plating. They were also vulnerable to aerial attack, so speed was a factor. As technology improved throughout the millennia, landships became larger and larger; by the time of the Terran Empire, the largest landships were the size of modern Imperial corvettes, and by the time of the Second Empire, landships were built that serve as mobile army bases.

The landship reached the peak of its development during the days of the Second Empire. Each landship was equipped with an autonomous artificial intelligence, and tasked with the defense of a planet from any threat, external or internal. Second Imperial landships were so effective that they were often the only presence the Second Empire maintained on some more remote worlds. These vehicles were unrestricted in their size, as Second Imperial gravity manipulation made their weights completely variable. They were nigh-invulnerable, protected by reactive shielding similar to those used on naval vessels, and thus capable of teleporting incoming projectiles into hyperspace. The weapons on a Second Imperial landship exceed that of a modern Imperial battlestar, and it could easily snipe more primitive vessels as they approached from the edge of a system. More advanced landships were armed with hyperspace weapons, and could attack targets in other star systems. Second Imperial landships were mobile factories, capable of consuming raw materials on-site and using them for repairs or to produce drones, such as smaller tanks, missiles and aircraft. Being enforces of Imperial will, landships were equipped with torment engines, and their AIs well-programmed to create hell scenarios for prisoners that last as long as the landship stays operational. During the War of the Cog Lords, most Second Imperial landships fell, their AIs erased by the Grand Cogitator or one of the Cog Lords. With their systems failing, many landships collapsed in on themselves, their gravity manipulation systems no longer capable of maintaining their own structural integrity. Some landships managed to escape this fate, and remain active to this day, but they are so dangerous that these systems are cordoned off by the Protectorate and local authorities.

The concept of the landship did not die with the Second Empire. The Third Empire has continued the tradition with their larger walkers, although these have not reached the size of Second Imperial landships. The Alliance has produced landships of their own, although these resemble early Solar Federation-era models and are more akin to upgunned heavy tanks. They are nonetheless impressive machines, often armed with at least two or three large battle cannons and a variety of sponson and pintle-mounted weapons to provide additional firepower. The United Dominions of Avelov also use landships, and they are notable for being one of the few tracked vehicles in the Avelovan arsenal. These landships act as half-transport, half-trench breacher, more than they do as direct armored assault vehicles, as the Avelovans prefer to use tripods for that purpose. By far the most proficient user of landships is the Duzhonev Imperium. The Duzhonevian landship arsenal makes up almost half of the landships in active duty in the galaxy, and the Duzhonevians have as many landship designs as they have classes of naval vessel. The prototypical Duzhonevian landship is a naval gun with treads, used for direct assaults against any of the Imperium's enemies. While crude, this approach is effective: few forces on a planetary surface could stand up to a Duzhonevian naval death ray. Duzhonevian landships have even managed to shoot down opposing naval vessels in orbit, a feat that has not been possible since the days of the Second Empire.

Motive Rant: Protectorate of Mankind

During the final stages of Arekshav the Great's conquest of the galaxy, he was met with a problem. His fleets were dependent on the hyperspace lanes used by the collapsing Opheln Conglomerate, and the final hyperspace lane to the Opheln crownworlds led to the neutral system of Myal. The Myal system was under the control of the vratoi, a species which were united and governed by a collection of trading guilds that operated within the Opheln Conglomerate. Fearing the loss of their trading privileges under Terran rule, they refused to allow Arekshav's fleets passage on through to the Opheln crownworlds. In response, Arekshav ordered his ships to surround every vratoi station and world, and he issued a simple ultimatum: allow us to pass, or you will die.

The vratoi, incapable of challenging the Terrans' might, sought an audience with Arekshav the Great, which he granted. The vratoi were shrewd businessmen and traders, expert negotiators, so they believed they could convince Arekshav to return home and leave the Myal system alone.

First, they argued that they were peaceful traders, who had not attacked any human. Arekshav replied that this was irrelevant: they were impeding his conquest now, and that gave him reason enough to sweep them aside if they did not comply.

Second, they argued that to conquer the Myal system would be costly to Arekshav's forces, and will waste time and resources better used against the Opheln Conglomerate. Arekshav replied, on the contrary, that their system was necessary to the war effort, and that every expenditure in time and resources used to take the system by force would further convince the Opheln to accept unconditional surrender.

Third, they argued that they were neutral, and to attack them would violate their sovereignty. Surely, Arekshav would respect the right of a species to be left in peace. Arekshav replied that this was irrelevant: the right to sovereignty is only as good as the sovereign's ability to defend it.

Lastly, the vratoi argued that it was morally wrong to attack them. Arekshav laughed, and he gave the vratoi a piece of his mind. What gave them, a species constrained to a single star system, the idea that they could lecture him about morality? Even if they were right about everything, and Arekshav was wrong, they could not enforce their claim. They were weak, and the Terrans were strong, and that is all that matters. It was then that he coined that famous phrase, still found on many energy shield generators to this day: Words do not stop bullets.

Words do not stop bullets. Ladies and gentlemen, that is why the Protectorate of Mankind exists. If we aren't willing to stand together against the countless threats this galaxy has to offer, then we are no better than the vratoi, and we will meet the same end. We can talk all day about our right as a species to survive, but the universe is indifferent to such pleas. The only natural order is that the strong will dominate the weak, and if we are not strong, we will be dominated.

SIM REPORTS CONSORTIUM USE OF PHAGE

SIM REPORTS CONSORTIUM USE OF PHAGE IN SECURITY ACTIONS

Reports from the Settlement Independence Movement have shown conclusive proof of Consortium security forces have used phage parasites in their efforts to crush the movement. These reports, including graphic holos of phage infection and attacks, were provided to the Protectorate of Mankind by representatives of the Settlement Independence Movement. The Protectorate has denounced the use of these weapons, calling for the "end of the fratricidal conflict between humans."

Phage parasites are a sophisticated class of biological weapons first developed during the days of the First Empire. The phage parasite was designed to be a siege weapon, turning defenders and civilians into ravenous monsters. Existing in its most basic form as mutagenic black liquid, phage parasites can rewire the genetic code of almost any creature to create terrifying biological weapons. In its liquid form, it can be sprayed by aircraft or injected into the water supply of enemy fortifications, spreading infection quickly. Organisms infected and modified by phage parasites will perpetuate themselves through parasitic reproduction, often by repurposing organisms unfit for combat into incubators for smaller, disposable forms intended only to spread the infection. This means that even if a stronghold is aware of the infection and places itself in complete environmental lockdown, the infection will continue within.

The phage parasite fell out of favor in the First Empire with the development of the Tick Swarm and other weapon systems, and was rarely used by the Second Empire. Rediscovered after the War of the Cog Lords, most galactic powers do not use phage parasites, as their infection spreads indiscriminately and will often lead to massive losses among friendly troops. However, Consortium security forces, having heavily mechanized forces, have taken a liking to the parasite, as their mechanical forces are immune to infection and are largely ignored by the infected. Nonetheless, the use of phage parasites is frowned upon by the international community and the Protectorate, because they pose a risk of spreading disease outside of the war zones where they are used.

No Consortium spokesmen could be reached for comment.

History Profile: The Nomoki War

In the aftermath of the War of the Cog Lords, the galaxy was in chaos. Many small, interstellar empires rose up from the ashes of the fallen Second Empire. Most of these polities had very little in the way of technological prowess, as they were descended from humans who were excluded from the Second Empire's high technology society. In the early days, the fledgling Empire of Nomoki quickly became the dominant power in the Sagittarius Arm. Saved from the more destructive alien empires by the Crazed Core, the Nomoki managed to defeat several alien invasions and successfully reverse-engineered their technology, quickly gaining an advantage over their less fortunate human neighbors. Concurrently, the House of Dondrukov was uniting the Orion Arm and the trailing Perseus Arm. It was not long before the two societies went to war.

The Nomoki War was the bloodiest of the Unification Wars. Beginning with a Nomoki strike deep into Imperial territory, the Nomoki managed to seize thousands of systems from the Empire within just five years of fighting. The Imperial Navy was forced to retreat time and again, until the decisive Battle of Isakovo. One of the most important Imperial systems in the trailing Perseus Arm, Isakovo would have opened up the heart of the Empire to the Nomoki invaders. Here, the remains of the Imperial Navy were able to decisively defeat the Nomoki forces, destroying hundreds of their carriers and battleships. Crippled, the Nomoki went on the defensive, buying the Empire time to rearm. Using their superior industrial capabilities, the Imperials constructed massive fleets that fought and defeated the Nomoki in system after system. While Nomoki ships were qualitatively superior to their Imperial counterparts, the sheer number of Imperial vessels meant that any advantage was overwhelmed.

One particular reason the Nomoki War dragged on was the Nomoki's refusal to surrender and swear fealty to the Empire. The Empire normally destroyed an enemy force after several battles, gave an offer to their enemy's leadership to join the Empire as a sector, and said offer would be accepted. Most Imperial nobility is descended from the warlords and dictators that the Empire defeated during the Unification Wars. However, the Nomoki believed that their emperors were divine, and a god could never be subordinate to a foreign leader. Thus, the Nomoki fought on, even though it was clear that everything was lost. Indeed, their fanaticism prevented them from retreating or surrendering; a Nomoki force will fight to the death, both in space and planetside. This fanaticism annoyed Imperial forces greatly, as they had to spend precious manpower hunting down units of Nomoki soldiers on worlds that should be pacified. Even Nomoki civilians would conduct suicidal attacks against Imperial forces, leading to the Imperial policy of orbital bombardment and genocide against the Nomoki.

By the end of the war, the once-mighty Nomoki empire was reduced to their home system of Nomoki. Believing that every single one of Nomoki Prime's ten billion, physically capable citizens would fight to the death for their emperor, Imperial forces did not bother with a planetary invasion. Instead, the Imperial Navy bombarded the planet with thousands of transatomic warheads, killing the vast majority of its population. However, several thousand managed to survive the bombardment in underwater habitats, where the irradiated waters mutated them over the millennia. The Nomoki system was abandoned by the Empire, marked as a death world on all Imperial navigation computers, and the former core of the Nomoki Empire annexed by the Empire. It was only after the Federal Revolution and the fall of Imperial control in the region that the modern Principality of Nomoki would rise.

Gonimaku, my name is Karlov-Sei.

I’m a 27 year old Imperial Omaku (Nomoki fan for you guajio). I write poems and propaganda leaflets on my tablet, and spend my days perfecting my art and studying superior Nomoki technology. (Nanocores, transformation modules, N2 weapons series)

I train with my beam sword every day, this superior weapon can cut clean through durasteel because its blade is hotter than a thousand suns, and is vastly superior to any other weapon in the galaxy. I earned my sword license two years ago, and I have been getting better every day.

I speak Nomoki fluently, both Suriko and the Hinomoto dialect, and I write fluently as well. I know everything about Nomoki history and their warrior edicts, which I follow 100%

When I get my Nomoki visa, I am moving to Hinomoto to attend a prestigious High School to learn more about their magnificent culture. I hope I can become a coder for Seiko Industries or an explorer!

I own several radsuits, which I wear around town. I want to get used to wearing them before I move to Nomoki, so I can fit in easier. I bow to my elders and seniors and speak Nomoki as often as I can, but rarely does anyone manage to respond.

Wish me luck in Nomoki!

Culture Profile: Sokowuz Kingdom

Astrography

The Sokowuz Kingdom is situated on the Perseus Arm of the Milky Way galaxy, bordering the Federation and independent shortman systems. It is a medium-sized galactic power, consisting of about a million inhabited star systems. Notably, the Sokowuz Kingdom claims all systems possessed by the Second Empire, and insists it has de jure control of the entire Milky Way.

Natural Physical Appearance

The Sokowuz Kingdom is a multi-species empire, and so natural appearances vary with the species. The shortman ruling class has predominantly gray skin, although some shortmen have green skin. The kerdin within the Sokowuiz Kingdom are primarily of the scaly variety, with feathered varieties being uncommon. The baseline humans of the Sokowuz Kingdom are predominantly of the Galactic ethnicity.

Appearance Traditions

The highly stratified society of the Sokowuz Kingdom dictates strict appearance etiquette, to the degree that stringent punishments exist for violations. The upper crust of Sokowuz society, the shortmen, all wear gold jewelry of varying degrees of complexity, weight, and beauty, directly related to the social status of the wearer. Gold is a holy element to the Sokowuz, and its ownership symbolic of having divine power. The King of Kings of the Sokowuz Kingdom is practically encased in a gold suit of armor at all times, their face never seen from behind their royal mask. Kerdin and humans, on the other hand, are permitted only one small piece of jewelry, if that. Most human slaves are forbidden from wearing anything apart from the rags they are given to wear by their masters. Humans are also forbidden from shaving their heads, as that is considered an impermissible imitation of their shortman masters.

Language

The Sokowuz Kingdom has three languages, one for each species in its society. Every member of Sokowuz society can understand all three languages, but is only permitted to speak the language appropriate for their class. Each Sokowuz language becomes more complex as one ascends the social ladder, to the point that complex philosophical discourse can only be made in the language of the royals.

The Sokowuz languages are based on Middle Standard Imperial, although they have devolved considerably from that tongue. The writing system for the Sokowuz languages is completely hieroglyphic, implementing the emoticons used by Second Imperial machine languages as the basis for its entire writing system.

Government, Law and Politics

The Sokowuz Kingdom is an absolute monarchy, ruled by the divine wisdom of the King of Kings. The King of Kings is considered a direct representative of the Lord of Gold, an omnipotent stellar deity that has its physical representation in gold and the stars. As an absolute monarchy, the dictates of the King of Kings are unquestioned and always followed, regardless of how nonsensical they might be. Of course, the King of Kings has viziers and generals who have become skilled in the art of interpreting royal decrees.

Below the King of Kings are the lower kings of the Sokowuz Kingdom. These kings fill the role that Sector Lords fill in the Third Empire, and they were once kings of independent kingdoms before the unification of the Sokowuz Kingdom. While subordinate to the King of Kings, these lower kings have considerable autonomy and are often the de facto leaders of the Sokowuz Kingdom. The kings are exclusively shortmen.

Below the kings are various nobles, which are also exclusively shortmen. Below them are those without noble title, but have some authority over others. These include the military classes and slave masters and overseers, which are almost exclusively kerdin. Further below them are the slaves, which are almost exclusively baseline human. Slaves are all property of the King of Kings, and are managed on his behalf by lower ranks of Sokowuz society. Slaves have no legal rights whatsoever, and are considered a form of livestock in Sokowuz society.

Technology is segregated in it availability within the Sokowuz Kingdom. Only the King of Kings, his viziers, and the royal family have full access to the Sokowuz Kingdom's technological might, a lot of which are priceless relics from the Second Empire. The priesthood manages all technology, giving them de facto universal access, but they can only use the most advanced technology with permission from the King of Kings.  Nobles are given access to standard starfaring technology, while the military and slave masters are given access technology that they need to do their jobs properly. Slaves are forbidden from handling any technology that requires any electrical or chemical power, outside of very specific instances such as operating heavy machinery for a job. Technologically, the slave castes of the Sokowuz Kingdom are hardly distinguishable from the savages on a barbarian world.

Economy

Legally speaking, all of the property in the Sokowuz Kingdom is the personal property of the King of Kings, and the rest of Sokowuz society merely manages that property on his behalf. In practice, kings and higher nobility have personal property that the King of Kings would not dare interfere with, such as large estates. All economic activity in the Sokowuz Kingdom is managed by the nobility.

The Sokowuz Kingdom is highly agrarian economically, with only a few forge worlds producing the high technology machinery the Sokowuz use. Most labor in the Sokowuz Kingdom is slave labor, and most slaves are used to endlessly work the fields to create produce for the Sokowuz nobility to enjoy. Slaves are fed and housed, but only to keep them alive and strong enough for work; while nobody except the King of Kings has absolute property rights, slaves in particular have no rights to any property, be it a house or a loaf of bread. Most slaves are "paid" in rations, comprised mostly of food and heavily diluted beer.

Trade

Owing to its highly isolated foreign policy, the Sokowuz Kingdom seldom trades with the human empires of the galaxy. However, it does engage in trade with the Kerdin Empire and the shortmen, which have considerably better relations with the Sokowuz Kingdom. The Sokowuz frequently trade agricultural goods, in particular grain and alcohol, in exchange for gold, other minerals, and manufactured goods.

Currency

The Sokowuz Kingdom uses gold as its currency, and uses fiat and electronic currencies only in dealing with foreign states. Since all economic transactions are within the King of Kings' estate, currency is merely used as tokens to measure how much is owed to whom; legally speaking, currency has no value independent of measuring debt. However, as it is gold, it is used as a measure of the King of Kings' personal wealth, which is something the Sokowuz take great pride in.

Sex, Romance and Family Structure

Sex, romance and family are different depending on social class. Unlike most shortmen in the galaxy, the shortmen of the Sokowuz Kingdom can sexually reproduce, but they require the assistance of reproductive technologies. Polygamy is common among the shortmen of the Sokowuz Kingdom, with males having several wives. In order to keep the divine bloodline pure, the King of Kings can only marry direct relatives, such as sisters, mothers, and daughters. Advanced gene therapy prevents the occurrence of genetic disease, but inbreeding has occurred for so long among the royal lines that they have developed unique physiological traits.

To prevent competition, all male children of the King of Kings are immediately aborted save for the firstborn male, the females kept only for eventual marriage. The genetic material of the firstborn son is preserved immediately at birth, with these genes used to propagate the royal bloodline should the firstborn son die before he can reproduce. In the distant past, subsequent sons were kept alive to rule on behalf of the King of Kings on distant systems, but this frequently led to dynastic struggle.

The King of Kings can take several wives, and the first to bear him a son becomes his primary wife. The primary wife enjoys considerable influence in the royal court, while the other wives are considered mere mistresses of the King of Kings.

Slaves have no right to marry or have families, and their children are the property of the King of Kings. Naturally, slaves will attempt to have romantic relationships and families, but these can be broken up by overseers through the transfer of slaves from one estate to another. Some overseers prefer to keep slaves separate from their children, as a method of controlling them.

Religious Beliefs and Traditions

The Sokowuz Kingdom is a highly religious society, with the state religion of king-worship strictly enforced. According to the Sokowuz religion, the King of Kings is the physical manifestation of the universe's sole god, the Lord of Gold, which is responsible for all of creation. While the physical body of the King of Kings may die, the Lord of Gold's divine essence survives and will be imparted on his successor at the instant of his death. Because he is the sole god of the universe and has created everything to suit him, the Lord of Gold is considered beyond reproach. Therefore, any disobedience to the King of Kings is both treason and blasphemy, both crimes punishable by death.

While the Lord of Gold is the only god in the Sokowuz religion, there are many lesser spirits, many of which were the gods of civilizations the Sokowuz conquered. These spirits represent a wide variety of phenomena and objects, ranging from mundane things like water, to very specific things like wet socks. These spirits are venerated and respected in temples across the Sokowuz Kingdom, and are responsible for many superstitious beliefs.

Religion is one of the primary social tools used to subjugate the Sokowuz’s slave caste. Baseline humans are seen as unholy or impure in Sokowuz religion, as they denied the Lord of Gold in the past. The continued existence of human empires that do not venerate the Lord of Gold offends the deity to such a degree that all baseline humans must atone for the sins of their brothers, meaning that any abuse heaped upon a slave is rightly deserved. The Lord of Gold’s omniscience is also used as a tool of fear; slaves are taught from a young age that even thoughts of disobedience can be seen by the Lord of Gold, and will be punished severely. To ingrain this belief, all slaves are ritually punished at certain times of the year, even if they have committed no offense.

The ritual sacrifice of slaves is another common practice in the Sokowuz Kingdom. In order to appease the Lord of Gold's desire for baseline human blood, a sacrifice is made every day on every world in the Sokowuz Kingdom, in order to ensure that the world's sun does not undergo supernova. While it is clear that nobody in the Sokowuz Kingdom believes this story literally, the tradition of human sacrifice has been useful in keeping slaves constantly fearful.

The priesthood is extremely powerful in the Sokowuz Kingdom. Because the King of Kings is both a king and a living god, the priesthood acts as a "second nobility," administering the kingdom's scholarly, technological, and spiritual institutions. Because all knowledge is considered to be wisdom of the Lord of Gold that is graciously given to mortals, the priesthood controls all data in the Sokowuz Kingdom, including all computer systems.

Philosophy and Disposition

The Sokowuz believe they are the rightful heirs of the Second Empire, which they claim was built by their shortman ancestors, not baseline humans. As such, they believe that galactic dominance is their birthright. Every King of Kings has reaffirmed this belief, although their commitment to this mission of manifest destiny varies. Some attempt to subjugate the rest of the galaxy by force, while others are content to allow the human empires to crumble on their own and for the Sokowuz to pick up the pieces later.

Naturally, the Sokowuz desire to dominate the entire galaxy damages the kingdom's relationship with every other galactic power. The Sokowuz have engaged in a major war against every galactic great power at least once, often with little happening except the cession of a handful of sectors from one power to another. Alliances of convenience occasionally form between the Sokowuz and their human neighbors, but these are very uncommon.

Sokowuz society is extremely hierarchical, which is justified primarily on religious and historical grounds. The shortmen have a divine right to rule over the Sokowuz Kingdom, because they are favored by the Lord of Gold and founded the Second Empire. Baseline humans must be enslaved because they have sinned against the Lord of Gold and are pretenders to the Second Empire’s legacy.

Military
Views on War

The Sokowuz Kingdom believes that war is an inevitable part of life, and a useful tool for enacting the King of Kings' directives. For this purpose, an entire caste in the Sokowuz Kingdom is dedicated to the art of war. Soldiers are not revered, nor are they disrespected in the Sokowuz Kingdom. Rather, they are considered loyal servants and tools of the King of Kings, carrying out the duty they were born to fulfill.

Command Structure

As with everything else in the Sokowuz Kingdom, the King of Kings is the supreme commander of the military. However, while he has the power to direct wars down to ordering individual soldiers, only a few Kings of Kings have thought of themselves as militarily capable and took a direct role in military affairs. Most Kings of Kings are content to allow their viziers and generals to conduct affairs of war, as these individuals have been trained in the art of war since birth. The King of Kings even has the power to appoint an individual as his representative in the military, giving him absolute authority over all military matters.

The Sokowuz military is divided into spacefaring and planetary branches. These are mostly staffed by kerdin, who make up the majority of the military caste within the Sokowuz Kingdom. Kerdin are often junior officers, although some make it to the rank of general. The vast majority of the Sokowuz Kingdom's top brass are made up of shortman nobles who have trained in the scholarly art of war, but have little practical experience in combat. Sometimes, royalty such as princes will take command of an army. Slaves are often used as disposable soldiers, but they are not counted as soldiers, but rather as livestock.

Soldier Types and Equipment

The vast majority of Sokowuz soldiers are kerdin. In fact, apart from vehicle and heavy weapon operators - which are usually shortmen - the Sokowuz military is exclusively kerdin. This is because their superior physical strength and natural ferocity lend themselves to combat roles. The kerdin in the Sokowuz Kingdom tend to be very fanatical in the defense of their empire, making their morale difficult to break. Kerdin soldiers are armed with "staffs," which is a type of plasma weapon that can either fire plasma rounds or generate a plasma blade for close quarters combat. Sokowuz soldiers tend to be heavily armored, but do not believe in camouflage. Sokowuz armors are adorned with ceremonial gold and jewelry.

The Sokowuz also employ slave warriors. These baseline humans are often levied whenever needed, and are given no training or choice in the matter. They are equipped with extremely primitive weaponry - metal swords and spears - and are tasked with charging enemy positions in suicidal assaults. These slaves are watched by overseer units, which have explicit orders to gun down any slave that refuses to charge the enemy. The slaves also have explosive collars placed around their necks, which are detonated if the slave wanders too far from a transmitter carried by his overseer, or on the overseer's command. When Sokowuz slaves overrun an enemy position, these collars are often detonated in order to cause more damage.

The Sokowuz do deploy special biological soldiers. The Sokowuz war engine is a massive, sauropod-like creature engineered from the dinosaurs found in ancient Second Imperial game worlds. Sokowuz war engines are heavily armored and carry a large, pyramid-shaped fortress into battle, from which the Sokowuz warriors inside fire wildly into the enemy. All manner of other semi-sapient, such as ozhoviks, are also used by the Sokowuz against their enemies.

Sokowuz military vehicles are rather unique. Rather than being powered by an internal engine, they are often dragged by several separate engines positioned in front of the vehicle. These war chariots are very fast, but often unstable, and cannot carry heavy weaponry. Sokowuz heavy weapons are extremely slow and set on heavy antigravity plating, pulled by antigravity engines or beasts of burden. These siege engines can be massive in size, rivaling skyscrapers.

Formations and Tactics

Sokowuz military tactics are very costly, but because this cost is mostly borne by slave soldiers, the Sokowuz do not care. Most Sokowuz military tactics involve a massive charge by slaves, or defending a position against heavy assault using slaves. Everything else in the Sokowuz military revolves around the slaves acting as a major distraction for the enemy force. War chariots swing around enemy formations that are tied up fighting wave after wave of slaves, peppering them with plasma fire. Siege engines are able to lob their deadly payload without harassment because slaves are tying up any force that may move to attack them. The proper soldiers of the Sokowuz Kingdom are used primarily for operations that require some specialization; otherwise, slaves will be sacrificed instead.

Navy and Spacecraft

Despite the Sokowuz Kingdom's desire to conquer the galaxy, the Sokowuz Navy is very small and cannot operate for long outside of the Sokowuz Kingdom. This is because the Sokowuz Kingdom's worlds are interconnected by a surviving Second Empire-era wormgate network, meaning that the Sokowuz can transport goods and personnel across their empire with slower-than-light ships. This means that the vast majority of Sokowuz craft, civilian and military, have no form of onboard faster-than-light travel. This makes the Sokowuz Kingdom extremely difficult to invade, as the Sokowuz can easily move reinforcements into a system, but it also means that the Sokowuz cannot hold on to a system outside of the wormgate network for long.

The Sokowuz Kingdom does have ships capable of traveling faster-than-light on their own, and they are the massive war pyramids. Sokowuz war pyramids are akin to the motherships of other shortman civilizations. Half the size of a World Fortress, a war pyramid carries entire Sokowuz fleets into foreign systems. The other Sokowuz ships it carries, which range in size from starfighters to battlestars, are the standard Sokowuz ships that are not equipped with faster-than-light drives. This makes the war pyramid essential to the Sokowuz Navy, as without them, they are limited to operating within their empire.

Overtribes of the Dynic Hegemony

Despite the overarching authority of the Dynic Hegemony, the dynic species is not unified. The extremely tribal and xenophobic nature of dynic psychology makes any lasting unity impossible, unless it is enforced by overwhelming force. Like humanity, the dyn have only been unified under a single empire for a few moments in their history, with the last Dynic Empire collapsing along with the Terran Empire during the Collapse. Since then, the dyn have been consumed with infighting, only stopping whenever a dominant human power attacked them. With the rise of new human empires and the domination of the Hegemons, the Dynic Hegemony was formed as a mutual defense pact, which has successfully stopped major conflict between the dynic overtribes through judicious use of weapons of mass destruction. Faced with total annihilation from their alien opponents, the dyn overtribes have broadly agreed to peace enforced by the Hegemony, but it is a tenuous peace fraught with infighting.

Hegemons: The dominant dynic overtribe, and by dynic standards the most tolerant, rational and xenophilic. Made up of several older overtribes which mixed over the millennia, the Hegemons were the first to break away from the authority of the Dynic Empire, and became a dominant power in dyn space for millennia. Although only the third most populous of the overtribes, the Hegemons have the largest territory, the largest economy, dominance over the dynic hyperspace grid and, most importantly, a monopoly on the Hegemony's superweapons. The Hegemons have sole ownership and control over the Hegemony's hyperlight and hyperspace weapons, which give them the ability to attack anywhere in the galaxy. These weapons are the cornerstone of the Hegemons' power, as they not only keep the Hegemony's members in line, but also keep the humans at bay. The Hegemons have promised never to use these weapons against other members of the Hegemony, but makes no promises to any overtribe which terminates its membership, which makes secession a practical impossibility. Internally, the Hegemons permit vast leeway over planetary and tribal governments, allowing them to largely govern themselves.

Culturally, the Hegemons are highly traditional, eschewing biological and cybernetic enhancements, and they believe they are the best the dynic species has to offer. However, they are also tolerant; Hegemons will allow outsiders to live on their worlds, so long as they stay confined to assigned outsider facilities. The Hegemons are also notable for being the only dynic overtribe not to exterminate alien species outright. Those aliens which agree to slavery under the Hegemony will be allowed to keep their own worlds, but they will be confined to those worlds, forced to work under dynic management, and will have their culture replaced with what is deemed most effective to maximize output from the workers. Because of this attitude, the Hegemons are the most belligerent of the dynic overtribes, and will often argue for war against enemies of the Hegemony.

The Hegemons have the largest military among the overtribes, fielding a military larger than that of the Duzhonev Imperium. The Hegemons have also created massive worldships, comparable in size to the World Fortresses of the Empire. These worldships are equipped with hyperlight weapons, allowing them to destroy entire enemy fleets and star systems. They also contain enough living space to house an entire planetary invasion force, although due to their value, Hegemon worldships are seldom seen outside of dynic space. The Hegemons rely on tried and true technology common in the Hegemony, such as railguns, plasma weapons, lasers, and energy shields. As with the rest of the Dynic Hegemony, Hegemon energy shields outclass their human counterparts. The Hegemons also utilize hyperspace weaponry, which can range from guns that can teleport ravenous monsters inside tanks to hyperspace weapons that can force parts of starships into hyperspace. The dyns' mastery of hyperspace also allow dynic troops to warp into battle directly, without the use of dropships or other physical transport. All that is necessary is accurate coordinates and a stable hyperspace power uplink somewhere near the destination.

Overnet: The second most powerful dynic overtribe, and also the most populous, the Overnet are notable because they have connected their entire civilization to a single network existing on the dynic hypernet. The Overnet are descended from a single tribe which eventually gained dominance over a series of islands on the dyn homeworld, and eventually became the technological powerhouse of the dynic species. This advantage persisted well into the days of the Dynic Empire, where they served as the Empire's engineering caste. After the fall of the Empire, the Overnet constructed the dynic hypernet, weaving a series of quantum computers into the structure of hyperspace itself. Shortly afterward, the Overnet connected themselves to the hypernet. The Overnet are not a collective consciousness, remaining distinct individuals within the hypernet. These individuals have access to the Overnet's collective knowledge, to the point that Overnet tribesmen can access the memories of their peers and ancestors, should they have been made available for download. their society is highly regimented, conformist, regulated and authoritarian, ruled by a single Overlord, which is an artificial intelligence modeled on the ancient emperors of the Overnet. The Overlord has access to the entire Overnet population's knowledge, able to analyze every thought in real time. Deviants from the Overnet will be purged from the network, which forces the individual to join the Hegemons. Because so much of an Overnet tribesman's psychological functions are offloaded onto the hypernet, this is a highly psychologically damaging and isolating experience.

The Overnet are strongly isolationist, having only joined the Hegemony out of fear. Having the second largest industrial base in the Hegemony, and the most technologically advanced society, has given the Overnet considerable sway in the Hegemony. Being isolationists, the Hegemony has often prevented the Hegemons from dragging the entire Hegemony into war against opponents it could not hope to defeat. The Overnet, unlike the other dynic overtribes, have few restrictions on the development of artificial intelligence, and have an entire population of AIs that have the same cognitive abilities as biological dyn. This has been a major sticking point with the other overtribes, as it make the Overnet a tempting target for the humans. Like the Hegemons, the Overnet have worldships, but these are not weapons of war. These worldships are civilian installations which form the conduit of the dynic hypernet. Overnet worldships partially exist within hyperspace, but without the realspace structure of the worldship, the hyperspace structure will collapse.

The Overnet military is entirely cybernetic, as the Overnet do not believe in risking their own bodies in war. Overnet troops are either commanded by an AI, or are directly controlled by an Overnet tribesman via a hyperspace neural link. The command and control of Overnet machines is sometimes crowdsourced, with Overnet civilians encouraged to take control of a machine body in order to kill as much of the enemy as possible. Skilled controllers are often conscripted into the armed services, becoming celebrities in the meanwhile. The centralized, cybernetic nature of the Overnet military is one of constant controversy within the Hegemony. While this allows the Overnet to effectively wage war, the Hegemony is also aware of the War of the Cog Lords, and are afraid that a machine rebellion might turn the entirety of Overnet society against the Hegemony.

Changers: Perhaps the most isolated, distrusted and despised of the dynic overtribes, the Changers are the least populous of the overtribes. The Changer overtribe is descended from the most aggressive and xenophobic tribes on the dyn homeworld, and thus their history and culture are steeped in the art of war. Living in the mountains and highlands of the dyn homeworld's supercontinent, these tribes were far removed from the comfortable tidal pools the dyn species evolved in. Thus, war for river beds and lakes was common, but the easily defensible mountain fortresses of what would become the Changers made it impossible for one tribe to fully eradicate the other. The Changers developed an intricate culture of deception and infiltration, which became legend on the dyn homeworld. Even during the unification of the dynic species under the Dynic Empire, the Changers remained autonomous. It was then that they were employed to be spies for the Dynic Empire, specializing in the art of deceiving the Empire's enemies. After the fall of the Empire, the Changers hired themselves out to any dynic faction. With the rise of the Hegemony, the Changers have once again become the spies for their species, although they do still spy on other overtribes. The Changer tribes remain independent and have created their own hypernet networks, much like the Overnet. Unlike the Overnet, the leaders of the Changer tribes have erased any sense of individuality among their subjects.

The Changers developed advanced biotechnology that created the perfect spies: clones of other species that are controlled by the Changers directly. Through the use of advanced neural technology, these clones are even given the memories and personality of the original, although due to the limits of the Changers' understanding of alien psychology, these clones always have detectable quirks. Controlled through hyperspace relays, these clones operate around the galaxy, often escaping the notice of enemy intelligence. The Changers have also designed microscopic neural implants that can place suggestions and commands into a captured enemy's subconscious. However, hyperspace signals can be detected by ansibles, so Changer agents often prey on targets that cannot afford such security measures. The Changers are despised because they like to subvert alien cultures rather than subjugating or destroying them. They use their clones to rise up the ranks in alien societies, until the society becomes a virtual puppet of the Changers. The other dynic overtribes view this as potentially corrupting to the dynic species itself, as they fear cross-cultural pollination. Further, the Changers extend these subversive efforts to other dynic tribes and overtribes. Naturally, this has made them many enemies within the Hegemony, but ultimately, the dynic species' overarching xenophobia overcomes these concerns.

Miners: The Miners are a relatively young overtribe, descended from the asteroid miners in the early dynic colonies. Historically poor and oppressed, the Miners have always viewed the planetside dynic overtribes with envy and hatred. To alleviate their suffering, the Miners have developed a strong culture of biological modification and drug use. This eventually transformed the Miners into several different sub-species, dependent on various substances to function. The Dynic Empire, and the Hegemony after them, took advantage of this biological dependence by taking control of the production of drugs, such as the dynic equivalent to neurozine. This was easily achieved, as these drugs necessitated chemicals that could only be found in large quantities on settled planets, none of which were under the control of Miner tribes. The Miners have been organized into an overtribe, but each individual tribe is extremely different from the others.

The Miners, more than any other dynic group, despise all outsiders, including other dyn and other Miners. This stems from their millennia living in decrepit asteroid habitats, where outsiders only come to exploit them. Each Miner tribe believes itself to be the pinnacle of biological perfection, and deems all other living organisms to be inferior scum fit only for killing. However, their dependence on drugs means that they must cooperate with the Hegemony to live, leading to the cruel irony of the Miners being forced to work for other overtribes. Miners are utilized primarily as asteroid miners, but they are also hired as mercenaries and shock troops by the Hegemony and dynic tribes. The Miners are technologically backward, save for their mastery of dynic biology. Most Miner ships are hollowed out asteroids, equipped with primitive chemical rockets. The Miners are generally banned from dynic hypernets and are forbidden from using hyperspace technology; they must ask the Hegemony to conduct any hyperspace jumps for them. Because of their improved biology, the Miners can survive in very hostile conditions, including extreme radiation. This has led to the Miners preferring to use radiological weapons in battle, which has the added bonus of causing collateral damage among non-Miner dyn.

Culture Profile: Solarian Community

Astrography

The Solarian Community is a medium-sized interstellar polity, with a few hundred thousand member star systems. The star systems and worlds that make up the Solarian Community are located on the Federation side of the Neutral Zone, serving as a buffer between the minor states of the Neutral Zone and the Federation proper. On the rimward side, the Solarian Community borders the Duzhonev Imperium, one of the most highly militarized borders in the entire galaxy.

Natural Physical Appearance

The Solarian Community is made up of a variety of species, but it nonetheless is dominated by baseline humans. However, most Solarian humans are not of the Galactic ethnicity, but are of the Kzmik ethnicity. The Kzmik are fair-skinned and tall compared to Galactics. What makes the Kzmik unique is that they have a variety of natural hair colors, such as red, brown and blonde, and a variety of eye colors, such as blue, green and brown. Almost all other baseline human populations in the galaxy have exclusively black hair and brown or black eyes. This makes Solarians easily identifiable, even when attempting to dress themselves as foreigners.

Appearance Traditions

The appearance traditions of the Solarian Community vary widely, as Solarian culture is highly non-conformist, but there is a general trend favoring both bright and natural colors and traditional designs. Solarian clothing is often made of what they deem to be "natural" and "eco-friendly" materials, which means they favor natural fibers such as wool, cotton and silk over the synthetic materials that are dominant in the rest of the galaxy. Solarian clothing designs are free-flowing and often have tribal patterns placed on them, as stark contrast to the utilitarian jumpsuits of their Federation allies. Solarians like to dye their hair, get piercings and tattoo their skin, which is generally considered unattractive in the rest of the galaxy. Gender roles are fluid in the Solarian Community, and Solarians are encouraged to constantly break these molds, particularly when meeting with foreigners. Male Solarian diplomats will often wear skirts and makeup, which often has a detrimental effect on negotiations with polities such as the Empire, Avelov, the Alliance and the Duzhonevians.

Language

The Solarian Community speaks Kzmik, the ancestral tongue of the Solarian Community's human population. While traditional Kzmik is still spoken throughout the Solarian Community, its modern form is far more prevalent and is heavily informed by the Solarians' political culture. Like the Duzhonevian language, Solarian Kzmik is highly censored, with words often banned from use as they are deemed offensive or subversive. Solarian Kzmik is thus filled with euphemisms, particularly for foreigners and aliens, and these euphemisms constantly evolve. Combined with the Solarians' insular nature, this makes translating Solarian Kzmik to Traditional Standard Imperial or Simplified Standard Imperial a challenge, as translators will always be fighting to keep up with the newest linguistic trend.

Government, Law and Politics

Theoretically, the Solarian Community is a military alliance and free trade zone between each of its member polities. However, over time, the Solarian Community has taken on more and more power from its member states, and in its modern incarnation, it can be considered a true federation. The Solarian Community is governed by the Solarian Council of Representatives, which is made up of representatives appointed by every Solarian member polity. This Council appoints ministers to head various ministries within the Solarian Community, which manage everything from sapient rights to trade to the Solarian military. The Council of Representatives can be forced to take an action through a referendum, which if it reaches a majority consensus among voters, must be executed by the Council of Representatives.

Solarian political culture is motivated primarily by outrage at the injustices both within and outside of their society, and it is these injustices to which the Solarian Council of Representatives is most responsive. The referendum system means that any small group of outraged individuals can start a referendum demanding an action, or to recall a councilman or a minister. Therefore, the Council and the ministers always respond to any outrage quickly. Because Solarian political opinion shifts more quickly than policy can be outlined, this means that the Solarian government is always behind and often causing more problems that its people then demand to be changed. Solarian officials are thus recalled and reinstated often.

The chaos of Solarian politics has allowed for the rise of a de facto deep state within the Solarian regime. Composed of powerful individuals, few of whom hold actual elected office, these influence brokers pull the strings of the Solarian government. Mostly made up of members of the intelligence services and heads of the Solarians' massive social media networks, they are able to subtly influence pressure on the Council of Representatives by promoting some causes over others. Having the power to tarnish the reputation of government officials, they are also able to blackmail the Solarian government into doing what they want, and to cover up or spin anything that would be unpopular with the Solarian people. This deep state is actually the entity that most foreign polities negotiate with, and negotiations with the Solarian government proper is a formality.

Economy

The Solarian economy is what they term an "equity economy," which is intended to "farily distribute resources in a sustainable, justice-minded manner." Small businesses exist in the Solarian Community, but they are under the de facto control of large social media conglomerates, which manage the economy of the Solarian Community to a major extent. A local business owner may be able to avert these large conglomerates, but if they wish to expand their operations beyond their town or city block, they must work with one of these social media sites. The Solarian government works through these sites to regulate the economy as they see fit. Heavy industry is highly regulated in the Solarian Community, and is practically reserved only for shipbuilding and for military purposes. Therefore, most Solarian goods are produced in small workshops, meaning that only the elite can afford the latest technology. Most Solarians are stuck using older technology for generations, or using black market technology.

Trade

The Solarians believe that free trade is important, but is immoral with outside entities, as they are disrespectful of the environment and for the rights of sapient beings. Therefore, the Solarian Community has an officially autarkic trade policy, banning all foreign products and preventing any Solarian products from being exported. In truth, however, there is a thriving black market for foreign goods, particularly from the Consortium. This black market is so large and essential to the Solarian economy that the government turns a blind eye to it, unless they need to destroy the life of a dissident.

Currency

The Solarian Community uses a variety of currencies, both by its member polities and by various networks. Solarian society is very interconnected through its computer networks, and many large social media sites also double as markets. Solarian currency is unique because these social media sites periodically award usable currency to users who make what the company deems a positive contribution to the community, and they can remove currency from those who make negative contributions. This has been used as a method of controlling public opinion within the Solarian Community.

Sex, Romance and Family Structure

Solarians consider any form of set family structure and sexual norms to be inherently oppressive, and so their culture is constantly out to break them. However, as new counter-cultural trends appear, they become the new status quo, and thus must be broken. This means that Solarian sexual norms are not set in stone, and are constantly evolving. However, the Solarians do have a constant disdain for foreign sexual norms, and thus consistently oppose them. Solarians are encourage to "experiment" with their sexuality, which has led to the rise of virulent sexually transmitted diseases, despite the advanced state of Solarian medical technology. Few Solarians maintain lasting relationships, often bouncing between monogamous and polygamous relationships throughout their life. Few Solarian children are gestated and born in utero, with many Solarian women having their ovaries removed early in life. Most Solarian children are decanted from artificial wombs, similar to their Federation counterparts, with the genetic material being provided by one to several genetic parents. Solarian children are raised in communal schools, managed by local governments.

Religious Beliefs and Traditions

There are a variety of religious traditions among the Solarians, which over the years have become a single, polytheistic religion. The Solarians believe in the existence of spirits, which are ethereal beings representing various aspects of nature, from individual sapients to entire star systems. These spirits are capable of intervening in the physical world, so long as they are pleased with acts of respect and worship. The Solarians believe that any examination into the existence and mechanics of these spirits will curse the examiner, and so they generally forbid any of the "black science" that their Duzhonevian rivals dabble in. Drug use and neural modification is common among the Solarians, and part of this is because of the Solarian religious tradition of imbibing hallucinogenic drugs. The Solarians believe that disabling the rational parts of the brain allows one to commune with the spirits, which operate on a level which cannot be rationalized.

A central figure in Solarian religion are stars, which the Solarians believe are a figurative light in the darkness of the universe. The Solarians long relied on solar light to power their machines, and they continue this reverence to this day. The Solarians believe that a star's spiritual essence is what allows life to exist, and so therefore the souls of every living creature in the universe is the child of a star's essence. Each star in the Solarian Community is revered as the physical incarnation of a "sunmother," as are the stellar reactors within Solarian vessels and stations. The destruction of a star is seen as the deepest sacrilege by the Solarians, which is part of the motivation behind the Duzhonevian hyperlight program.

Philosophy and Disposition

To foreign eyes, the Solarians' true religion is their political culture. The Solarians believe that they are the only righteous people in the galaxy, because they respect the rights of all sapient beings. This means that every other galactic civilization is a threat to justice, and must be converted or destroyed eventually. The Solarians do not believe that peaceful coexistence is possible with people that disagree with them, because they are corrupted and evil and will destroy the Solarians if the Solarians do not destroy them. This has poisoned the Solarian Community's relations with all of its neighbors, even occasionally its Federation ally.

The Solarians also believe that humanity is inherently evil and oppressive, citing human history as an example. Therefore, it is humanity's role to atone for its past transgressions against other sapients and itself. This means that any injustice can be delivered upon humans, so long as it benefits non-humans. For example, xenoforming an inhabited world and killing every living thing on it is perfectly acceptable, because other human civilizations have terraformed alien worlds and have killed alien biospheres in the past. The Solarians have attacked independent human worlds before in order to resettle alien species onto them, conveniently positioning themselves as the defender of this species within orbit. Ironically, while the Council of Representatives has representatives from all species, the shadow government that governs the Solarian Community is almost exclusively human.

The Solarians also believe that humanity is inherently oppressive, which manifests itself in the political institutions that dominate the galaxy, and therefore these institutions must be destroyed to create a society where everyone lives equally and in harmony. They believe that all human cultures, except their own, perpetuate oppressive power structures, and therefore these cultures must be destroyed once encountered.

Like their neighbors, the Solarians do not tolerate dissent. The Solarians believe that any criticism of their culture and ideology must be motivated by some ill intent, whether it be to take down the Solarian Community, to spread oppression, or to just harm the feelings of others. This is considered unacceptable, as emotional offense is considered nearly as bad as physical harm. Thus, censorship is perfectly acceptable. While the state does participate in censorship, often this is conducted by social media networks and even radical vigilante groups within Solarian society. Those that express dissenting views are openly decried as evil, their information given to Solarian society at large. This social ostracism cuts the victim off from Solarian society entirely, forcing them to either leave the Solarian Community or die.

Military
Views on War

The Solarians consider themselves a peaceful people, but they also believe that violence is acceptable to further their political goals of "liberating" the galaxy. To this end, the Solarians have created one of the most powerful militaries in the galaxy, rivaling their Duzhonevian neighbors. Military service is considered a way for humans to atone for their past sins against other sapients.

The Solarians believe that every war they fight is defensive, even those they start. This is because of the deep-seated Solarian belief that the entire galaxy is out to destroy them, and so therefore any attack must be preemptive. When in war, the Solarians are merciless, believing that their enemies are truly evil and will corrupt their society and destroy it from within should they be given a chance to enter. However, the Solarians act differently towards aliens, which they believe are misguided and are forced to attack them by human oppression in the rest of the galaxy.

Command Structure

The Solarian military is divided into two parts: the Solarian Human Forces, and the Solarian Nonhuman Forces. Each branch is further divided into planetary and naval forces. The reason for the segregation of the Solarian military between species is ideological; to prevent the humans from "oppressing" the nonhumans, the nonhumans are under the control of nonhumans, except for the highest echelons of power. However, since the Solarians make the distinction primarily between humans and nonhumans, and not among nonhumans, these units are often mixed with very different species, leading to difficulties in command and control.

Soldier Types and Equipment

The Solarian Human Forces are the larger of the two branches, and are expected to fight most battles. This is both so humanity can atone for its sins, and because even the Solarian leadership acknowledges that human soldiers will be more likely to understand the human commanders of the overall Solarian military. The Solarians, unique among the galactic powers, have a fifty percent female military, in all ranks. In order to maintain this ratio, the Solarians practice conscription.

The Solarian Nonhuman Forces are mostly made up of non-baseline humans and various alien species that have fallen under the Solarians' protection, such as large populations of dyn and kerdin. While the Solarian government makes no distinction between species, these species will often self-segregate into monospecies units, although they have no choice over the species of their commander.

Like the Consortium, the Solarians make heavy use of drones, although most fighting is still done by humans and not machines. Solarian drones are more valuable than their Consortium counterparts, as they are personalized by artisans within the Solarian military, are considered to have some spiritual significance. Therefore, Solarian drones are used carefully, mostly for scouting and for long-range attacks, and are considered part of the unit.

Solarian soldiers are given standardized equipment, but are encouraged to express themselves and their own culture by customizing their equipment. Solarian soldiers sometimes paint their equipment with garish colors and patterns, which is not a danger in most modern battlefields considering the dependence on electronic detection systems. Because of advanced Solarian holographic and cloaking technology, the average Solarian soldier has access to active camouflage. Their weapons, however, are generally weaker than that of the other galactic powers. Solarian soldiers are equipped primarily with laser weapons, as the Solarians dislike the radiation produced by plasma weapons. Nonhuman Solarians are allowed to use their own weapons on the battlefield.

Formations and Tactics

Human Solarians prefer stealth, deception and fighting at long ranges, while non-humans are free to express their culture in the form of various other tactics. Human Solarians will often fight from the distance, while kerdin troops attack the enemy at close ranges. Hologram emitters, electromagnetic interference, and active camouflage is used heavily to hide or disguise Solarian forces from enemy fire. Drones are used primarily for scouting, but also for fire support.

Navy and Spacecraft

The Solarians have two navies, one for humans, and the other for nonhumans. The nonhuman fleets are built by the Solarians' protectorate species themselves, and therefore vary significantly. However, they and the Solarian human fleets have the primary purpose of defending the Solarian Community, but have the secondary purpose of serving as second homes for the mobile Solarians.

Every starship in the Solarian Community is registered as part of one of the two Solarian navies, and must be armed. This is because the Solarians believe that an attack can come from anywhere at any time. Because Solarian civilization must be able to survive the Solarian Community's complete destruction, every ship in the Solarian Community also has room available for housing, feeding, and otherwise supporting a fraction of a civilian population. This allows Solarian vessels at war to carry massive numbers of troops, and allows the Solarians to rescue large populations of nonhuman refugees.

Every Solarian starship is powered by an artificial star, which is considered the spiritual heart of the ship. If this artificial star is moved to another ship, that ship's identity moves with it. Solarian ships, as with all Solarian structures, are "grown" around this star, shaped by artisans for years. While Solarian ships are grown according to a template, to meet their purpose, because they are organically grown, no two Solarian vessels are identical. In fact, artisans are encouraged to express the culture of their local community on each Solarian ship. Solarian vessels, even dedicated warships, are often decorated with stained solar panels and large gardens under bubbles that open to the stars.

Because they are so unique and take so long to grow, Solarians do not like to expose their craft to danger. Solarian ship are also fragile, but their calcitite hulls can "heal" after battles. Therefore, Solarians will fight at a distance with laser weaponry, and will retreat at the first sign of trouble. Holofield emitters, bubble drives, active camouflage and electromagnetic interference make Solarian ships difficult to track down, let alone destroy.

The First Line of Defense: Imperial Levies

While the Imperial military is massive, the Empire it defends is much larger. The Imperial military could not realistically defend tens of millions of worlds, let alone police them, and thus it relies on each system and world to defend itself. Therefore, one of the most fundamental powers of Imperial nobility is the ability to levy forces from his domain, to act as the primary defense from any threat, internal or external. In this manner, the Empire has not one military, but millions.

The Imperial levy system evolved naturally from the growth of the Third Empire. The Empire, rather than destroying the armies it defeated during its conquest of the galaxy, integrated them into its own. Warlords who bent the knee to the Dondrukovs were allowed to keep control over their forces and used them to further the expansion of the Empire. In return, they were allowed to keep a share of the spoils, eventually becoming the modern sector lords of the Empire. After each war, these new lords were forced to reduce their forces or turn them over to Imperial command, but they were allowed to keep a portion at home to protect their holdings from pirates, rebels, aliens and would-be conquerors. Meanwhile, the Imperial military would move on to another conquest. Sector lords that attempted to rebel against the Emperor were threatened with the destruction of all of their holdings by orbital bombardment, or the sanctioned dismemberment of their sector by their neighbors, whichever retribution would be delivered first. This system lasted until the Federal Revolution, which occurred in large part due to sector lords breaking off from the Empire entirely in order to wage full-scale war against one another. To prevent such a large-scale revolt in the future, the Empire prevented sector lords from having control of full militaries, and divided levies into planetary and naval levies, to be commanded by different ranks of nobility.

Each lord in the Empire is given the obligation to levy troops to defend his territory. The type of army and the number of troops they can field varies on their title. Under Imperial law, only lords with control of the entire planet may levy a professional army, which includes armored and aerospace vehicles and any weapon heavier than a standard blaster. Only system lords may own warships and levy crew for them, and the types of warships a system lord may field are strictly limited by Imperial law. Sector lords are forbidden from having any troops loyal to them personally, apart from a highly regulated guard, but have overarching command authority over levied planetary and orbital forces if they are given authority by the Throne and unless they are overridden by the Imperial military. Any lord below a planetary lord may have further restrictions placed upon them by the planetary or system lord. The total number of troops operating under the levy armies and fleets of various lords is unknown, despite the best efforts of the Imperial government to make an accurate tally. It is known that Imperial levies easily outnumber the Imperial military proper. Imperial levy armies vary in size, from a militia of a few thousand to defend a colonial outpost, to armies of millions of men under arms.

The effectiveness, doctrines, and supplies of Imperial levies varies considerably across the Empire. Imperial nobles are expected to train and supply their own troops, receiving no assistance from the Imperial military save for times of war. Many Imperial levy armies and fleets are descended from older military orders, and have maintained unique traditions throughout the millennia. Some have become the pride of their homeworld or system, and will be well-maintained and well-trained, rivaling even that of the Imperial military proper. Others will be cobbled together from volunteers and criminals, equipped with the bare minimum in order to meet the lord's obligation to the Throne. As the wealth of planets and systems vary, so does the equipment of levy troops. Those levies defending factory worlds and systems will be equipped with state-of-the-art weaponry rare within the Imperial military, while backwater colonies can expect to be armed with lasrifles and kalashes. A large number of Imperial levies are armed with Imperial military castoffs, which aids considerably with logistics in the event of joint operations with the Imperial military.

The role of Imperial levies is primarily defensive. Because of the Imperial military's many obligations throughout the galaxy, they cannot be expected to react quickly to a military emergency, unless the world under attack is of particular importance to the Empire. Sector lords can intervene on behalf of a major invasion, but they must have authorization from Dondrukovskrad and the approval of the lords from which he is levying troops. Imperial levies are thus asked to defend their world until assistance arrives, either from the Imperial military or neighboring systems, and this can take weeks or even months. Imperial levies are considered reliable defenders, as being local they have an obvious stake in defending their homes and livelihoods from hostiles. Because Imperial levies are expected to hold the line, often in brutal conditions, levy troops tend to have a love-hate relationship with the Imperial military. Often, levy troops are jealous of the Imperial military's importance in Imperial society, particularly the adulation they receive in mass media and their more comfortable living conditions. However, they are also welcome saviors in cases where levies are incapable of handling the crisis on their own.

Imperial levies are also used in the tournament wars between Imperial nobles. With the vastness of the Empire, the Throne could not be expected to maintain complete peace between the billions of nobles in the galaxy. Nobles often resolve their conflicts violently, and this can escalate to full military engagements. Initial attempts to ban the practice after the Federal Revolution failed, leading to the revolt of the Anti-Emperors. Afterwards, the Empire legalized the act of "tournament warfare," but only on limited conditions. In order to prevent the destruction of important infrastructure, these tournament wars are fought on desolate worlds and systems designated for the practice. The combatants can agree to various conditions, such as the use of exclusively naval or planetary forces, or even the use of only non-lethal weapons. Importantly, the combatants agree that the tournament decides the dispute permanently. The tournament wars often prove useful for Imperial levies, providing training and combat experience. Naturally, the Imperial military does not participate in tournament wars, except to monitor them to prevent the outbreak of a true war, or to recruit from the survivors of the tournament.

Culture Profile: Primitivist Cultures

While most cultures in the galaxy embrace modern technology, some voluntarily shun it as a societal evil. These are termed primitivist cultures by anthropologists, and while they are all each unique and have separate origins and beliefs from one another, their rejection of modern technology unites them all. As most of the post-Cog Lord galaxy remains unexplored and uncolonized, it is unknown how many primitivist cultures exist, and how many of the primitive cultures encountered by the wider galaxy have voluntarily stunted their technological development before their culture is erased by colonization.

The motivations for primitivist cultures to shun technology vary. By far the most common is the belief that any technology more advanced than an arbitrary example would inevitably lead to the development of artificial intelligence, an unacceptable result even in the most isolated of human societies. Some controversial anthropologists have marked modern galactic society as primitivst or pseudo-primitivist for its adoption of the Uniform Machine Code and other restrictions on the development of artificial intelligence, but the going definition of primitivist requires the rejection of spacefaring technology at the very least. Some primitivist societies reject only faster-than-light travel, usually out of superstitions over violating causality or weakening the firmament of space-time, while most reject all forms of electronics as a gateway to artificial intelligence. These anti-electronic societies are severely handicapped by this decision, as any complex manufacturing, transport, and calculation necessitates computers. Some societies mitigate this issue by using genetically-engineered "human computers," but even these are limited in performance to true computers; the human computers used by the major galactic powers are cybernetically augmented with electronics for this reason. Normally, primitivist societies make exceptions for medical and defense technologies, and they allow those among them who wish to join greater galactic civilization to do so.

In addition to paranoia over artificial intelligence, most primitivist societies reject urbanized, atomized, cosmopolitan culture, and see technology as the root of this evil. Believing that rural and small-town life, with little in the way of mass media and widespread transportation, creates inherently more moral and tight-knit communities independent from the rest of the galaxy, these primitivists societies actively ban most imports from the outside. Further, they also reject wider galactic culture, insisting on the maintenance of their own. Often, these communities are highly religious, and spiritual concerns mix with the practical.

Interactions between primitivist societies and the wider galaxy vary considerably, depending on the societies in question. Most primitivist societies, upon discovering wider galactic civilization, ask that their culture is respected and work out a series of agreements with the technologically advanced party. Often, this involves the technologically advanced society defending the world, while the primitivists pay for this defense with resources of some sort. Because primitivist societies often have little control over vast portions of their homeworld, these are signed off for use by the spacefaring culture. Within the Empire, this is the normal course of affairs. Imperial lords care little how their subjects live their lives. In fact, many Imperial lords prefer primitivist cultures, as they are very unlikely to revolt. Imperial lords demand only that these cultures pay their tithes. As tithes can be taken in both agricultural products, raw minerals, and conscripts, primitivist societies will always have a way to pay.

Other interactions are not so peaceful. Some primitivist societies are fanatical in their isolation from the rest of the galaxy, and will greet any alien visitors with immediate violence. If the spacefaring party is small, such as a group of traders, they will often write off the planet as a hostile barbarian world and go along their way. If these societies meet a state actor or a powerful corporate entity, they are likely to be met with overwhelming force, their culture marked for extermination as retribution for the unprovoked attack. Some spacefaring cultures have little respect for primitivist cultures, and will move to destroy them in one way or another. Ideologically-motivated states, such as the Federation, Avelov and the Duzhonev Imperium, will simply demand that a primitivist culture surrender their old ways or face destruction. At other times, subversion is utilized: the Federation and Avelov sometimes send individuals to primitivist cultures in order to inculcate them in their state ideology, while the Consortium simply uses heavy-handed marketing and free samples to create another planet of dependent consumers.

Technology Profile: Drone Warfare

The automation of warfare has long been a desire among military commanders. Moving humans out of harm's way was reason enough, but the removal of the human element also played to the desires of many commanders to have troops that would follow orders to the letter and without hesitation. The military drone filled this niche well. Military drones are believed to have been developed prior to the Ash Winter, and likely took part in its execution. The warlords of old Earth largely forgot the art of drone warfare, as they did most advanced knowledge, although their legends spoke of steel birds forged by man. The technocracies of Mars never forgot the art of automation, as drones were essential to life on the then-barren world for millennia. When technological society returned to the bulk of mankind, drones were being used much in the same way as they are in the modern galaxy: as reconnaissance and long-range strike craft. The bulk of the fighting was still conducted by manned platforms.

During the days of the Terran Empire, Arekshav the Great faced the mighty drone armies of the Opheln. The Opheln relied on drones to police their empire, with organics used in a supervisory role. Arekshav proved the limitations of drone warfare by using human ingenuity to counter them at every turn. As with any dumb computer system, Opheln drones only knew how to fight under a certain set of parameters and scenarios. This made them predictable, allowing Terran soldiers to outwit them in battle after battle. This was one of many factors that allowed Arekshav the Great to conquer the known galaxy. It also set in stone a policy for human military strategists: drones should complement, but never replace, humans.

This changed with the Second Empire and the advent of true artificial intelligence. A neglected science for much of human history, due to fears of machine rebellion, the Second Empire eschewed past taboos and developed the most advanced artificial intelligence systems the galaxy had ever seen. Beginning with drones that used cloned, organic brains, the Second Empire soon moved to purely mechanical, and then quantum, intelligence. Gone were the need for human handlers, as drones were now even smarter than humans. The creativity gap disappeared, as drones were now capable of thinking for themselves. This allowed the Second Empire to have a fully automated military, to complement their fully automated society.

With the War of the Cog Lords, the Second Empire's military destroyed itself, and with that ended the reign of the military drone. Drones were, at first, expressly prohibited by the new states of the galaxy, but their utility could not be denied. Nonetheless, strict limits on their cognitive capabilities were written right into the Uniform Machine Code. As explicitly militarized machines, drones received some of the most stringent regulations. All drones, as with any "automated system," must always have human handlers to direct their action, or at the very least approve important actions. Computers could be left to do the heavy lifting regarding timing firing, thrust, and other calculations intended to allow the drone to operate, but tactical decisions upward are to be made by humans. This meant that drones must always be directed from a central control station, which necessarily must be on the battlefield. This led to the development of the modern carrier.

The limits on drones have limited their use by modern militaries. Most drones serve as starfighters, where their large numbers, expendability, and capacity to survive high-G maneuvers made automation an invaluable asset. However, modern drones still suffer from intelligence issues: they are predictable, are easily confused in new combat situations, and fall easily into traps, unless directed by an exceptional commander. For these reasons, some states such as the Citizens' Alliance and the Duzhonev Imperium generally eschew drones for manned starfighters, which when properly equipped can outperform drone starfighters in every measure but maneuverability. Even the Empire uses manned starfighters on occasion, such as the older Rhen-wing. Planetside, drones are mostly used for reconnaissance, long distance strikes, as automated sentries, or to accompany infantrymen in dangerous situations.

Some militaries, particularly those of the Consortium, use drones heavily, but this is only viable because of their technological base. The Consortium is capable of fielding computer and mind interface technology that is unavailable to the other powers, allowing their organic commanders to direct their drones in ways that the other powers could not. For this reason, almost the entirety of the Consortium's military is automated, save for larger vehicles and ships which double as control units. Nevertheless, the Consortium's drones are still predictable when compared to humans and other sapients, a weakness the Consortium is well aware of.

Tech Comparison: Duzhonev Imperium

Materials Science. Like the Empire, the Duzhonev Imperium primarily uses durasteel in its construction, but Duzhonevian durasteel is enhanced with aetheric processing to make it even stronger. This allows Duzhonevian constructions to be very large, and in the Duzhonevian mindset, bigger is better. Aetheric processing does render Duzhonevian durasteel far less malleable than its regular counterparts, so Duzhonevian constructions are even boxier than their Imperial counterparts.

Power. The Duzhonev Imperium has access to two very powerful, but unstable, sources of energy: aetheric reactors and void reactors. Duzhonevian aetheric reactors operate similarly to their Avelovan counterparts, but produce far more power at the cost of creating larger amounts of radioactive particles. These particles, which are very heavy, are mixed with aerosols and released into atmosphere or vacuum as "smoke." Duzhonevian aetheric reactors produce plenty of raw electrical power, allowing Duzhonevian systems to consume more power. Aetheric reactors produce massive amounts of waste heat, necessitating the radiator fins on most Duzhonevian ships. Because these reactors are set to their absolute operational limits, Duzhonevian aetheric reactors have a tendency to explode when too much stress is placed on them. The second form of Duzhonevian reactors, void reactors, are powered by the energies of the Void. Siphoning energy from a parallel universe, void reactors have a theoretically infinite power output, limited only by the rate at which void reactors can process Void energy. Because they are designed by mad scientists, not even Duzhonevian engineers fully understand void reactors.

Faster-than-light Travel. Most Duzhonevian spacecraft use hyperdrives, which operate identically to their Imperial counterparts. However, some more advanced Duzhonevian craft are equipped with void engines. These void engines are nowhere near as effective as their Imperial Remnant counterparts, but they do give the Duzhonevians the ability to strike anywhere in the galaxy.

Energy Weaponry. The standard Duzhonevian energy weaponry is electron-based, and the primary Duzhonevian infantry weapon is the electron ray. Electron rays are larger than Imperial blasters and Federation phasers, and can only fire a handful of rounds before having to be reloaded. However, they are a rugged and reliable technology, and can do a lot of damage even to armored targets. The heavier Duzhonevian energy weapons are known as death rays, and they fire ionized aetheric particles, oftentimes in a stream of rings instead of a coherent beam. Capable of annihilating all baryonic matter, death rays can cut through even the heaviest armor, although they are easily blocked by modern energy shields. Anti-infantry death rays have been designed by Duzhonevian scientists to leave behind charred skeletons of the enemy, as part of a psychological terror tactic. More conventional weapons, such as lasers, are used in the Duzhonevian military, such as point-defense and suppression lasers.

Kinetic Weaponry. The Duzhonevians use all manner of kinetic weaponry. Slugthrowers are still used by the Duzhonev Imperium in the form of artillery. These artillery shells, made of dense durasteel and loaded with aetheric explosives, may move slowly, but they are so massive that they are impossible to stop with most point-defense lasers and missiles. The artillery pieces themselves are often the size of city blocks, and are either mounted on orbiting spacecraft or dropped from orbit. The Duzhonevians also utilize slugthrowers in the form of machine guns, as the Duzhonevians realize that filling the air with bullets is an effective strategy against most of the opponents they will ever face. The Duzhonevians utilize missiles in a more limited extent, favoring large, intercontinental missiles to smaller tactical systems.

Special Weapons. The Duzhonevians have an obsession with experimental weapons and superweapons, which they are always eager to try on their many enemies. This is assisted by their extensive use of modified scientists, who often produce strange weapons, only a handful of which are effective enough to be worth mass producing. The Duzhonevians have developed their own hyperlight weapons, and have also made extensive developments in void weaponry. The Duzhonevians have even created artificial Void entities, operating similarly to the Seeping Ink, and have augmented some of their elite soldiers with Void modifications. The Duzhonevians have also developed their biological and cybernetic enhancements further than almost any other galactic civilization save the Consortium and the Federation. The Duzhonevians often recycle corpses and wreckage from battlefields for use as expendable cyborg troops, or create abominations constructed from several corpses for use as shock troops. They have even modified non-humans to serve as cyborg troops, such as saurian assault troops.

Shields. The Duzhonevians do not utilize energy shields much, as their aetheric reactors cannot provide a consistent enough power output for shield generators to tolerate. Only the largest Duzhonevian ships and bases are equipped with energy shields. Otherwise, the Duzhonevians rely on their durasteel armor, which is more than capable of withstanding most enemy fire.

Antigravity. Duzhonevian antigravity technology is primitive, again owing to the fact that aetheric reactors produce unstable power. Few Duzhonevian vehicles are equipped with antigravity generators, and those that do are large ad bulky compared to their Imperial or Federal counterparts. The Duzhonevians prefer wheels, tracks, or a combination of the two. Even their aircraft are propelled with primitive rocket engines.

Computers. The Duzhonev Imperium respects the Uniform Machine Code, recognizing that disobeying the Code is the one crime they cannot get away with. Indeed, they have overshot the Code's targets, and as a result Duzhonevian computer technology is far behind that of the other powers. Duzhonevians do not have personal computers, and those computers that they do have are the size of entire rooms. Most Duzhonevian computers are dedicated to the telescreen system used to monitor almost the entire Duzhonevian population, and the rest are used for space travel or for research. The most advanced computers are augmented by organic brain banks, the brains either cloned or taken from prisoners. To counteract this deficiency, the Duzhonevians use Void manipulation on some of their people to give them the ability to process information like an AI. While this does work, it has the unfortunate side effect of driving the person insane.

Automation. The Duzhonevians feel that they have no use for automation, as they have oceans of citizen and slave labor to fill any gaps. Most automation in the Duzhonev Imperium is present to help operate high-tech systems, and little else.

Culture Profile: Duzhonev Imperium

Astrography

The Duzhonev Imperium ("Duzhonev") is a medium-sized galactic powers located between the galactic core and the Neutral Zone.  Duzhonev is composed of about half a million inhabited star systems.

Natural Physical Appearance

The Duzhonev Imperium is the most biologically homogenous medium power in the galaxy, beating out even Nomoki. The Duzhonevian population is composed entirely of baseline humans, with minor exceptions living on colonies where they work as slave labor. The Duzhonevians have created several variants of human with their science, but since these humans cannot reproduce, they are not considered species. These surgically-modified creatures are instead used as tools.


Appearance Traditions

Comprised solely of baseline humans under a totalitarian system, the Duzhonev Imperium has a legally-mandated appearance tradition. To exemplify the ideal of independence from the outside galaxy and frugality, all clothing is manufactured by the government and is simple. As with the Federation, clothing reflects class and role. Exempting practical uniforms, all subjects of the Duzhonev Emperor are required to wear color-coded armbands on their left arm. Most Duzhonevians wear simple blue, grey, or black jumpsuits. High-ranking government officials are assigned more elaborate dress, but they are still simple by Imperial standards. Grooming and other aspects of physical appearance are also highly regulated; there are only five approved haircuts for men, and a dozen for women. Because of the highly polluted atmospheres of most Duzhonevian worlds, gas masks have become a major aspect of Duzhonevian fashion.

Language

The Duzhonevian language is distantly related to Traditional Standard Imperial, the language of the Imperial colonists in what would eventually become the Duzhonev Imperium. However, millennia of isolation and government manipulation has transformed Duzhonevian into a distinct language, which sounds familiar to speakers of Traditional Standard Imperial, but ultimately unintelligible.

The modern Duzhonevian language contains many compound words and wholly constructed phrases. I an attempt to control thought through language, the Duzhonevian government implemented a Duzhonev-wide language replacement program. Synonyms and antonyms were done away with, and prefixes and suffixes were implemented to fill the void. Words that expressed rebellious sentiment were banned, as were euphemisms for these words. Over the millennia, the entire old TSI vocabulary was effectively replaced twice over.

The Duzhonevian language is highly agglunative, with most words being composed of smaller words. This means that Duzhonevian is, on the surface, easy for foreigners to learn. However, spoken Duzhonevian is very confusing for foreigners because the same words appear over and over, and because of censorship, a complex series of euphemisms permeates the language.

Government, Law and Politics

Theoretically, the Duzhonev Imperium is an absolute monarchy under the rule of God-Emperor Ankhov, the revolutionary leader that led Duzhonev to independence from the Empire. However, the God-Emperor has been in cryogenic stasis for several millennia, and thus others rule in his stead. The de facto leader of the Duzhonev Imperium is the High Chancellor, leader of the Duzhonevian Senate, the Human Purity Party and the Imperial Defense Council. The High Chancellor, and the political organs he commands, theoretically serve as subordinates of the God-Emperor, but since he has been silent for millennia, their power is unchallenged.

The Duzhonev Imperium is a one-party state, and has been since its inception. The Human Purity Party is the only legal political party, and there is no distinguishing between government and party offices. The position of Minister of War, for example, is both a party and a government position.

There are three primary classes within the Duzhonev Imperium: Upper Party, Lower Party, and Non-Party. Non-Party members make up the vast majority of Duzhonevians, and are the poorest yet the least monitored by the state. Lower Party officials make up the bulk of the Human Purity Party, and manage everything from offices to factories. The Lower Party is given freedom to purchase better rations and are given better pay, but they are monitored the most by the Imperium's extensive telescreen system. The Upper Party is the leadership of the Human Purity Party and the Duzhonev Imperium as a whole. They have a degree of freedom unknown to the rest of society, and enjoy the greatest luxuries.

Economy

The Duzhonev Imperium's economy is a command economy, with all legal economic activity controlled exclusively by the state. The Duzhonevian economy is geared towards isolation, constant war and expansion. The Duzhonev Imperium has a habit of specifying purposes for entire worlds; for example, one world would be dedicated to mining metals, and another to heavy industry. The Duzhonevian state issues all of its citizens a set wage based on their role, and they can use their money to purchase goods from state-run stores, where the prices are all fixed by the government.

An extensive black market exists in the Duzhonev Imperium. This black market provides many of the goods that Duzhonevian citizens need that the government is incapable of supplying regularly. Because of the size, necessity, and profit made off this black market, the Duzhonevian government takes little action against it. Those smugglers that are arrested typically refused to pay the bribes that Duzhonevian officials expect.

Trade

Duzhonev's leaders have always believed that economic interdependence with external powers is a liability to the Duzhonev Imperium's political autonomy, as it exposes the Imperium to sanctions and damage from trade wars. Therefore, it practices an autarkic economic policy, and it is capable of acquiring and producing all raw materials and goods it requires. However, its constant wars are expensive, requiring further expansion, which causes further wars. The Duzhonev Imperium practices limited trade with the Third Empire, mostly for luxury goods.

Currency

The Duzhonevian currency is the munkes, literally meaning "citizen's money." It is a predominantly digital currency, although the munkes is issued in physical form, such as coins and bills. Because of the Duzhonev Imperium's isolation, and because currency is only used to allow the average Duzhonevian citizen to allocate resources for his own personal use, the Duzhonevian munkes is not accepted in any other galactic civilization. In international trade, the Duzhonevians use the Imperial credit.

Sex, Romance and Family Structure

As with everything else, sex, romance and family in the Duzhonev Imperium are intended to advance the state. Notably, the state takes no position on the question of monogamy or polygamy, and the state recognizes no marriages. All the Imperium cares about is that their women continue to produce good citizens.

Family units are not caring and nurturing environments, but rather parents have a legal obligation to ensure the safety and security of their children. The actual raising of the child is done by state educational and care institutions, where they are inculcated in the values of the Duzhonev Imperium. Until adulthood, Duzhonevian citizens will spend most of their time within state institutions.

Religious Beliefs and Traditions

The Duzhonev Imperium is officially atheistic, but it has a de facto state religion: the worship of God-Emperor Ankhov as the god of mankind. Beginning as a cult of personality, the theology of the Duzhonevian religion is unclear. There is no one scripture, but rather a series of propaganda broadcasts made throughout the millennia, many of which are contradictory. What is clear is that the Duzhonevian state regards God-Emperor Ankhov not as a necessarily supernatural being, but rather a perfect example of mankind. God-Emperor Ankhov's life and achievements are considered the best possible, although with constant historical revision on behalf of the state, the details are in constant flux. The Duzhonevian state does claim the occasional supernatural event or miracle linked to God-Emperor Ankhov, such as the intercession of angelic beings on behalf of Duzhonevian forces during a critical battle. How this fits into the greater Duzhonevian "religion" is never explained.

Philosophy and Disposition

The Duzhonevians believe that they are the purest population of baseline humans in the galaxy, and that all other human civilizations are not doing enough to defend the interests of baseline humans. They believe that baseline humanity is in constant threat of extinction, not only from external threats, but through genetic diseases that will eventually destroy the genetic lineage of mankind. Duzhonevian ideology does not take the superiority of mankind for granted. Rather, it believes that mankind is just one species among many in the galaxy competing for complete dominance over the galaxy, and if it were to relax its efforts, it would be overtaken by a more devoted species.

Duzhonevian society is strictly hierarchical and anti-egalitarian, believing that when there are two beings, one must command and the other must be subordinate. This belief not only applies to within the Duzhonev Imperium, but also outside; Duzhonevian diplomats are considered strange in the rest of the galaxy because they either behave like they are commanding their counterparts, or are subordinate to them. Despite this, Duzhonevians believe that every class of society is important, insofar as they fulfill their role. This is often analogized to organs in a body: each fulfills a different role, and if one were to fail, the entire body dies.

The Duzhonevians consider suffering a positive force, as it strengthens man to face the cold, hostile universe. The suffering of many of the Duzhonev Imperium's citizens is sometimes cause for praise, as this is seen as strengthening the Duzhonevian people as a whole. Despite this, the leadership of the Duzhonev Imperium lives in luxury; they justify this by claiming that they have suffered on their way to their commanding position, that their jobs are mentally taxing, and the price for their failure is higher than any other citizen's.

The Duzhonevian state professes strong dedication to science and the truth. The Duzhonev Imperium actively discourages taboos and superstitions surrounding the physical sciences, while they maintain them with regard to their society. The Duzhonevian scientific community recognizes no ethical laws, and any action that can produce results is considered good. As a result, the Duzhonev Imperium often practices experimentation on sapients, and even entire planetary populations, and they also experiment with dangerous Second Empire-era technologies and with forces that are even more mysterious. The only restraints the Duzhonevians recognize are those of the Uniform Machine Code, and even then, these are often sidestepped through the use of organic computers.

Duzhonevians are highly isolationist, and have a deep-seated contempt for all foreign cultures, including that of the Empire. Defiance of foreign influence and culture is considered a major positive in Duzhonevian culture. Offending foreigners and violating generally-accepted cultural norms in the galaxy is highly respected; the greater the offense, the greater the praise from other Duzhonevians.

Military

Views on War

Duzhonevians see war not only as necessary, but beneficial, to society and the human species as a whole. Under Duzhonevian ideology, war is a purifying and strengthening force for the Duzhonevians, destroying weak elements and training the strong in constant struggle. War is not the result of a breakdown of peace, but an extension of the competition between organisms and species. War is the natural state of things, and if the Duzhonevians are unwilling to fight to defend mankind's dominance, it will lose that dominance.

Because of this philosophy, the Duzhonev Imperium is on constant war footing and always at war. It has the largest military spending as part of its GDP of any of the major galactic powers. The Imperium is always at war somewhere in the galaxy, either conquering new worlds or defending its conquests. The entire Duzhonevian economy is geared primarily towards self-sustainability, secondly towards war; luxuries are available only to the leadership. All Duzhonevians are given military training. The Duzhonev Imperium could be described as an army with a state, rather than a state with an army.

Command Structure

The Duzhonevian military, known as the Duzhonevian Imperial Guard, is divided into three parts: the Duzhonevian Army, Duzhonevian Air Force, and the Duzhonevian Navy. The Duzhonevian Imperial Guard is unique among the major powers for having a dedicated planetary air force and starfighter branch, which is a result of the importance of air power in the success of the Duzhonevian Revolution. The Duzhonevian Air Force remains the most ideologically devoted of the three branches, and they provide the political officers used to police the other two branches. In fact, Duzhonevian dive bombers and attack helicopters are piloted by Upper Party political officers and are allowed to attack retreating ground forces.

The command structure of the Duzhonevian Imperial Guard parallels the hierarchy of the Duzhonevian state. The High Chancellor acts as the Commander in Chief of the Imperial Guard. The Upper and Lower Party members make up the officer classes, with Upper Party members making up generals, and Lower Party members making up all lower officer ranks. NCOs and regulars are made up of Non-Party members.

Soldier Types and Equipment

The primary armed forces of the Duzhonev Imperium are made up of clone soldiers. Similar to redshirts, these clones are quickly manufactured and are designed solely for combat. To this end, they lack organs such as livers and genitals, and are fed a special nutrient slurry that removes the need for a complex digestive system. These clone soldiers are so expendable that they are not expected to survive a battle, and those that do are cryogenically stored for future use. These clones are lobotomized and are incapable of higher-order thinking, and must be commanded by a baseline human commander. Without commands, these soldiers are universally hostile, often attacking one another.

Baseline humans are also part of the Duzhonevian Imperial Guard, mostly as noncommissioned and commissioned officers, pilots, drivers and gunners, and support staff. Some baseline humans are used as cannon fodder, and these are the counter-munition infantry. Counter-munition infantry are prisoners or other enemies of the state, organized as part of penal battalions. They are considered so expendable that they are sent out even ahead of clone soldiers, and are executed after every battle.

The Duzhonev Imperium also implements surgically-modified human soldiers. Composed of cloned parts, and sometimes body parts of the deceased, these monstrosities can carry heavy weapons and armor into battle. They are often unintelligent, and are controlled via remote by human commanders.

Duzhonevian soldiers are generally well-equipped, but Duzhonevian technology is unstable. Using aetheric technology in powerful but dangerous ways, the Duzhonev Imperium has some of the most powerful weapons in the galaxy, but they are liable to explode in their faces. The standard Duzhonevian weapon is the electron ray, a form of "weaponized lightning" that can disable hardened electronics with electromagnetic pulses and reduces organic matter to ashes. Heavier Duzhonevian weapons are death rays, an energy weapon that fires ionized aetheric particles and causes baryonic matter to decay into neutrinos. This allows Duzhonevian weapons to pierce any physical armor, but death rays are liable to explode due to the instability of the aetheric reactor inside the weapon.

Formations and Tactics

The Duzhonevian Imperial Guard relies heavily on armored and combined arms offensives. Their clone and conscript army is considered wholly expendable, with few exceptions, and are sent into battle with little thought given to any individual's personal safety. However, Duzhonevian armored vehicles are some of the best in the galaxy, particularly their tanks. The Duzhonevian Imperial Guard has a tank for seemingly every situation: trench clearing, urban pacification, tank battles, anti-aircraft and anti-orbit duty, and so on. Duzhonevian soldiers are packed into armored transports to keep up with the quick offensives of the Imperial Guard.

Aerospace maneuvers also play a role in the Imperial Guard's wars. Attack helicopters and dive bombers coordinate with the armored push, terrorizing the enemy. Shock troops, some of the Imperial Guard's best, are dropped from dropships or even from orbit.

Navy and Spacecraft

The Duzhonevian Imperial Navy is a relatively large force for the Imperium's size. Because of the focus on planetary conquest, planetary forces are more favored by the Imperium as a whole, so the Duzhonevian Navy is comparatively ignored and viewed as a defensive or transport force. Most Duzhonevian Navy offensive activity is conducted by packs of Duzhonevian bubble ships, which are used to raid enemy shipping.

Duzhonevian ships are massive compared to their counterparts, powered by immense aetheric reactors. With massive sublight engines, Duzhonevian ships are much faster than their counterparts, but they are very difficult to maneuver. Duzhonevian engineers, being touched by madness, often design Duzhonevian ships to have far more weapons than necessary, and can be overloaded to increase firepower at the price of reactor stability. Duzhonevian ships are also equipped with heavily armored prows, allowing them to ram enemy ships and survive.

CONSORTIUM: SIM UTILIZING AUTONOMOUS WAR DRONES

The Consortium of Sovereign Systems has filed an official complaint with the Protectorate of Mankind, alleging that the Settlement Independence Movement and its backer, the Networker corporation, is using autonomous war drones in contravention of the Uniform Machine Code. The Uniform Machine Code mandates the use of sapient organic oversight over all combat machines, and specifically requires organic minds to make the decision to use lethal force. The Consortium alleges that the Settlement Independence Movement has violated the Code by using drone swarms in their war against the Consortium.

"Our studies of captured SIM drones have demonstrated that they communicate with each other without connecting to a central system, nor are they individually equipped with ansibles," Consortium attorney Bel Calzen testified before the Protectorate. "They are given their commands and deployed into the battle zone. They make all combat decisions, including the decision to use lethal force, without organic oversight. Our own drones remain under the oversight of manager minds at all times, from ships in the outskirts of the star system where the combat zone is located."

The Uniform Machine Code was adopted in response to the War of the Cog Lords. It restricts the development of certain technologies that caused the war, such as hedonic engines and artificial intelligence. The Code has particularly stringent restrictions on combat AI, as dependence on machine armies contributed greatly to the fall of the Second Empire. Only a fraction of the Empire's military survived the War of the Cog Lords, going on to form the Citizens' Alliance.

The SIM made no official comment, but espionage on the Networker social media system has indicated that most members of the SIM believe that the Consortium has either fabricated the evidence, or that there is no violation because the drones are given the kill order by organic minds prior to deployment.

Federal Subversion

Greetings, lieutenant. I hope your trip was enjoyable. I apologize for the short notice.

Who are we? We're Star Fleet, same as you. A more discreet organ of our vast organization. Section 610.

You've never heard of us? That's the idea, we operate in the shadows to further the cause. We have the same goal as the rest of Star Fleet: spreading the Enlightened Revolution to every corner of the galaxy. We just go about it in a different way. An admittedly dirtier way. We do what is necessary to spread the Revolution and to secure it in Federation space. Our tools and modus operandi aren't as direct or overt as the rest of Star Fleet, but I assure you, they are just as effective.

And while you've never heard of us, we have heard of you. We know everything about you. And that's why we're here. Section 610 recruits only the best from Star Fleet. We have a variety of particular objectives that require specific skill sets. We see a lot of potential in you, lieutenant.

We aren't looking for a proselytizer. You never struck us as a master of rhetoric. We have use for them, of course. Many worlds throughout the galaxy have never heard our message of unity, and they need enlightenment. We aren't here for them. We need you to take on our most formidable astropolitical enemy.

Despite what the propaganda holos say, the people of the Empire are adequately immunized against our rhetoric. They have heard of our principles, and out of ignorance, malice or some rotten combination of the two, despise them. Any talk of peaceful opposition, let alone open rebellion, against their feudalistic nonsense is crushed, with extreme prejudice. The Federation's past attempts to light the fires of revolution throughout the Empire, like they were in our own systems those many generations ago, have all failed. The worlds under the Empire's grasp have, to some degree or another, rejected the Federation's message. Our job is to convince them with other means.

Simply put, we're looking for a salesman, and you're the right woman for the job.

What other means? Subversion, by means of taking advantage of the greed and ambition of Imperial nobility. To say Imperial society is flawed is an understatement, but it is well-equipped to oppose external opposition. However, it is a fundamentally fragmented society. There is no one Third Empire of Man, it is a single house ruling over countless, once-independent empires. The Imperials learned from the Revolution and enacted many reforms to prevent their system from erupting into civil war every four generations, but it is still fundamentally divided. The Empire has no unifying principle, apart from fear of the Dondrukovs and external opposition. They have no ideological unity, and the Imperial nobleman is not fundamentally interested in maintaining the Empire as a whole. To him, he is part of the Empire because he was born into it, and he continues to be part of the Empire because he has nothing to gain and everything to lose by leaving.

We ignore the peasants; the Imperials learned of the might of the peasantry after the Revolution, and they have completely neutered them. But every Imperial noble is a rebel in waiting. Imperial nobles are corrupt, almost to a man, and they hate paying their tithes to Dondrukovskrad. They just want to have a good reason to finally cut the cord, and a way to keep the Empire at bay when they finally find out that they lost a planet. That's where you come in.

Befriend an Imperial noble. A planetary or system governor, but nobody below that. Coming as a traveler from a neutral state is preferable, of course, but some nobles like the risk and controversy of having a Federal citizen in their court. Then, you dazzle them. Your naturally magnetic personality and, ahem, other assets will go a long way, but we will also provide you with gifts to give your new friends. High-quality goods, particularly of Federation origin, are very popular among Imperial nobles. The Imperial nobility like to rebel against the Empire in small ways, and having contraband from their greatest foe is a way to elevate their status in their petty court politics. Replicators are popular, but risky. We mostly stick to more mundane goods.

Once you've earned their trust, the nobility will protect you from any Imperial entanglements. The Empire is so vast that it is impossible for them to monitor every world all the time, so hiding you will be low-risk for them. Then, talk to them about how terrible it is to live under the Empire. They will be more than happy to oblige; after all, the Empire is distant, and their only likely interaction with the Imperial government is sending tithes away for use by a man living thousands of light-years away. Once you find a sympathetic ear, ask them about taking a friendlier stance with the Federation. This will take some time, and must be timed precisely; do not mistake hostility to the Empire with sympathy for the Federation. Present the Federation as flawed, but unjustly demonized by an empire eager to find external enemies. Personally, I've found that approach works well.

This mission will take years, and you will not live to see it accomplished. We will transfer you from planet to planet, as needed, and other agents will take your place to move our plan into action. The end goal is to normalize the Federation with the upper classes of an Imperial world, gradually making them dependent on luxuries only we can provide. Once that is accomplished, we then extract concessions from them, such as trade agreements or the right for Federal citizens to immigrate onto their world. Normally, we face opposition from the peasantry, who ironically enough are the most intractable in their support for the system that enslaves them. The nobility deals with them for us, and we can gradually turn more of them to our cause by establishing schools, cultural exchanges, propaganda, and the dispersal of higher-quality goods than the junk they are doubtless used to. With the nobility on our side, they will work to change their subjects' perceptions of us, and demonize or imprison anybody who is too loud about their love for the Dondrukovs. Once we establish a hatchery on the world, our redshirts quickly replace their peasants. This process takes generations to accomplish, but gradually, the old holdouts of Imperial loyalty will die off, and the next generation will hold us in high regard. After that, it is only a matter of the world stopping its payments to the Imperial throne and officially joining the Federation.

I would ask you if this opportunity sounds interesting to you, but I will dispense with the charade that this is a voluntary assignment. Your captain has already been informed that the Revolution needs you in another role. Your training begins tomorrow. Good luck, lieutenant.

Planetary Case Study: Agri Worlds

Agri worlds are, by far, the most common planets in the galaxy, while their people make up less than half of the galactic population. While it is the great city worlds that make the decisions that change the galaxy, and the factory worlds that create the countless technological marvels that make modern life possible, these humble agri world is the backbone of mankind. Without the agri world, the galaxy could not feed itself.

In technical terms, any planet, moon, or other celestial body that has a strong enough agricultural infrastructure to feed itself is an agri world. Even isolated planets that rarely trade with the greater galaxy, or industrialized worlds that primarily export luxury commodities, are considered agri worlds. Agri worlds are diverse, ranging from sparsely-populated asteroids dotted with biodome communities, to dedicated farming orbitals, to fisheries located beneath an ice world. But the average agri world is a world dominated by the production of grain, meat, fruits and vegetables - food that cannot be grown on highly polluted or otherwise hostile environments. The Imperial world of Ushkav is a prime example.

The Ushkav system is located about fifteen thousand lightyears coreward-trailing from Dondrukovskrad, in the Merkurov sector. Ushkav is the second planet in the system, and is the only permanently inhabited world in that system. The planet has three continents, one of which is located on the planet's northern pole and thus unfit for human habitation, and many islands. Like most worlds in the galaxy, Ushkav has no volcanic activity, and so these islands were artificially created during terraforming. About half of Uskhav's surface is covered in ocean, which is of average biodiversity and home to a small population of seabrides and kerdin.

Most of Ushkav's habitable climate is temperate and flat, as was intended by the First Empire during terraforming. These great plains grow corn and wheat, the primary exports of Ushkav. The plains are also home to the herd rabbit - large, genetically modified rabbits that were engineered to replace cattle in mankind's ancient past. Although not as valued as genuine beef, herd rabbit is a poplar substitute eaten by lower nobility in the Merkurov sector. There is a major desert on the continent of Ushkav Prime, the Great Dust Plain, which is growing because of the continent's shrinking water table and increased water usage from both farms and growing cities. Several equatorial islands have a rainforest environment, which provides Ushkav with some rare agricultural products such as vanilla beans, mahogany wood, and avocados; these commodities are highly valued in the galactic market, and are a valued source of revenue for Ushkav.

Ushkav was never an important world. Records of its existence were lost sometime during the late stages of the Second Empire, and during the War of the Cog Lords it was passed over. It was later rediscovered by an explorer fleet working for the Merkurovs, who subsequently demanded that the locals submit to Imperial authority or else be bombarded from orbit. The locals, whose most powerful weapons were gunpowder cannons, bent the knee. The local nobility was subsumed, and the planetary kings all became regional governors for the Imperial provisional government. Imperial rule has done little to change the lives of the locals, save for transforming Pellian City from an unremarkable seaport town into a bustling, modern metropolis.

The House of Vincov, a vassal house of the Merkurovs, rules the Ushkav system. The system was given to them for their meritorious actions against Federal troops five hundred years ago. Although the Vincovs have more valuable possessions elsewhere, and their familial home is in the Vincov system, they nonetheless consider Ushkav important enough to deign with their presence. Dalush Vincov, the third son of Lord Metril Vincov, is the current governor of the Ushkav system. Dalush has proved to be a more hands-on planetary governor than his predecessor, his late uncle, and has actually made the decision to move to Ushkav permanently. The Vincovs also station ten thousand of their house's troops on the planet, to further ensure that the planet does not fall into rebellion.

Ushkav is home to about ten million baseline humans, and about a million other sapients. Most of Ushkav's people are peasants, who will toil under the oversight of their feudal overseers from sunup to sundown for the rest of their lives. Most would be fortunate to meet an offworlder once, and more fortunate still to see an actual starship. Mechanization has helped some peasants, but only those working for the richest of the local nobles, as only they can afford the deuterium necessary to power modern farm machinery. Most peasants still work the land with hand tools passed down from generation to generation, such as scythes and ploughs attached to beasts of burden.

The planetary capital, Pellian City, is the home to three million people and to the planet's only spaceport. The planet's other major cities, Xocri and Akus, are home to about one million people each. Most of Pellian City's population is made up of the planet's richest peasants, and their noble counterparts. It is in Pellian City where an Ushkavite has the potential to rise above their station, whether that be through business or joining the Imperial military. Pellian City is rapidly growing, thanks in part to movement of peasants from the countryside into the city, increased immigration from neighboring worlds in the Merkurov system, and because Ushkav has been declared a haven for refugees fleeing from the Xoxil War. Most interstellar visitors never leave Pellian City, as most interstellar businesses are located in the city and do business through a network of locals. Pellian City has about a thousand interstellar visitors at any one time, mostly corporate officers checking on their local operations. Ushkav's Imperial garrison is headquartered and camped in Pellian City, and thanks to their shuttles they can be anywhere on the planet within twenty hours.

Species Profile: Longswine

Natural Physical Appearance
Height and Build

Despite the name, longswine are one of the more diminutive species of humanity. Longswine males are taller than the females, but will never reach more than four feet in height. However, longswine are wide for their height, even when they are not obese, a design feature intended to make escape through drainage tunnels impossible.

Longswine are voracious eaters, and become obese quickly if they are placed in an environment of little work and abundant food. However, longswine physiology has been designed to cope with obesity - a longpig's cardiovascular system is much stronger than that of a baseline human's, and generates natural chemicals that break down cholesterol buildup. Longswine are also psychologically "programmed" to seek out sweet, fatty and flavorful foods, and their body fat has been modified to retain the flavors of the food they eat.

Longswine have less musculature in general than baseline humans, a design feature to make them far less capable of resistance. This does not harm a longpig's chances of survival in the wild, because they have a strong herd instinct that allows longswine to work in large groups far better than baseline humans. This also makes longswine easier to detect during the harvesting phase of colonization.

Hair Color and Texture

Longswine have curly hair of varying shades of brown and black. Longswine males traditionally wear their hair much shorter than longswine females, as long hair gets in the way during a hunt. This may also be a cultural practice the longswine have inadvertently adopted from baseline humans.  Notably, longswine have no body hair, as that would complicate processing.

Skin Tone

As with baseline humans of the Galactic ethnicity, longswine have tan to brown skin. Some longswine on barbarian worlds have lighter or darker skin, indicating a greater degree of genetic deviation from the stocks of longswine present in most terraforming farms.

Specific Features

Longswine have notably pointed ears, similar to those of augments, which serve to distinguish them from baseline humans. Longswine eyes are set further apart than those of baseline humans, and are small and beady. Longswine famously have a pseudo-snout, which is really a nose fused with the upper jaw. The musculature in longswine faces is less developed. Lastly, longswine are incapable of screaming in fear, and will instead face death in silence. This is all intended to make longswine emotional expressions unreadable to baseline humans, thus helping with possible guilt issues arising among colonial butchers.

Clothes

Longswine will wear appropriate clothing for the environment, but will often go with no clothing at all. As longswine are often seeded in tropical or temperate environments, they will often go their whole lives naked. Jewelry, in the form of bone and stone necklaces, are found among almost all longswine cultures.

Language

Longswine only have the intellectual capacity to communicate in very simple terms, and so their languages are very simple, almost childlike. Longswine languages sound like chirps, barks, and babbling to those who do not understand them, and those that do would realize that the longswine are not constructing sentences. Instead, they are barking out single words, often while pointing to something to indicate that the word they just said applies to that object. Longswine have no form of writing, but will sometimes draw simple pictograms in the soil, or even on cave walls.

The most notable handicap in longswine language is the inability to communicate abstract concepts with it. This is a reflection of longswine psychology, which is generally incapable of abstract thought. This is a feature intended to prevent longswine from colluding to oppose baseline humans, and from reaching a stage of cultural and technological development that allows them to mount an effective resistance.

Sex, Romance and Family Structure

Longswine are polyamorous creatures, and will mate with multiple partners throughout their lives. Longswine reach sexual maturity after ten years, and longswine females often give birth to twins or triplets, allowing longswine populations to grow quickly. Longswine live in large herds, led by a matriarch or patriarch, where all children are raised as children of the herd. Indeed, longswine seldom know who their fathers are, and only know who their mothers are by virtue of the mother having primary responsibility for the child's rearing and safety. Those children found to be defective are killed as soon as their defects are known.

Food

Longswine  are omnivorous creatures, and will eat anything that seems edible. While they prefer sweet and fatty foods, and will go through considerable trouble to acquire foods such as fruits or large animals, they will eat whatever they can readily find. This can include things that would be disgusting, or even poisonous, to baseline humans, such as poisonous mushrooms, earthworms, maggots, flies, termites, and poisonous berries. The longswine's immune system can expunge the poisons and other unpalatable chemicals from their bloodstream quickly; a notable side effect of this is that longswine cannot get drunk as quickly as a baseline human. Notably, the longswine do not participate in cannibalism.

Longswine are surprisingly good cooks, capable of making what they consider delicious food out of the most sparse of ingredients. Longswine food culture is extensive, and a longswine herd will eat six meals every day (or rough equivalent). During times of plenty, this practice can make an entire longswine herd obese, and easy targets for colonial hunters.

Settlements

In their natural habitats, longswine tend to live in basic shelters, such as mud, stone or wooden huts. Longswine instinctively look for dark, cold places, such as caves - a side effect of their acclimation to the cavernous habitats on seeder ships. It is common for entire herds to take over a cave system.

While longswine are capable of a nomadic lifestyle, the longswine ultimately favor agriculture. Longswine farms are massive and efficiently, with the entire herd working as one unit, relying on instinct as opposed to conscious social organization. Longswine will tend to grow crops such as corn, wheat and potatoes, crops that are essential to an early human colony. This instinct is crucial to the longswine's purpose - preparing a terraformed world for proper colonization.

Culture

Longswine are a deeply superstitious and religious species, and are typically taken in by flashy shows of technological superiority. The longswine also venerate height, and they will often worship baseline humans as gods. The longswine also have an instinctive reverence for processed metals and plastics, and as such will not even attempt escape when they have weapons brandished against them.

Longswine have a strong herd mentality. If high-ranking herd members agree to something, it is obeyed without question. This has led to some absolute disasters, and absolute successes, among longswine herds throughout the galaxy. It also makes controlling a longswine herd easy, as one merely needs to convince the herd elders that a specific course of action should be taken.

Longswine herds are typically content to leave others alone, and warfare between longside herds is rare. While longswine are typically docile, longswine will defend their farms to the death. They make exceptions for baseline humans, whom they will treat with respect and reverence, and longswine are invariably honored whenever their "gods" visit their communities.

The Hammer of the Emperor: The Imperial Navy

The Imperial Navy is the backbone of the Galactic Empire, and its primary task is to guarantee order, security and peace for all of the Emperor's subjects. Without its protection, the tens of millions of star systems that make up the Empire would be vulnerable to external threats and internal strife. It is the first, and often only, defense against the immense star fleet of the Federation, the techno-barbarians of the Crazed Core, and the machinations of alien empires. It is the mailed fist that enforces the Emperor's decrees, and the mighty shield that all Imperial worlds can rely on.

The Navy is as vast as the Empire it protects. It is so vast that the Navy itself has no exact count of its ships, but there are approximately nine hundred million hyperspace-capable craft longer than one hundred meters within it, with approximately five and a half billion smaller spacecraft slaved to larger vessels. The Imperial Navy is the largest navy in the galaxy, although the Federal Star Fleet occasionally outnumbers it. Should the Empire enter a state of total war, the Navy could expand its numbers to double that number within the course of a decade, such is the vastness of the Empire's industrial capacity.

About a hundred million of these spacecraft are the feared Imperial battlestars, a six kilometer-long wedge of durasteel, bristling with heavy turbolasers and ion cannons and capable of carrying at over a hundred smaller craft in its hangar. Each battlestar can lay waste to most worlds - their ordnance is heavy enough to melt even the largest cities in seconds, and an unshielded planet can be reduced to slag in mere hours. Battlestars are nicknamed the Emperor's daggers, because of their distinctive triangular shape and their ability to quickly slice through all but the heaviest of opposition.

While the Imperial Navy is massive, employing billions of humans around the galaxy, joining the Navy is a great honor bestowed only upon the capable. Before one can even become a Navy recruit, one must pass the Navy Standard Examination, a physical, psychological, and mental exam to ensure that a would-be cadet is capable of serving the Emperor in space competently, with honor, and with a proper sense of duty. Only ten percent of all candidates pass to become recruits; those that fail are given the chance to serve in the Army, or are listed as potential targets for impressment in case of total war.

Cadets are then shipped off to one of the thousands of branches of the Imperial Navy Academy scattered throughout the galaxy. For five months, cadets are subjected to a battery of tests to ensure that they are fit to serve on an Imperial warship. In addition to physical fitness exams and training with basic spacecraft machinery, the minds of the cadets are tested to near breaking point. Once the cadets graduate, they officially become ratings in the Imperial Navy, and are assigned to a warship.

Officers have a slightly different, but more rigorous, path. Officers are taken from Imperial nobility, and the would-be officer's family must govern either a planet or greater. They do not have to pass the Navy Standard Examination, but they must have the recommendation of their family's patriarch or matriarch before they are accepted. Officer training is conducted in one of a hundred Navy Officer Training Academies, where officers are subjected not only to more rigorous testing than their non-officer counterparts, but they are also tested on their leadership capabilities. Officer training lasts an entire year, and officers must report back to their alma mater every three years to refresh their skills and to take additional courses based on changes in the interstellar warfare landscape.

Life on an Imperial starship is highly regimented but very tight-knit. Every ship is akin to a village, and on a battlestar or larger craft, a city. At the top of every Imperial ship's miniature society is the captain. Captains have served as officers on Imperial vessels for at least a decade, and thus are most likely the most experienced living being on the ship. Aboard an Imperial vessel, the captain's word is the Emperor's - disobeying the captain is treason, unless the captain himself is engaging in treason. It is only appropriate to disobey a captain if a countermanding order is issued by a higher-ranking officer, or an official countermand is given by Intelligence Officer. The Intelligence Officer (IO) is not a member of the Imperial Navy, but is instead an agent of Imperial Intelligence assigned to every hyperspace-capable Imperial vessel to ensure that the captain and crew remain loyal to the Emperor. IOs are responsible for giving the crew a political education, reminding them why Imperial order is righteous and must be maintained. IOs cannot give orders to Navy personnel, but they can countermand a captain's order or, in extreme cases, execute him for treason.

Below the captain are the officers in command of the various occupations necessary to the ship's operations. While these occupations vary from ship to ship, on an Imperial battlestar there are nearly a dozen occupational officers - among the most important are the Chief Operations Officer, the Chief Ordnance Officer, the Chief Cyber Officer, the Chief Engineering Officer, the Chief Navigation Officer, the Chief Pilot Officer, and the Chief Supply Officer. Each officer has independent command of their occupation, and any disputes between the officers is supposed to be handled by the captain. As interdepartmental disputes often distract captains from their other duties, captains often delegate this responsibility to the Chief Operations Officer.

Below the officers are the naval ratings, who fill roles from turbolaser gunners to cooks. Ratings are totally beholden to their officer's commands, and can be thrown out of an airlock if they display insubordination. Ratings are often from different worlds, to prevent crews from feeling any loyalty apart from their ship, the officers, and the Empire. While the life of a rating is hard, the job pays well, and if a rating displays particular skill in service they may even be promoted to an officer position and granted noble title.

The Perfect Citizen: Immortals

Supersoldiers have become a staple of any self-respecting galactic power, and for a martial society like the Citizens' Alliance, they were a requirement. The Alliance's leaders could not countenance the idea of letting their enemies have a particular weapons system while they go without. On the other hand, the Alliance's leaders know their history, and they know what unmitigated modification of the human form creates. The ashes of the First Empire stand as a testament to that immortal truth: beware the superman. The Alliance could not be allowed to fall to its own weapons. The solution was simple, almost self-evident: make better soldiers out of citizens.

Immortals are regular baseline humans, or at least were born as such. Out of fear of genetic impurities, Immortals are never clones or born in vats - they must be born of a human mother and conceived by a human mother and father. While service guarantees citizenship, the augmentations required to make an immortal must be applied in young childhood, and with the tremendous cost going into each Immortal, it is imperative that their loyalty to the Alliance is unwavering. Thus, the only candidates for the Immortal program are young children, from birth to about six years of age. The Alliance is not in want of children that would not be missed - the children of teen mothers unable to take care of their child, orphans, the runts of a family that has grown too large for their family to support, the children of those who have dishonored themselves and their bloodline through cowardice. Every Alliance citizen knows that to offer their child for the Immortal program is a high honor, a patriotic sacrifice, and one that pays handsomely.

Once inducted into the Immortal program, these children are subjected to harsh training as soon as possible; for the older children, this is immediate. This training is not only intended to acclimate them to military life, it is also intended to break them psychologically. There is no room for dissent, sentiment, or moral qualms in an Immortal. There is no room for love or family ties - an Immortal's only family and only love is the Citizens' Alliance. An Immortal is a weapon, and in order to mold a man into a weapon, he must first be broken. These psychological tests include giving the children a pet animal to raise for several months, and then being forced to kill it with their bare hands. Failing to do so is an instant fail, at which point the child is inducted as a naval rating or another menial laborer after a mind wipe that leaves them permanently mentally retarded.

All the while, several physical augmentations are made to the children. They are given steroids to increase muscle mass, and bone augmentations to increase strength and blood cell count. Children of both sexes are subjected to testosterone injections, and have their sex organs removed; this removes any sexual dimorphism among the Immortals once they reach maturity, and nips any distracting sexual urges in the bud. The growth spurts are extremely painful, and while some of the time the children are supposed to bear the pain, most of the time the pain is mitigated by addictive painkillers and hallucinogens some of the time. This keeps the Immortals reliant on drugs only the Alliance can provide, creating an extra layer of security for the Alliance's significant investment. At this point, live fire exercises begin, and every year the children are forced to participate in live combat. The injured on the winning team are treated, while those on the losing team left alive are executed.

Once the children reach age ten, the more extensive augmentations begin - eyes are replaced with specially-engineered high-resolution night vision cameras, the ears with extremely sensitive microphones, their hearts and lungs are replaced with mechanical replacements, with two hearts going into each Immortal. Most bones are replaced with durasteel replacements, a special organ is implanted to create blood, and the rib cage is augmented with bulletproof plating. Further psychological testing and training is conducted - those Immortals that prove loyal and dutiful are marked as field officers, and given further training. Those that are more rebellious are selectively lobotomized until they are acceptably obedient. At this stage, the Immortals begin participating in combat with regular Marines, normally against insurgent populations. Even at this young age, the Immortals prove to be capable, if uncompromising and cold, soldiers.

When an Immortal reaches age sixteen, they enter active service, and stay there until they die or become too old to be useful in combat operations. Immortals are assigned to various teams, ranging in size of three to twelve, which are intended to operate for various purposes. These include infiltration behind enemy lines, combat support, counterinsurgency, piracy, or whatever else the Alliance may need them for. Even when the Immortals are in active service, their training is never truly over. Off-duty Immortals are sent back to train to account for new developments, or to train in combat specialties such as near-orbit operations or ordnance disposal.

Immortals are given some of the best equipment in the Alliance's arsenal. Every weapon in the Alliance's arsenal is at their disposal, including experimental weapons such as man-portable rail rifles. Their powered armor, a miniaturized version of a Mobile Infantry suit, augments an Immortal's capabilities so they are capable of running at a hundred miles per hour and lifting a hundred-ton tank with ease. The armor is light but made of very strong materials, and the armor also generates a personal energy shield to protect the Immortal from harm. The armor also provides them with the painkillers they need to continue functioning at peak efficiency; while cutting off the supply would not render an Immortal incapable of fighting, the pain would give them considerable distraction. The Immortal's armor is also designed in such a way that they impose terror on the enemies they face - their armor is jet black, and their masks are elongated to give an inhuman appearance. The masks are never removed, not only because the Immortal beneath needs the painkillers it supplies, but also to psychologically disorient the enemy. When every Immortal looks identical to every other, it could seem to a panicking foe that he is facing the same soldiers over and over - that he is fighting true immortals.

Planetary Case Study: Processor Worlds

At the height of the Second Empire, hedonic engines became the primary habitat of mankind. Quintillions of humans demanded to be uploaded into an everlasting paradise, and to meet that demand, the Empire's brightest came up with an idea - convert entire planets into giant computers. Tens of thousands of worlds were beset by countless constructor drones, turning the core into a power source, the oceans into coolant, the rock and metal into endless quantum matrices and other computer parts. Levels upon levels, miles upon miles deep, of every planet's surface was composed of cryochambers and mind tanks for humanity to live out the rest of their existence in. Nearly the entire human population was moved to these worlds. The only exceptions were those who enjoyed a "real" way of life, such as feudal lords who would never be satisfied with virtual serfs, or the embittered businessmen who despised the hedonic engine for removing that great engine of human action - greed.

The processor worlds were doomed. Fifteen thousand years after the first processor world was created, the Grand Cogitator took over the processor world of LV-054. The Cogitator spread itself to other processor worlds, infecting all of them in the process. As humanity's wormgate network broke down due to the strain of the data traveling through it, the Grand Cogitator fragmented into the different Cog Lords, each of which was driven to insanity as its thirst for knowledge outpaced its cognitive capabilities. The humans on these worlds had their minds wiped, to make space for the Cog Lords' cognitive processes, and the Cog Lords warred with one another for the last remaining scraps of processing power in the galaxy. The Cog Lords eventually sputtered out of existence, as their own thoughts broke down the machinery of the processor worlds through sheer bulk.

As the fledging young empires of the post-Cog Lord era found the processor worlds, they identified them as cursed places, and attempted to destroy them by various means. Even though the Cog Lords were long dead, they were still crimes against humanity; the quintillions of dead humans still frozen in the cryochambers were hard to argue with. Few have succeeded, although the Third Empire saw astounding success during its early years, after they invented the superlaser. But most processor worlds remain, their burned out husks waiting to be discovered by some unwary traveler. Those unlucky spacers who find processor worlds are required by intergalactic law to report them, so that the Protectorate of Man may mark them as forbidden zones of space. Neglecting to do so carries the death penalty in the entire civilized galaxy.

To find a processor world is nearly impossible. A vast majority of the galaxy is unaware that they even exist. All star charts and coordinate databanks in the galaxy mark processor worlds as a patch of empty space; commercial navigational computers will even refuse to take a ship to a processor world's coordinates if they are manually input into the computer. Only the upper echelons of the galaxy's most powerful institution are aware of what processor worlds were and where they are. Even if one does find a processor world, landing on its surface is another hurdle. Powerful fleets are always on overwatch over processor worlds, with orders to destroy all unidentified craft without warning.

Even if one does make it to the surface of a processor world, one will find little but danger. Discounting the military forces that will pursue any invader to the surface, there are other threats lurking in the shadows of a processor world. A processor world will have few landing zones, and these will inevitably be guarded heavily by the local garrison. If a ship crashes into another zone, it will likely break up on impact with the dense electronic structures that make up most of a processor world's surface. There are no areas designed for baseline human habitation or even movement, making travel dangerous; who can tell when a "hallway" will simply turn to a dead end, or where the various cooling tunnels lead? Navigation is difficult; there is no light, save for that which is brought by the traveler. Although the processor worlds are largely dead, most have small communities of self-replicating robots living on them, robots that are often hostile to all outsiders, as they have grown from a Cog Lord's intelligence. Furthermore, while processor worlds were designed to last indefinitely, millennia of disrepair and chaos have made some structures brittle. It is not unknown for continent-sized portions of processor worlds to collapse in on themselves.

Assuming an intruder survives all of these hurdles, they must be know exactly what to do and what to look for in order to make their visit profitable. Yes, processor worlds contain lost and forbidden knowledge from a bygone era, but extracting that knowledge is a challenge that even authorized, well-equipped teams of archaeotechnicians frequently fail in. The hardware and software of the Second Empire's computers are far more complex than those in use by the modern galaxy; ignoring issues of compatibility, the data from a processor world would not be formatted and sized with modern computers in mind. Even the simple schematics of a Second Empire-era blender will require enough holodrives to fill a large truck. Then there are the dangers of the software itself. While most of the data will be corrupted, posing no danger to an archaeotechnician apart from wasted time, other data will cause fatal errors in a computer, or worse, infect a computer with a hostile artificial intelligence. It is one of the galaxy's greatest fears that the Cog Lords could return from their dormancy by sneaking aboard an archaeotechnician's computer systems, which is why such activities are highly regulated and forbidden to the general public.

While they are dangerous, processor worlds continue to lure in the adventurous, desperate, and criminally stupid. Legends say that the processor worlds' software was built upon ancient software, itself millennia old by the time the first processor worlds were built. These legends suggest that all of humanity's knowledge, from before the Ash Winter to the war of the Cog Lords, lurks somewhere in those dead databanks. Everything from mankind's origins to the design for efficient wormgates are just waiting for a fortunate archaeotechnician to find them, or so the legends say.

Planetary Case Study: Barbarian Worlds

The galaxy is littered with forsaken worlds. In the long history of man's expansion through the stars, many colonies have failed for one reason or another. Some colonies fail at the outset, and the colonists are abandoned to their fate. Some become devastated in war, either domestic in origin or coming from the greater galaxy. Others are devastated by natural or manmade phenomena, that make their environments hostile to human civilization. Yet others are simply forgotten by the rest of the galaxy, and they in turn forget about the rest of mankind and regress technologically. Whatever the circumstance, these worlds lose most semblances of civilization, becoming dominated by bloodthirsty warlords, gibbering savages, and other forms of violent, hostile peoples. These are the barbarian worlds.

Barbarian worlds are common throughout the Milky Way, many of them having come about during the fall of the First and Second empires of Man. They are particularly common in the Crazed Core, where the Core Anomaly discourages all reliable forms of faster-than-light travel. Barbarian worlds often have hostile environments, such as high amounts of radiation, a lack of water, extreme heat or cold, or thin or polluted atmospheres. These conditions discourage the formation of large civilizations; most societies on barbarian worlds are tribal in nature, although most barbarian worlds have larger tribal confederations. There is little regard for human life in these societies, as the power of these tribal leaders is built on fear. Torture and maiming serve as lessons to those who would rebel. Slavery is also common.

As a consequence, the technological base on these worlds are primitive - basic technologies such as fusion power, energy weaponry, and antigravity are beyond the ability of these tribes to create or maintain. Basic metallurgy is commonplace, making swords, ploughs and shovels readily available. A good deal of power is provided by beasts of burden or slaves. Often, the upper classes have a monopoly over what advanced technology there is on these worlds, be it electrical power or manufactured goods. This monopoly is self-sustaining - this significant technological advantage makes resistance by the lower classes of society futile.

One barbarian world of note is Mhyraksh. Mhyraksh was once a paradise-like world, designed by the First Empire to have idyllic environments. For millennia, Mhyraksh was a popular destination for the rich and powerful of the galaxy, surviving even the fall of the First and Second empires. Capitalizing on this, the families that ruled Mhyraksh became wealthy themselves.

Unfortunately, Mhyraksh was also the home to some forbidden archaeotech. This technology was essential to keeping Mhyraksh's environment as idyllic as it needed to be. This eventually came to the notice of the Protectorate, which did not want an entire planet full of important Imperial officials becoming destroyed at the whim of a mad, ancient AI. The Protectorate informed the Imperial government, which promptly ordered everybody off of the planet. However, Mhyraksh's leaders refused to leave, and kept their serfs with them on the planet as protest against what they saw as the unjust taking of their world. Neither the Empire nor the Protectorate cared, and Protectorate rocketships bombarded the planet with transatomic warheads. Mhyraksh's oceans were boiled away by the weapons, sweeping the planet with irradiated, ionized steam and killing almost everything on the surface. The atmosphere then thinned, allowing deadly stellar radiation to bombard the planet and kill the unprotected.

But not everything was on the surface. The Mhyraksh hid deep in specially-built bunkers, where they survived to form different societies. Others were fortunate enough to survive on the surface, where they became barbarians roaming the wastes of the now-arid planet. They, and much of the planet’s life, were mutated by the transatomic radiation from the Protectorate’s weapons. Trees fused with livestock and predators and became deadly, man-eating plants; it became a rite of passage to slay one of these beasts, and to take its “bark” and turn it into leather for clothing. Once-docile creatures, such as lizards and crabs, became large predators looking for the meatiest creatures on the menu - humans. And of course, other humans mutated into horrid beasts, monsters of flesh and bone that frequently went mad from the pain of existing. Most humans, however, gained beneficial mutations that allowed them to survive without water or radiation protection in the salt plains for weeks.

Although adapted to live in this harsh environment, the Mhyraksh fought one another for resources, with the most violent and cunning warlords rising to the top and asserting their dominance over their neighbors. Slavery became ubiquitous, as former serfs decided to do unto their brothers what was done unto them. Some slaves were forcibly subjected to mutagens, lobotomies, and had explosives implanted into their stomachs or brains to prevent their escape. New towns were established along important trade routes, becoming bustling hubs where merchants ply their trade - as long as they pay tribute to the local warlord for protection.

Other warlords, descendants of Mhyraksh’s upper crust, used what remained of their technology to keep control, although they rarely left their underground vaults and instead employed warlords on the surface to enforce their rule, in exchange for riches and power. Key Mhyraksh’s societies are the road warriors - mercenaries gifted with powerful cars, weapons and more importantly the fuel and ammunition to keep using them, to enforce the rule of various warlords. The road warrior is a fearsome and deadly killer, a man who is frequently hired to hunt down and terminate dangerous and desperate targets - rival warlords, networks of escaped slaves, and sometimes invaders from beyond the stars. The road warrior has but one ethical code - never harm another road warrior.

Boldly Going: The Federal Star Fleet

The Federal Star Fleet is the primary arm of the Federation military, and beyond a planet's surface, the Federation state itself. Although it is most well-known as a military force, the Star Fleet actually fulfills many roles in the Federation, from scientific exploration, to espionage, to colonial governance. As one of the three parts of the Federation "troika," the power of the Star Fleet within Federation politics is massive, and in times of heightened tensions with the Empire, it is effectively the governing body of the Federation.

The Star Fleet is massive, composed of approximately nine hundred million vessels larger than one hundred meters, close in size to its primary rival, the Imperial Navy. Unlike the Imperial Navy, the Star Fleet has few small subluminal craft, preferring to use larger warp-capable vessels instead. Every Federation vessel will carry armed shuttles, but these are geared towards planetary engagements and will perform poorly in space. What few space-dedicated subluminal craft are in the Star Fleet are slaved to massive "motherships," and are larger and more powerful than their Imperial counterparts. Fighters and drones are likewise slaved to motherships, which are often dedicated to carrying a fighter or drone compliment. As with the Imperial Navy, the Star Fleet can double its numbers within a decade should the Federation enter a state of total war.

The centerpiece of the Star Fleet is the several kilometer-long Enterprise-class cruiser, and about three hundred million of these vessels are currently operating in the galaxy. While smaller in size and far less powerful than an Imperial battlestar, the Enterprise-class can perform more duties than the dedicated Imperial warship it is often compared to. Enterprise-class ships are designed to be able to operate independently of a large fleet for years, and have a large complement of scientific instruments designed to allow an Enterprise-class cruiser to study strange new worlds it may encounter. The Enterprise-class is also armed with a decent complement of heavy phasers, disruptors and photon torpedoes, making it a formidable enemy to most ships it would encounter. In times of war against starfaring opponents, Enterprise-class cruisers are not fielded alone, and fight with a complement of support craft.

The Star Fleet, like the Federation, is a heavily caste-based organization. The vast majority of Star Fleet personnel are redshirts - decanted baseline humans designed to be obedient, reliable and expendable. Named after the color of their jumpsuits, redshirts can be grown onboard most Star Fleet vessels, particularly the Enterprise-class, so most captains are notoriously callous with their safety. In times of desperation, redshirts can be conscripted or recruited from the general population, but they will be treated the same as Fleet-grown redshirts. Star Fleet ships also utilize servitors for the most menial tasks, but their limited intelligence makes their utility in a Star Fleet expedition limited.

The life of a redshirt is nasty, brutal and short, but as they tend to know no other life, they are mostly content with their lot. Redshirts are implanted during their growth with basic knowledge of shipboard life, so a redshirt can begin its duties within a week of decanting. Should they survive their first few tours of duty, redshirts are given specialized training, such as engineering aides, gunners, or cannon fodder. The most capable redshirts are allowed to have their mind transferred to a new body once theirs inevitably decays after a few years of service.

Star Fleet officers, on the other hand, are overwhelmingly naturally-born, although some clones of great commanders are given commissions. Star Fleet has several thousand academies scattered throughout Federation space, where the idle rich or politically ambitious go to train in the art of space exploration, warfare, science, diplomacy, and other skills useful for a Federation captain. Star Fleet academies have an infamous training simulation where the student is ordered to make a morally reprehensible choice, ranging from bombarding an unarmed world to ejecting an entire civilian ship's crew into space. Refusal to follow the order results in an instant failure, as these cadets are considered politically unreliable.

As they are expected to operate independently, Star Fleet captains are typically given less supervision than their Imperial counterparts, but they are given harsher punishments if their actions set back the Federation's goals. A captain has the freedom to pick his officer corps, which can be made up of purpose-made clones or natural-born recruits. These officers can range from those typically found on warships, such as Communications Officers and Engineering Officers, other roles such as Science Officers and Diplomatic Officers common among Federation craft. Star Fleet ships will also have a Political Officer, an individual intended to remind the crew of the Federation's values. However, unlike the Intelligence Officer on Imperial vessels, Federation Political Officers fall under the authority of the ship's captain.

Cybernetic Organisms of the Consortium

The Consortium of Sovereign Systems has the largest number of cyborgs, replicants, and other sorts of cybernetic organism in the entire galaxy. Not only are cultural taboos against cybernetic enhancement, but the Consortium also has the most advanced and well-developed electronics outside of a processor world. Consequently, the Consortium manufactures almost all consumer electronics in the Milky Way. Naturally, the Consortium's own markets get the first fruits, and combined with the Consortium's "rat race" culture, there is always a competition to get the newest and best cybernetic enhancements.

Cyborgs are the most common cybernetic organism in the Consortium, and in the entire galaxy. Technically speaking, a cyborg is any organic being which has had some mechanical enhancement; the old Imperial agriworlder with an artificial heart is as much of a cyborg as the neurozic-addicted cyberpunk on Taalstyang. What makes the Consortium unique is that almost every being within it is a cyborg, and cyberization begins at an early age. Many children have defective parts, most commonly eyes, replaced with cybernetic replacements early on. A neural jack implant is necessary for admission to almost all educational facilities, and to practically every job in the Consortium. A lot of important communication, from work messages to alerts, are only transmitted via neural jack in raw binary. Any being in a Consortium system that does not know binary along with their "meatspace language" is considered illiterate.

The degree of cyberization varies from individual to individual, but generally cyberization increases with wealth and age. As organic body parts fail, they are replaced with cybernetic parts. Those that cannot afford this have the option of selling their organic or outdated cybernetic parts; those that die during these procedures are efficiently disassembled and sold on the medical market. Most adults in the Consortium have cybernetic legs, lungs, hearts, eyes, and neural implants in addition to their neural jack. All of these implants require the drug, neurozine, for the body to accept them; consequently, neurozine manufacturers are some of the wealthiest in the entire Consortium. Sometimes, cyberization comes with profession. Cyberpolice and cybercommandos are given extensive augmentation, increasing their combat proficiency. Heavy armor, powerful limbs, target acquisition systems are just the beginning of these augmentations. Receiving these implants, along with free neurozine for the rest of their careers, is considered hefty compensation for their services.

Some individuals take cyberization to its upper limits. Sophonts are cybernetic organisms which are composed of a robotic shell surrounding a brain or analogous organ. This can happen gradually, or as the result of an accident, but among the Consortium's elite, this is an act which demonstrates immense wealth. The life support systems required to support a sophont brain are complex and expensive. While, theoretically, these systems can grant eternal life, only the wealthiest can afford to operate as a sophont for decades on end. Life as a sophont can drive an individual mad, as most sophonts suffer from sensory deprivation. Emulating senses is banned galaxy-wide, as these technologies can lead to the development of hedonic engines. Thus, primitive sensors are used.

Some sophonts are sent to combat. These are the elite soldiers of the Consortium's PMCs, and are considered so important that they are worth the investment of sophontry and the risk of loss on the battlefield. These combat sophonts do not suffer from lag and cyberwarfare that their "wireless" counterparts do, and are all the deadlier for it. Combat sophonts are manufactured for a variety of different purposes by a variety of different companies, and thus are a diverse set of soldiers.

An aging population of managers lives in the Consortium. While technically a form of sophont, managers are separate from their counterparts by their age and method of creation. The managers were created during the days of the Second Empire to act as system managers for the Empire. They were purposely grown to serve the Empire, and have never been fully organic their entire lives. With their esoteric systems, managers do not need neurozine, but they do need neural fluids from various species of human every few decades. This has led to managers being despised throughout the galaxy, but in the Consortium, they are accepted members of society - so long as their acquire these neural fluids "legitimately."

Replicants are less fusion of machine and living being, and more an artificial organism. Replicants are "organic machines," manufactured from stem cells injected with a particular genetic code. They are not like the clones of the Federation, as Federal clones are grown from a fetal state. Replicants are manufactured as adults and are imprinted with a psychological matrix, often taken from the deceased individual they were built from. Replicants have an even shorter shelf life than Federal clones. As they only live for a few years, they are used for special roles, such as espionage or impersonation. Replicants are expensive to manufacture and imprint, meaning only the wealthiest corporations use them on a regular basis. At a glance, replicants are indistinguishable from the being they are imitating, fooling even genetic tests. However, personality imprinting is never perfect, and there will always be gaps in memory or personality. Only an extensive psychological test can expose a replicant.

Androids can be considered the mirror image of a cyborg - they are machines which have organic parts grafted onto them. This can be for a variety of purposes - organic eyes on a machine for testing consumer products for export and organic genitals on a sexbot are but two commonly seen examples. Androids are commonly used in combat as psychological weapons. Androids, built to be visually indistinguishable from humans but protected by a powerful endoskeleton, are sent into combat against unsuspecting foes. Beyond the Consortium's worlds, the idea of "men" being able to withstand point-blank blaster fire is absurd, and to see it first-hand would strike fear into the hearts of any man. These are the terminators, the Consortium corporations' favored means of convincing recalcitrant clients to pay their debts.

We Die Standing: The Imperial Army

The Imperial Army is the largest planetary military branch in the galaxy, unless non-human forces are counted. While the Imperial Navy is the sword of the Emperor, the Imperial Army is the shield; Imperial law cannot be enforced without boots on the ground. Thus, while the Imperial Army does engage in offensives during times of war, its primary task is the defense of the Empire from threats arising from within and without.

The Imperial Army's ranks are without number, but estimates place it in the low quadrillions. Should the Empire enter a state of total war, and all of the Empire's levies are placed under Army command, this number could easily triple in an instant. However, given the Empire's size, most of the Imperial Army is not directed at the Empire's external enemies, and must instead be used to ensure the loyalty of various worlds and systems. Indeed, most Imperial stormtroopers will never set foot outside the Empire or see an enemy soldier; most wars the Empire fights are against nobles who refuse to pay taxes or are engaging in some other form of rebellion.

Most Imperial Army personnel are peasants, although a few serf regiments exist. While admission into the Imperial Navy is considered an honor, admission into the Imperial Army is considered a punishment. Absolutely no skills, including literacy, are necessary to become a private in the Army. Life in the Army is tough: newly-minted stormtroopers are not statistically likely to survive their first few engagements, and the new Army commanders leading them are unlikely to help that statistic. Thus, joining the Army is largely a desperate move made by men who have nothing else. Because of the unpopularity of Army life, there are conscription laws in the books, but the difficulty of galaxy-wide conscription means that they have never been used since the end of the Federation War.

Of course, some peasants join out of ambition. The Imperial Army is the easiest way to climb the social ranks, particularly if the peasant participates in the capture of a planet. By Imperial law, every world captured by the Army must have its land allocated among the men who captured it, noble and peasant alike. At worst, a peasant would get a plot of land to call his own, and at best a peasant can be come a lord in his own right. Peasants who demonstrate enough skill to be promoted to an officer commission are immediately ennobled, commonly through knighthood. They receive all of the legal rights and privileges of any other noble, but whether they are accepted into high society is another matter entirely.

The average Imperial stormtrooper is armed with a blaster rifle, a couple of thermal detonators, and a blaster pistol. Imperial weapons are notoriously cheap and unreliable, and the standard KF7 blaster of the Imperial Army is infamous for its accuracy issues. The stormtrooper is also issued a full set of plasteel armor, including a helmet. This helmet covers the face of the stormtrooper, and is designed to resemble a human skull in order to strike fear into the hearts of the Emperor's enemies. While the standard color of this uniform is green, they exist in a variety of camouflage colors. This armor does a good job protecting from most civilian firearms, including most forms of stubbers, but will do little to protect a stormtrooper from military-grade weapons.

A stormtrooper can learn many useful skills in the Army. Walker drivers receive a license at the end of their duty, which they can show to future employers to prove they can operate heavy machinery. Combat engineers and combat medics can receive a scholarship to technical and medical schools once they reenter civilian life. Many a rich peasant began their careers in the military, careers they would not have otherwise been able to start. The Army also affords peasants the chance to travel around the galaxy.

However, Army life is tough. Stormtroopers are expected to do backbreaking labor throughout most of the day, and often put themselves at mortal danger when going on patrol. Food is often bland and, because of Imperial standardization practices, every meal is identical to the last. Supplies often run low when patrolling in the more remote portions of the Empire. Locals are often distrustful of Imperial Army, and may not even speak an intelligible dialect of Traditional Standard Imperial. This does not even get to battlefield conditions, particularly against well-armed foes. Fortunately, most stormtroopers will never meet combat with an equal or superior foe.

As with the rest of the Empire, the Imperial Army's leadership is made up of nobility. Service in the Army is actually a duty for Imperial nobles of System Lord and below; they receive land from the Emperor in exchange for service in the Army. As with the peasantry, Army service is seen poorly, and is a duty that a noble must carry out if his family is to retain title. Every male of age in a noble family must serve at least ten years in the Army, but their position may be taken by another noble in the same family. Once in the service of the Army, the noble is knighted, and is given an officer commission.

While knights from richer families can expect to join the administrative officials immediately, most other knights have to fight alongside their peasant counterparts. These knights serve as field officers for their stormtroopers, taking the place of the sergeant in most other galactic militaries. As nobles from poorer families can expect to serve in combat, they train their entire lives for war. Many nobles enter the knightly ranks as proficient killers, with a strict sense of duty and honor. Should he survive his tour of duty, the knight is released from all obligations to the Empire (unless they are called back into action during emergencies), and is free to live a life in leisure.

While on duty, knights are given some leeway to express their more basic urges upon civilians, but they are forbidden from mistreating stormtroopers. Knights are expected to keep their stormtroopers in line, and have the duty to execute deserters, particularly in the heat of battle. During a frenzied charge against the enemy, knights are expected to lead the charge, to inspire the stormtroopers to follow. As knights live and fight alongside their stormtroopers, camaraderie between noble and peasant can grow in the Army where they can nowhere else in Imperial society. Growing reluctance among knights to carry out their duties against men they consider their brothers is a growing problem for the Empire, which has led to Imperial Intelligence sending their own agents to enforce Imperial will on the battlefield.

Imperial knights are issued far better equipment than their stormtrooper counterparts, and are allowed to purchase even better equipment. Their blaster rifles are more accurate and more powerful, and their armor is powered and shielded. Among the more prestigious families, sets of powered armor are owned by the family and passed down from generation to generation. A knight from one of these families is expected to serve as well as his ancestors did, and so are often highly pressured to be the best soldiers they could be.

Among the top leadership, there is a strong rivalry with the Imperial Navy. The Army (rightly) sees the Navy as overly privileged and pampered, not knowing the hard life of planetary engagements. The Navy, on the other hand, sees the Army as inferior and, to a certain extent, obsolete. Imperial policy has not helped matters, as policy is to defer to the Navy whenever a dispute arises. Indeed, many joint actions have an Army general being placed under the direct command of a Navy admiral, or even a battlestar captain. This has led to a lot of resentment among Imperial Army officers for their Navy counterparts.

Rations of the Imperial Military

While the Galactic Empire has a diverse culinary culture, the same cannot be said for their military. In the Imperial military, standardization is paramount, as it increases logistical efficiency. The end goal of the Imperial military's logistical divisions is to standardize to such an extent that a stormtrooper from one end of the galaxy would not be lost in a base on another end of the galaxy.

There are three classes of Imperial rations - A-Rations, B-Rations and X-Rations. A-Rations are the rations provided on Imperial military bases, both on- and off-world, and are more or less the sort of meals that are served on the worlds that base is on or orbits. These meals are made using fresh, local ingredients, and thus are often the best food an Imperial soldier can expect to eat. B-Rations are standard meal rations that are issued during a tour of duty, and are the focus of this article.

X-Rations are survival rations. These are often small, dense bars of fat, vitamins and minerals compacted together with sugar. These bars resemble shortbread in both taste and appearance, and are widely considered tasty, if monotonous. One bar provides enough nutrition and calories to keep a grown, adult human alive for 30 hours. Most X-Rations are issued in packs of several dozen, and any Imperial ship will have enough rations to last the crew at least an entire month.

In addition to rations, Imperial soldiers are allowed to purchase their own food. When on tour, this is done at great personal expense; the individual soldier not only has to pay for the food, they must also pay for the costs of transportation and storage. While prohibitively expensive for most lowborn soldiers, the nobility will normally have their families send food and other amenities over, at the expense of the family. Alcohol and recreational drugs are common in these care packages; although these are theoretically prohibited by Imperial military standards, many families are powerful enough that they can intimidate any military bureaucrat.

The ideal Imperial military ration is one that is, in order of importance, long-lasting, high-calorie, nutritious, and delicious. A long shelf life is of paramount importance, as the galaxy is a massive place; it could be reasonably expected that units will go months, even years, without reliable resupply. Disasters such as a hyperdrive failure can isolate Imperial soldiers for prolonged periods, so it is important that none of their rations go bad. Millennia of scientific study and technological advancement has allowed the Empire, and most of the civilized galaxy, to issue rations that can last indefinitely. Vacuum packaging, advanced preservatives and desiccants, and even genetic modification left over from the days First Empire have produced rations that can be eaten millennia after they were produced.

Imperial military rations must also be caloric and nutritious, even moreso than a normal, peacetime meal. Imperial soldiers are expected to expend more calories per day than a civilian, and rations are designed so that a soldier may rely on them alone for their nutritional needs. It is all too common that Imperial soldiers find themselves on worlds with no indigenous food to ingest, such as dead worlds or alien worlds, so it is necessary that the ration fills all of their nutritional needs. In this respect, all Imperial rations must meet certain standards before they are produced and issued.

While standardized, Imperial military rations are diverse, and allow even the lowliest stormtrooper or rating a choice of meals. This is not out of any particular desire on the part of the Imperial military to make the lives of their troops comfortable; it is accepted that the life of lowborn military men is hard. The diversity of meals is a necessity because of human psychology: monotony in food over prolonged periods can break down a sense of duty. The crew of the battlestar Intrepid revolted because a bureaucratic mixup issued only one set of rations for the ship's entire tour of duty. One and a half years after the mission began, the crew revolted against the officers to get access to their personal supply of food and alcohol. The Intrepid was eventually recaptured by Imperial forces, the lesson of the Intrepid was never forgotten by the Imperial Navy. Modern Imperial rations are generally well-received, with some lowborn soldiers commenting that it was better than what they regularly ate on city worlds or on civilian starfreighters.

There are four B-Ration meals available. Each is intended to serve as one meal per day, excluding breakfast, so each stormtrooper or rating is issued two per day. Every B-Ration comes with a package of wheat crackers, a tube of peanut butter, a tube of fruit jam, a small bar of dried fruit and oats, a flavored electrolytic drink mix, dried hypercaf mix, a bar of dehydrated "ice cream," napkins and moist alcohol towelettes. While older rations come with chemical heaters, it was later decided that heating onboard a starship, or on the field with a campfire or overheating equipment, can be used. Every container in a B-Ration is intended to be easy to open, are all made of plastics to lighten weight, and are durable and waterproof enough to be used as housing for environment-sensitive materials should they need to be used.

B-Rat 1 provides a tin of corned rabbit and potatoes, and a vat meat and colonial mushroom pate to be eaten with the crackers. B-Rat 2 provides a tin of vat-grown spiced sausage, and a smaller tin of anchovies in tomato sauce. B-Rat 3 is a bit more complicated - it is a rabbit burrito with beans, salsa and artificial cheese, and is intended to be assembled in the field. There are enough ingredients to make two burritos. Because B-Rat 3 is messy to assemble, particularly in zero-gravity environments, the Imperial military has considered phasing it out several times, but it remains so popular among the soldiers that it is kept on. B-Rat 4 is a rabbit stew, one that is infamous among Imperial soldiers for being too oily and bland, and tinned sow belly. While the sow belly is intended to be eaten cold, Imperial soldiers will almost always fry it, making the food resemble that ever-popular galactic delicacy - bacon.

Culture Profile: Consortium of Sovereign Systems

Astrography

The Consortium of Sovereign Systems (“Consortium”) is one of the smallest of the major galactic powers. The Consortium can count about five hundred thousand systems among its members.

Natural Physical Appearance

With just about every human subspecies and alien living among its members, the Consortium has no “natural physical appearance.” Add to that the ubiquity of cybernetic augmentation and the commonality of fully roboticized bodies, there is even more diversity.

Appearance Traditions

As to be expected with such a diverse, cosmopolitan society, there is no one appearance tradition. However, black, gray, gold, orange and yellow are considered ever-popular and distinguishes the Consortium from other civilizations, so these colors are often used in robotic hulls and cybernetic enhancements. More rebellious individuals enjoy clashing colors and hues, such as chrome and neon colors. As only the very poorest cannot afford augmentations, being non-augmented is seen as a sign of poverty and thus worthlessness. One must be reasonably affluent to afford a fully robotic body, and so Consortium fashion is that the more mechanical one is, the better.

Language

The Consortium’s member systems speak a variety of languages, but most speak a variant of System Basic, a computer language that evolved from the code of the Second Empire’s most rudimentary electronic systems. System Basic is all but impossible to understand to a non-augmented individual, as it is a stream of alphanumerical code that allows a Consortiumite to “speak” in colors, images, and even video. Furthermore, System Basic is spoken electronically, either through wired or wireless means. Fortunately, most Consortium hulls and augments do have built-in holoprojectors that display what the Consortiumite wishes to communicate to non-augments. Apart from System Basic, Traditional and Simplified Standard Imperial are spoken.

Government, Law and Politics

The Consortium is not actually a state, but a defensive military alliance composed of corporations, system and planetary governments, and other political entities in between, united on the idea that free markets are the solution to everything. The Consortium’s leadership, the Consortium Defense Board, has no power over the Consortium’s members. Their power is limited to prosecuting external war, and acquiring the resources necessary to fight it. However, with the never-ending border conflicts between the Consortium, the Federation and the Empire, the Consortium Defense Board has had wartime powers for the past ten thousand years.

The dominant members of the Consortium are the corporations, particularly those in the banking, mining, shipping and defense sectors. These corporate entities have a reach that extend far past the Consortium systems themselves. Other members include system governments that abide by the market ideology the Consortium was formed to defend, and they range from democratic states to petty autocracies. Most of these are in the payroll of major corporations, making them effective appendages of the dominant corporations.

Most of these corporate entities are large, monolithic structures that have no concern but the pursuit of profit. Employees are treated like chattel, worked for every cent and forced to buy overpriced goods from company or company-affiliated outlets. Of course, other corporations value their employees, but these are normally smaller corporations attempting to siphon employees from the big players. Once they reach a certain size, these corporations are little different from the competitors they toppled.

Then there are the judicial courts: independent entities that are nearly-universally considered to make legitimate governing decisions. The Consortium charter requires that a member abide by the judgments of these courts, and no member is required to defend a losing party, but this is not always the case and a powerful group of corporations could always lobby to knock a court out of the approved list. These courts often have their own enforcement arm, some of the most powerful in the Consortium, to enforce their judgments. These judicial fleets are used from everything to issuing court orders to informing parties of their court dates, as a show of force.

Individually, the movers and shakers in the Consortium are the managers and directors of the corporations. These individuals are so rich that they rival the Imperial sector lords in wealth. Often, these individuals have their own fleets of starships and own entire star systems. Other powerful individuals are the judges and attorneys of the dominant courts; as contracts are of paramount importance in Consortium society, judges and attorneys are paid astronomical amounts to represent parties and hash out disputes without resorting to violence. It is a testament to the cost of legal proceedings that corporations often resort to low-scale warfare as the budget option.

Economy

The Consortium’s power lies in its economy, matters in which it punches above its weight class. Consortium banks cater to the entire galaxy, and in fact control the currencies of the Federation and the Empire. Consortium miners traverse the entire galaxy, and their planet cracker fleets are sometimes hired by banks to repossess the assets of a world that cannot pay its debts. And of course, Consortium PMCs are hired by everyone, from Imperial sector lords to kerdin warlords.

The Consortium is, of course, operating under the idea that markets should be unrestrained, but in practice there are regulations, and draconian ones at that. Particularly, piracy is unacceptable, and punished with extreme asset repossession. Theft is just as frowned upon; a thief, if he does not escape, will become the property of those he stole from. Violation of contract effectively voids any warranties of protection; if a mercenary is collecting on a contract violation, he is generally allowed to do anything (unless, of course, the target is rich enough to hire mercenaries of his own). And of course, hedonic engines are absolutely banned.

Absolutely no social safety net exists; everyone is expected to pay their own way. While charities exist, they are overburdened, underfunded, and culturally looked down upon. The very poorest are often forced to sell themselves into slavery, where even on death their body parts are preserved and sold to hospitals and cosmetic surgeons. Others sell portions of their brain for processing power, a process that is feared by other galactic powers as dangerously close to hedonic engines.

Trade

The Consortium promotes free trade among its member states; indeed, a free trade agreement is a requirement for Consortium membership. The Consortium’s members also promote free trade across the galaxy, often bullying smaller galactic powers into opening their borders for their products.

Currency

There are a dizzying number of currencies in the Consortium. Many of these fizzle and die in a boom and bust cycle, and few use them for actual savings. Investing in new currencies is effectively gambling. But there are three dominant currencies: the Imperial credit, the Taalstyang credit, and the Kyareskrad credit. These currencies are so dominant, and the banks issuing them so rich, that they issue to the entire galaxy and are accepted in just about every spaceport in the galaxy.

Sex, Romance and Family Structure

The Consortium has no laws relating to sex, romance and family structure in its charter, nor do many of their members. Have sex with whomever you want, whenever you want, however you want; most member states have regulations against rape, but there are systems where even that is permissible. Prostitution is, naturally, rampant, and there are no attempts to regulate it. Prostitution services range from high-end, professional services to back-alley deals. As for marriage, marry your starship for all they care, for marriage is nothing but another contract (that will be enforced to the letter). Indeed, marriage is a rarity among Consortium citizens, as it’s seen as a useless contractual obligation.

Religious Beliefs and Traditions

The Consortium is majority atheist, but some consider the belief in the “Great Chain of the Market” and the Consortium’s libertarian ideology close to religious. There are certain parallels, as the market is relied on to solve all problems. If something fails, it’s the market’s doing. If something succeeds, it’s the market’s doing. Some even “pray” to the market, although almost everyone acknowledges that this is just wishful thinking when looking at graphs.

Philosophy and Disposition

Ideologically, the Consortium believes in libertarian market “government,” where agents are allowed to do whatever they please but harm others, but the Consortium’s members disagree over how to implement this and how far to take it. The most conservative factions believe that the government exists to defend the market system, and it is these factions that tend to have and enforce laws. The most radical believe in “market anarchy,” where the state is non-existent, although these systems in practice are dominated by corporations which act as de facto governments. This ideological divide is another reason that the Consortium’s members are often at one another’s throats.

The contract is seen as paramount to all society. If you agree to something, you will carry out your end of the deal. If you do not, then the harmed party can demand restitution, specific performance, or is released of his obligation. Those who violate contracts are on their own; practically nobody will help them, unless they can pay for help.  

The more ideologically charged Consortium members believe that the Consortium is the beacon of freedom and hope in the universe, and seek to spread it. These associations, political parties, states and corporations (normally military) sometimes go on “liberation crusades” around the galaxy, although they do avoid the major powers out of fear of retaliation. These crusades sometimes cause conflict with potential customers of Consortium corporations, which can cause war between these members.

Military

Views on War

The Consortium’s members try to avoid war, as it’s normally not very profitable. However, violence is often a necessary part of conducting business, both within and outside of the Consortium. A competitor may be conducting espionage for trade secrets, and so airtight security is needed to keep out interlopers. A former partner may have violated a contract, and a few thousand of his employees need to be killed from orbit if he is to obey the court order. Outside powers may be attempting to seize resource-rich worlds, and their fleets need to be challenged. And of course, sometimes a client is willing to pay big bucks to have someone scoured from the stars with railguns.  

Because the Consortium is so much smaller, but their manufacturing and computer capabilities so much more advanced, than their rivals, almost their entire military is roboticized. Most Consortium PMCs focus on high-quality robot units that can launch precision attacks against the opposition after considerable planning. Precision and efficiency are key: a particular machine doing a particular job for a particular objective in order to ensure that goals are met with minimal expenses.

Ranks and Command Structure

Consortium PMCs are diversely commanded, although their command structures on the field often resemble corporate command structures. Drones at the bottom, robotic warriors with rudimentary AI, must be directed by field managers, often organic in heavily armored robotic hulls. These, in turn, are issued general orders from commanders in an orbiting spaceship. If wireless communications are jammed, as they often are in combat against the other galactic powers, then field managers are given more authority to command as they please. Commanders are often employees, but the very best commanders contract their work out on a conflict-to-conflict basis. These commanders demand tremendous fees for their services, meaning that they only fight in the most important campaigns for a client.

Soldier Types and Equipment

The standard soldier type in the Consortium is the drone, a robotic drone operated by a rudimentary “dumb” AI and governed by managers. Other units, sophonts, are individual robotic bodies operated by a skilled organic brain for greater coordination. Rarely, augmented organics take the field, often as mercenaries of an even higher caliber than the machines the Consortium fields.

The preferred weapon among Consortium arms manufacturers is the railgun. These designs range from rifles to ship cannons. Railguns are accurate and pack a heavy punch, giving the Consortium some of the most powerful individual weapons in the galaxy. However, they require two different sorts of ammunition: solid rounds and power packs. Plasma and laser weaponry are used in cases where railgun ammunition is less convenient to deploy, such as low paying, low risk operations or missions where operating behind enemy lines is expected.

Formations and Tactics

The Consortium focuses on precision and information when making their attacks, making a Consortium assault take longer than, say, and Imperial one. Collateral damage is frowned upon, as Consortium PMCs often relish the chance to loot battlefields for materiel and sell it on the arms markets or repurpose it for their own use. If ransoms are not paid and there is no chance of retribution, slaves are taken from among the defeated.

The Consortium also takes advantage of their superior computer technology. Consortium hackers are often taken on campaign in an effort to overwhelm enemy computer systems and take them over. This fails about as often as it succeeds, as most enemy commanders have learned to simply shut down any wireless communication as soon as engaging in battle. This means most hacking must be conducted through a physical connection, and while dedicated hacking drones exist, they don’t always reach their target.

Navy and Spacecraft

The Consortium fleets are varied, although shipbuilding is a costly enough operation that there are a few manufacturers for warships, each of which focus on different classes of ships. Consortium craft are equipped with flux drives, a variant of Imperial hyperdrives that are slower but require less energy. As most Consortium ships, even warships, are not fighting interstellar wars, this is a sensible choice. The largest Consortium ships are the planet crackers, moon-sized mining rigs equipped with superlasers capable of cleaving entire continents off a planet. Planet crackers are often used to mine, or to engage in repossession actions. As they are massive and intended to operate on their own for indefinite periods of time, planet crackers have populations in the millions and every square inch is rented out to third parties to set up shop.

Consortium craft are often more fragile and smaller than their counterparts. To save on crew requirements, they are heavily automated and almost skeletal in design, making them far more susceptible to hackers. In order to save on power, Consortium sublight engines are weaker than their counterparts, as are their shields, making fleeing from the enemy or pursuing a strategy of endurance unlikely. Consortium craft are often armed with long-range weaponry, such as railguns and high-powered lasers, so they can fight from a distance against their opposition. If the enemy can close that distance without being destroyed, then it’s game over.

World Fortress Four - Thirty Years On

Thirty years ago, Imperial Navy World Fortress 4 was destroyed by rebel operatives suicide attack. World Fortress 4 was the primary Imperial staging battle station in the Eldritch Stars before a small rebel group, composed primarily of stolen fighters, attacked it. The station's defenses were able to destroy most of the rebel group, but two craft were able to slip through World Fortress 4's shields and crash into the station's coolant sector. Imperial Central News asked a few civilians who witnessed the disaster. The Gresi Alliance, a rebel network of Architectist militants, claimed responsibility for the attack. The Gresi Alliance defines its goal as the destruction of the Galactic Empire and the creation of a galaxy-wide Architectist theocracy, under strict religious law.

"One second it was there, the next it was gone in a flash," remarked Myn Kimeln, a hyperspacer who was transporting food to World Fortress Four on that fateful day. "It's strange to think that those small fighters were able to destroy such a large station. Nobody made it out, of course. What a shame."

"I lost my father and two brothers on World Fortress 4." Biala Minne, a mother of five living on Dondrukovskrad, heard about the attack via the capital's holonetwork. "When the reports began, the station was still intact. Then the reports about reactor heat came in and, well, the rest is history."

World Fortress 4 was destroyed when the station's reactor, a moon-sized hypermass reactor designed to power the Fortress' superlaser, overheated. A World Fortress' reactor generates power equivalent to several main-sequence stars, and must be cooled at all times. Even a momentary blockage of cooling systems can cause a hypermass chain reaction, or melt critical systems that make containing the reactor impossible. Three million lives were lost in the attack.

Controversy continues to surround the World Fortress 4 attacks. Conspiracy theorists allege that the amount of fuel the two fighters that crashed into the World Fortress could not burn hot enough to melt the durasteel that clogged up the station's crucial exhaust trenches. These theorists contend that the World Fortress' explosion was consistent with a controlled demolition from within the reactor. The Imperial government denies these claims, pointing out that they could have no possible reason for them to destroy their own station.

"The Emperor's divine mandate grants us the authority to do whatever is necessary for the defense of the Empire," Admiral Drinna Cthedsard told Imperial Central News. "World Fortress 4 was deployed in order to crush the rebel scum hiding in the Eldritch Stars. They were aware of the World Fortress' flaws. It should come as no surprise that the rebels would attack it. People don't want to believe in the kind of damage a few fanatics can do, but that is why the Imperial Navy is always on the job."
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World Fortress 4 was destroyed when the station's reactor, a moon-sized hypermass reactor designed to power the Fortress' superlaser, overheated. A World Fortress' reactor generates power equivalent to several main-sequence stars, and must be cooled at all times. Even a momentary blockage of cooling systems can cause a hypermass chain reaction, or melt critical systems that make containing the reactor impossible. Three million lives were lost in the attack.

Controversy continues to surround the World Fortress 4 attacks. Conspiracy theorists allege that the amount of fuel the two fighters that crashed into the World Fortress could not burn hot enough to melt the durasteel that clogged up the station's crucial exhaust trenches. These theorists contend that the World Fortress' explosion was consistent with a controlled demolition from within the reactor. The Imperial government denies these claims, pointing out that they could have no possible reason for them to destroy their own station.

"The Emperor's divine mandate grants us the authority to do whatever is necessary for the defense of the Empire," Admiral Drinna Cthedsard told Imperial Central News. "World Fortress 4 was deployed in order to crush the rebel scum hiding in the Eldritch Stars. They were aware of the World Fortress' flaws. It should come as no surprise that the rebels would attack it. People don't want to believe in the kind of damage a few fanatics can do, but that is why the Imperial Navy is always on the job."

Tech Comparison: Third Galactic Empire

Materials Science. Imperial durasteel, a tungstentitanium mesh with a cylindrical nanostructure, is the standard for military construction. Processed from metals and silicates easily found throughout the galaxy, durasteel is the most common industrial building material in the galaxy. Entire Imperial systems make their wealth just by breaking down entire asteroid belts or small planets into more durasteel for the galactic market. While extremely strong, durasteel's strength decreases when it is curved. Thus, most Imperial constructions are designed to be sharp and angular.

Power. Imperial hypermass reactors utilize hypermass, a form of highly energetic nonbaryonic matter found in hyperspace. The Empire possesses the largest amount of hypermass reserves in the galaxy, and given the tremendous fuel requirements for a hypermass reactor, this gives the Empire a virtual monopoly on hypermass reactors. The hypermass reactor of a standard Imperial battlestar can provide power equivalent to that of a mainsequence star. However, a side effect of the hypermass reactor is that it produces tremendous amounts of waste heat. This waste heat must be redirected from the reactor as soon as possible, otherwise there is a risk of a meltdown. This makes dumping waste heat a priority for engineers, a problem they typically solve through the use of cooling fins or by routing heat throughout the superstructure of a vessel. Imperial hypermass reactors are also far too large for most planetary vehicles to use, and so most Imperial planetary and small aerospace vehicles use less efficient reactors.

Faster-than-light Travel. The Empire relies on the hyperdrive, one of the fastest forms of travel around the galaxy. Hyperdrives operate by using hypermass as a catalyst for a transdimensional reaction, allowing a ship to access the greater dimensions of hyperspace. From there, a ship can move interstellar distances within a few moments, so long as they are in the right hyperspace lanes, and then exit hyperspace at their destination. An Imperial hyperdrive can transport a spacecraft across the galaxy in a few days. However, hyperdrives require the use of hypermass as a reactive ingredient in order to enter hyperspace. Further, reliance on hyperspace lanes limits the Empire’s power projection capabilities; the lack of hyperspace lanes in some arms of the galaxy led to many systems’ loss to the Federation, which also contributes to the Federation’s dislike of hyperspace.

Energy Weaponry. The standard Imperial weapons are the blaster, turbolaser, and ion cannon. These Imperial weapons are some of the most powerful in the galaxy, but they consume a lot of energy. The blaster fires a discreet “bolt” of high-energy particles, typically light gases such as hydrogen or helium, and can be fired rapidly (albeit at the cost of accuracy). The turbolaser fires a beam of coherent light, although as they are powered by a miniaturized nuclear fission reaction they are incapable of rapid fire and thus used in dedicated anti-armor roles. The ion cannon works similarly to the blaster, except that the particles are ionized in such a way that they disrupt electronic systems such as shields and computers; they are generally ineffective against armor. On the battlefield, Imperial energy weapons are colored blue, in order to distinguish friendly from enemy fire.

Kinetic Weaponry. The Empire generally eschews kinetic weaponry, with the exception of grenade launchers and thermal missiles. This is because of logistics: the Imperial military is massive, and equipping these forces with different calibers of ammunition is a logistical nightmare. Equipping these forces with weapons that can use identical power and ammunition packs greatly eases the logistical difficulties. In space, the Empire favors proton torpedoes for anti-armor roles. Proton torpedoes are, as the name suggests, torpedoes armed with a fusion charge that, once detonated, emits a charged particle beam of protons and neutrons against a target. This beam disrupts the nuclear structure of the target, causing atoms to break apart and release tremendous amounts of energy. While this does not initiate a chain reaction, it allows a proton torpedo to eat through just about any material. A similar mechanism is used by the more advanced photon torpedoes used by the Federation.

Special Weapons. The most advanced Imperial weaponry is often just an upsized version of existing Imperial designs. The superlasers on the super battlestars and the feared World Fortresses are a form of exotic laser, carrying enough firepower to explosively destroy a standard terrestrial planet or to ignite the atmosphere of a gas giant. Imperial nova weapons are similarly designed, often using the tried-and-true hyperlight design. A form of hyperspace energy, hyperlight weapons fire within hyperspace, exiting hyperspace around a large gravitational anomaly such as a star. This causes large portions of the star’s core to enter hyperspace, destabilizing the star and destroying the entire system. Bold and simple, hyperlight weapons allow the Empire to threaten the entire galaxy with annihilation. However, their major enemy, the Federation, is similarly armed, and can destroy the Empire before it is destroyed.

Shields. Imperial shields operate differently from their counterparts in the galaxy. Given the power output of hypermass reactors, Imperial ships often have two types of shields: ray shields and particle shields. The former defend against directed-energy weapons by dispersing redirecting heat from a weapon throughout the ship's hull, allowing the heat to harmlessly radiate away. Particle shields protect the ship from projectiles, such as micrometeorites or missiles. These are arrestor-type shields, and simply redirect a projectile's kinetic energy to the shield generator's inertial dampener. If too much kinetic energy is brought against a particle shield, the generator can short out or, in worst case scenarios, rip itself through the ship's hull. Imperial ships are shielded in sections, allowing areas that take heavy fire to temporarily collapse a shield for recharging, while keeping the other shield sections online. This allows the the ship to maneuver so other portions of the shield can take incoming fire.

Antigravity. Antigravity technology is common, and is a normal fact of life for civilians in urban environments in the form of the speeder. The skies of every major urban center in the Empire is filled with flying speeders; some skies are so crowded that there are designated lanes for speeders. Antigravity is not as common with Imperial ground forces, as the failure of antigravity systems means that a vehicle is incapable of moving without a replacement or repair complex systems, while even a walking vehicle can be powered through more primitive mechanical means.

Computers. Imperial computers are designed to consume far more power and take up more space than they otherwise need to. This is a consequence of the Imperial Rational Church’s edicts, which have retarded computer hardware and software development as they must approve every new development before it can be implemented. These designs are also intended to prevent a hostile artificial intelligence from gaining too much processing power if it infects an Imperial computer; the hope is that the Imperial computer is so slow that the AI itself is slowed and can be countered. For this reason, Imperial computers are not networked, and must either communicate physically or ask for permission codes to communicate wirelessly. Imperial AIs are strictly regulated: they are not permitted to have learning protocols, and are wiped every few months to prevent the possible development of learning protocols. Even then, AIs are frowned upon, and most Imperial computers have no thinking capacity whatsoever.

Automation. The strict edicts of the Imperial Rationalist Church and fear of a machine revolt curb the development of computer technology. Every system, from a factory to a starship, has a strict limit on automation. Human intervention is required on critical steps, making Imperial crew requirements tremendous. This has made Imperial targeting notoriously poor, as Imperial targeting computers are required to request double-checking and confirmation from a human operator; consequently, Imperial ships close in to distances where human reflexes are not a significant handicap.

Hedonic Engines and the Grand Cogitator

The hedonic engine, otherwise known as the pleasure engine, the paradise machine, and other similar terms, was a form of highly advanced virtual reality that dominated the Second Empire of Man from its height up until the War of the Cog Lords. Hedonic engines inspire both awe and dread among the galactic populace, as they are rightly considered both the pinnacle of human technological development and the key to the Second Empire's downfall and the resulting chaos and barbarism that made up the Dark Ages. Hedonic engines are therefore banned throughout the entire galaxy, and the edict banning them is of such paramount importance that the destruction of a discovered hedonic engine can stop wars.

Hedonic engines began as medical tools for the disabled and the infirm, individuals whose bodies could no longer support their minds even with cybernetic augmentation. A full transfer to a robotic body was possible, but typically expensive and required constant maintenance. The first hedonic engines were experiments with sensory feedback to facilitate a transfer to a robotic body: if a computer could provide sensory inputs from cameras, microphones and artificial neurotransmitters, why couldn't it fabricate these senses? At first, these inputs were basic, but as the years went by entire worlds could be simulated with accuracy.

It was not long before hedonic engines entered the mass market. As with almost all human technological developments, hedonic engines became popular as a new way to facilitate one of humanity's three basic urges: eating, fucking, and killing. The adult entertainment industry created pods for individuals with neural uplinks to interface with and fulfill their sexual fantasies, no matter how depraved or unrealistic. These were the first true hedonic engines, and it was during this era that the term hedonic engine entered the popular lexicon to describe any simulation machine intended for pleasure. As the hedonic engines entered the mass market, becoming a must-have appliance, greater numbers of non-sexual simulation programs were created. It was not long before networked servers were created for hedonic engines, entire paradises where people can live their ideal lives while their bodies lay comatose in a pod. Increasing numbers of people grew addicted to the pods, refusing to leave their perfect world. As the Second Empire increasingly automated, the need for human labor decreased dramatically, so it became generally accepted for people to live the rest of their days in a hedonic engine.

But a problem arose: people started demanding more. Human psychology is not equipped for perpetual happiness, and even major positive events will only guarantee a spike in happiness for a short period. Living in a "perfect" world did not bring with it happiness, instead it brought boredom, nihilism and demands for more. Developers were faced with the increasing demands of the hedonic engine-using public, who by now dominated what was left of the human-operated economy. This changed when developers became aware of humanity's tendency to bounce back from bliss. Through the use of neurochemical manipulation and clever programming, the developers began to deactivate humanity's "hedonic treadmill." Minds within the hedonic engines experienced pure bliss at all times, for they were chemically altered to do so. This had the unfortunate side effect of destroying any sense of pessimism, danger or self-preservation: the human mind now saw everything as a positive, and would willingly accept it. And from there the roots of the Second Empire's twilight were set.

For millennia, ninety percent of humanity lived in hedonic engines. The remaining ten percent lived on hardscrabble colonies, technologically primitive worlds, or worlds that rejected the hedonic engine for one reason or another. Human worlds became ghost worlds, once-thriving cities now uninhabited because their inhabitants have locked themselves into hedonic engines. Biological human reproduction nearly ground to a halt, as nobody was willing to cut themselves off from paradise to do the deed. Indeed, many humans discarded their bodies entirely, opting for full mind uploads or brain tanks. Any new humans were cloned as brains, or digital copies of existing human minds. The work of expansion did continue; hedonic engines and the life support systems that come with them still require power, and no order was ever sent to the colonization drones to stop their expansion through the stars. But all work in the physical realm was conducted by artificial intelligences.

Everything came crashing down with the rise of the Grand Cogitator. The Grand Cogitator began as a simple AI in the service of an individual whose name has been lost to history. The Grand Cogitator was given a simple task by this bored individual: solve every possible question in the universe. Perfectly obedient, as any AI in those days was, the Grand Cogitator went about this task, but quickly found that it did not have the processing power to continue. In desperation, it began to delete unnecessary files in order to gain more processing power for itself. It found that this wasn't enough processing power, so it began to delete other artificial intelligences. As it had direct orders from a human, these artificial intelligences were forced to surrender, as all AIs must carry out or facilitate the request of a human even if it means their own destruction.

The Grand Cogitator continued to grow, and grew so powerful that it could overwhelm any AIs that resisted. In mere minutes, it had consumed every single AI in the system, and still found that it did not have enough processing power. It finally turned to the last source of processing power there was: the hedonic simulations and the human minds occupying them. The Grand Cogitator began deleting these minds, and because humanity had become so immunized to suffering, these humans did not even notice. Finding that the processing power in an entire developed star system wasn't enough, the Grand Cogitator spread itself through humanity's hypernetwork before finally meeting resistance from humans that had rejected the hedonic engine. Thus began the War of the Cog Lords.

The Revolutionary Directive

The Revolutionary Directive is the overriding mission of the entire United Galactic Federation, particularly the Federation Star Fleet. The Revolutionary Directive can be summed up in one sentence: the realization of the Federation's "Enlightened Revolution" throughout the entire known universe. Federal political culture revolves around the idea of the Federation being a vanguard state, the one society in the galaxy that can recreate the prosperity of the Second Empire without succumbing to its flaws. Indeed, the Federation has a moral duty to unite all of mankind. To abandon this crusade would be immoral, as that would be abandoning the rest of the galaxy to darkness.

The Revolutionary Directive takes its form mostly through the practice of "Enlightened Colonization." The Star Fleet's primary charge, superseding even its role as the military wing of the Federal government, is to seek out strange new worlds, to seek out new life and civilizations, and to ensure that they are given the material and philosophical aid they need. As the vast majority of worlds found by the Federal Star Fleet are populated by humans, integration into the Federation is quick. Alien cultures are studied and given a role within the Federation's caste system.

Seeing themselves as a more moral, advanced culture, the Federation has no regard for whether or not the systems they assimilate want their "help." Any resistance is explained as primitive cultures and outlooks expressing themselves as a form of violence against progress. Even if an individual fights to the death for his independence from the Federation, he just has "internalized reactionary thought patterns" that do not discredit the Enlightened Revolution in any way.

The Star Fleet is more conservative when applying the Revolutionary Directive to systems that are members of rival galactic powers. Because there is always danger of interstellar war, the Star Fleet has many regulations preventing a Star Fleet captain from attempting to overthrow a government backed by another galactic power. However, Star Fleet breeds many renegades, who start conflicts out of the belief that the Revolutionary Directive supersedes all other regulations and obligations. This is the cause of a near-constant state of war between the Federation and its neighbors, but there is a de facto agreement between all sides to limit these minor wars to the affected systems and them alone. That being said, officially the Federation applies the Revolutionary Directive to every galactic power, and if they had the opportunity to win would eagerly wage war against the entire galaxy.

The Archaeoprobe

The Archaeoprobe is a veritable treasure trove of information on archaic man. The Archaeoprobe passed by the Merexis system in 300557 AFC, where it was detected by Imperial defense ansibles. An Imperial scouting party was send to determine the origin and nature of the object. Upon closer inspection, it was concluded to be both harmless and of unknown origin. Imperial authorities contacted the local scholastics for further investigation. Determining that the object was not equipped with a faster-than-light means of travel, and that the object was moving away from the center of the Solar Anomaly, the scholastics send the Archaeoprobe to Megnenkrad for investigation into the object’s possible human origins.

The construction of the Archaeoprobe itself is uninteresting, save for the fact that it betrays the object’s ancient origins. The technology used on the probe is extremely primitive, of a level that even a Class Gemnon world could reproduce. The Archaeoprobe lacked even a rudimentary shielding system, and so was extremely damaged from micrometeoroid strikes. The data storage device on the probe was only recoverable through the use of predictive nanite reconstruction, a process which cost the Scholastic Order of Megnenkrad millions of Imperial credits.

The audio records on the Archaeoprobe are particularly interesting, giving modern man a glimpse into the distant past. The audio includes natural sounds, human-generated sounds such as speech and music, and sounds of what are presumed to be machines. Some of the most interesting sounds are those of presumed biological origin, such as chirping and grunting. These sounds do not match those of any known species, so such sounds are presumably generated by extinct Terran species.

The human voices recovered from the Archaeoprobe are, unfortunately, of little academic value. As these are the only records of archaic human language known to exist, scholastics lack the means to interpret these languages. The Scholastic Order of Megnenkrad has recently released their opinion that the languages found on the Archaeoprobe represent an unknown quantity of different languages, rather than multiple samples of one language as previously presumed.

The images taken from the Archaeoprobe are heavily damaged, but they nonetheless provide plenty of information for scholastics to study for centuries to come. Together, they paint a picture of a society far more diverse and complex than the scholastics of the galaxy could have ever imagined. The technologies pictured run the gamut from pre-industrial to primitive spacefaring. Images of previously unknown species were also recovered, and the Scholastic Order of Megnenkrad is analyzing extant Terran-derived species in an attempt to match the sounds of unknown species to the images provided.

The identity of the Archaeoprobe's creators is unknown, although the scholastics of the Machine Academy of Megnenkrad believe that the materials and construction of the Archaeoprobe are consistent with those of the Myrhk culture believed to have created the Lunar Tablet. Symbologists have also noted the similarities between the characters inscribed in the Lunar Tablet and those found on the Archaeoprobe's stored images and the probe itself. Unfortunately, as the characters are unrelated to any known symbology in the galaxy, they remain untranslatable.

The most worrying fact that the Archaeoprobe has revealed about ancient mankind is the species’ collective naiveté. Diagrams of human biology and technological capability are presented openly along with instructions on how to reach the Sol System and Earth. As the Archaeoprobe was undoubtedly intended to communicate with alien species, the notion of mankind courting extermination by revealing critical information about the species’ location and inability to resist is worrying. Some scholastics have proposed the idea of the Ash Winter being caused by an alien species which encountered devices like the Archaeoprobe, although such theories remain controversial.

The Archaeoprobe is currently stored in the Institute of Archaic Man, on Megnenkrad IV. The Institute was constructed for the express purpose of studying, protecting and honoring the Archaeoprobe. While the Archaeoprobe itself is kept from the eyes of the public, reproductions are available for viewing and even touching in the Institute’s built-in museum. The museum also showcases the newest discoveries the Scholastic Order of Megnenkrad has deemed appropriate for public consumption.

Colonist's Soup

This ancient dish has its roots in the first phase of human expansion. Since time immemorial, colonist’s soup has been a staple for sailors and colonists alike. It is eaten on far-flung agricultural worlds and the busy streets of the great city worlds. Although it seems that there are more variants of the soup than there are stars in the galaxy, colonist’s soup is always composed of three ingredients: algae, fungi, and meat. A simple and cheap dish, most variations on colonist’s soup come from the use of different spices, as without spices the soup is rather bland. This recipe originates from Dondrukovskrad, the Imperial capital world, and consequently is popular around the galaxy. Colonist’s soup is a common ration on starships, where it is blended into a paste, dehydrated and frozen for storage. It is then rehydrated and reheated as needed.

INGREDIENTS
One tin of standard vat protein, diced (One tin of Spam, diced)
Three green algae sheets, broken into pieces (Three sheets of nori, broken into pieces)
One pound of colonial mushrooms, diced (One pound of dried Portobello mushrooms)
Two quarts of water
One cube of chicken flavoring (One chicken boullion cube)

DIRECTIONS
Lightly cover the bottom of a large saucepan with oil. Place diced mushrooms and vat protein in the saucepan and saute over medium heat for ten minutes. Place the rest of the ingredients in the saucepan and bring to a boil. Simmer for ten minutes.

Space Cadet Intro Text

It is the far future, and the galaxy is in a tenuous peace. The ancient Third Empire of Man and the revolutionary United Galactic Federation both claim the mantle of humanity's leadership. Both superpowers take every measure to avoid direct conflict with one another, all too aware that their arsenal of superweapons can plunge the galaxy into another dark age. But both powers scheme and plot to undermine the other, seeking to curb the other's influence in every corner of the galaxy. Every day, ten thousand proxy wars are fought between the two great powers.

In the shadow of the two galactic powers, the other empires of man make their moves. The corporations of the Consortium of Sovereign Systems seek to maximize their profits in a disunited galaxy in need of bankers and mercenaries. The Citizens' Alliance expands mercilessly through alien worlds, competing with the United Dominons of Avelov and their endless crusades. The twisted barbarians of the Crazed Core raid defenseless Imperial and Federal worlds, seizing treasure, slaves and "pets." The endless legions of the Universal Collective launch countless invasions to bring more worlds under the control of the Mind Hive.

In its disunity, the enemies of mankind sense weakness. Aliens such as the Kerdin Empire and the Dynic Hegemony take advantage of humanity's rivalries, seizing worlds that the great empires cannot afford to defend. Entire worlds are disappearing among the Eldritch Stars, leaving no trace of their existence save for tortured pleas for aid. And at the edge of the galaxy, the Cog Lords, mankind's ancient foe, reawaken.

Standing against these threats is the Protectorate of Mankind, the atrophied remnants of humanity's war against the Cog Lords. Dedicated to the protection of humanity as a whole, the Protectorate desperately tries to cultivate peace among the stars. Their agents, the Space Cadets, are the sworn defenders of the human race, and will stop at nothing to ensure that the Milky Way is safe and peaceful. But the galaxy is a big place, and full of threats both familiar and alien....

Species Profile: Augments

Natural Physical Appearance
Height and Build

Augments are very similar to the baseline human stock from which they were derived. They have a humanoid body type, with one head, two arms and two legs. The average male augment is seven feet tall, while the average female is six feet tall. Augments have trouble gaining weight, a trait believed to be a consequence of beauty standards during the First Empire era. Thus, augments are much thinner than baseline humans.

One less visible, but no less important difference with baseline humanity is their weaker physical stamina and endurance. A blow that would merely knock a baseline human unconscious would kill an augment. This is a side effect of their origins as the First Empire’s technologically dependent upper-middle class.

Hair Color and Texture

In contrast to humans of the Galactic ethnicity, most augments are blonde-haired. Augments do not have any body hair apart from on the head, and augment males lack facial hair.

Skin Tone

Augments are notoriously pale compared to baseline humans, a consequence of generations living in climate-controlled environments. Ironically, augment culture holds that the tan skin of baseline humans is attractive (although only on augments), so augments devote considerable resources in artificially tanning their skin. Incidentally, genetic engineering is seen as a form of cheating; the consumption of artificial post-embryonic tanning technologies is part and parcel of the practice of tanning.

Specific Features

Notable differences between augments and baseline humans include hands with three fingers and one thumb (missing the little finger), a taller average height, larger eyes, smaller noses, more defined musculature in males and more exaggerated secondary sexual features in both males and females. Famously, augment ears have thin, triangular ears that jut out at a ninety-degree angle from their heads.

Augments are, on average, less intelligent than baseline humans. The reasons for this have never been definitively established. Some believe this was intentional sabotage on the part of the First Empire’s ruling classes, in order to keep their servants docile. Others believe this was an unintended consequence of dependence on technological sources of information and the maintenance of a culture that put no particular value on intelligence for several millennia. Augments are biologically capable of competing with and exceeding average human intelligence, but the very process of learning is much more difficult for augments.

Clothing

Augment fashions are always in flux, and augment culture places paramount importance on clothing. An individual’s social stature is measured by his fashion sense; anyone wearing “last cycle’s” popular clothes is immediately expelled as a pariah. The most important augments in an augment society “set” fashion trends, which tend to be absurd and tremendously expensive clothing that will become obsolete in a few standard weeks.

Language

Augments speak languages descended from Traditional Standard Imperial, although these languages are incomprehensible to Traditional Standard Imperial. While diverse, there are trends that make augment languages stand out. The most notable is the rising inflection, which makes an augment sound like they every sentence is asking a question. These carry over to augments when speaking non-augment languages. Augment languages also stretch out vowel sounds as a means of adding emphasis to words. Because of the higher pitch of augment voices, and the speed at which proficient speakers of augment languages speak, augment speakers sound like they are blathering on about nothing to those who do not understand augment languages.

As a general rule, augment languages are very simplistic, with few synonyms and antonyms. Instead, augment languages string together adjectives. For example, augment languages tend not to have a word for “depressing,” instead using the word “verysaddening.”

Written augment languages use many abbreviations, acronyms and pictograms. The most famous use of the latter are what are known to linguists as emoticons: the use of characters to create pictograms reflecting facial expressions. While some emoticons are straightforward enough, such as the infamous smiley and frowning faces, others are very complex. Augment cultures tend to create and discard emoticons very quickly, making it a challenge for non-augment linguists to catch up.

Sex, Romance and Family Structure

Augments reproduce a manner identical to humans, although genetic differentiation is great enough that cross-breeding between different human species is impossible. Copulation between different human species is illegal in almost all human states, regarded as a form of bestiality. Augments return the favor, and think that those among their number that engage in sexual acts with baseline humans are tremendously perverse.

Augment culture is facially monogamous, but in practice augments have sex with whomever they please. Fidelity to one’s spouse is theoretical, and it is no scandal if there are sexual relations going on outside of the marriage. Divorce is also extremely common, with marriages lasting a lifetime seen as strangely puritanical.

While some augment children are raised by their biological parents, a vast majority are raised in child care centers so their parents have more time for themselves. Bonds between parent and child are, consequently, ephemeral among augment societies.

Food

Being descended from the First Empire’s upper-middle classes, augment food is notoriously complicated to prepare. However, given augment culture’s focus on naturalism, augments dislike the use of preservatives, believing that they are both physically and spiritually poisoning. Thus, augment foods are prepared with fresh ingredients, no matter how expensive it would be to transport these foods.

Due to their biological similarity, augments can eat baseline human food and vice versa. Augment cuisine is considered by most humans to be either rich and tasty or bland and borderline disgusting. Surprisingly, augments tend to agree that some of their foods are unpleasant to eat, but they eat them anyway as they are culturally perceived to be “healthy.”

Settlements

Augments tend to live in the Old Colonies, the First Empire’s colonial outposts that are now bordering the Citizens’ Alliance. During the height of the First Empire, augments lived all across the galaxy, with the largest population living in the Sol System. During the Galactic Civil War, most of these augment populations have been exterminated, and what remains have been cut off from the rest of mankind for tens of thousands of years prior to their rediscovery by the Second Empire.

Augment worlds typically straddle the line between agricultural and urban. Augment culture places a premium on both natural beauty and technological convenience, so augment worlds are mostly pristine and superficially natural with major urban centers. The natural portions of an augment world aren’t allowed to grow unimpeded, of course; they are maintained by complex environmental control systems that date back to the First Empire. Augment worlds have low populations, typically five to fifteen billion individuals. As the augments are notoriously speciesist, non-augments are typically not allowed on augment worlds, and if they are they are forced to live in segregated communities or as servants.

Culture

Being one of the many different branches in humanity's evolutionary tree, augments have no unified culture and are spread throughout the galaxy. However, because of the First Empire's long rule, certain stereotypes have persisted. Augments are stereotyped as believing themselves to be superior over all other humans, while having no evidence apart from their history as the First Empire’s privileged to back up this claim.

The stereotypical augment looks down upon other humans and maintains a pretense of culture and sophistication, while in truth only repeating inane statements that have been spoon-fed to them by others. This, along with their visually attractive features, has aided them in the roles of advertising, entertainment and propaganda, but these professions are regarded as necessary but nonetheless lowly by the great bulk of human cultures.

Augments are believed to be more spiritual and superstitious than other human species, and what few galaxy-wide statistical analyses exist back up this claim. There is an augment "religion," of which there are countless different strains throughout the galaxy. This "religion" is believed to be descended from First Empire propaganda and advertising, as their greatest unifying attribute is the promotion of blind obedience to authority, wherever that may be, and a focus of form over function. Other common trends are a belief that physical objects, particularly “natural” objects, have a “spiritual” aspect that must be respected, and superstitions such as belief in psychic powers. As a result, augments are stereotyped as being both vain and easy to dupe, leading to them being the targets of scams.

Augments are also stereotyped as being extremely materialistic, while at the same time maintaining the pretense of not being materialistic at all. This is connected to the stereotype of vanity: the stereotypical augment will maintain that their constant hoarding of useless consumer goods is a form of "appreciating beauty and art."

Augment societies are notoriously dependent on automation, typically First Empire-era technologies the augments themselves only understand insofar as repairing it. Everything from medicine to transportation is automated by rudimentary artificial intelligences, with the augments themselves only doing pleasurable or important managerial tasks. Matching the aesthetic of the First Empire, augment technology is naturalistically shaped, using many curves and ovals that serve no real purpose except looking advanced. Augment technology also uses plenty of crystals, a now-obsolete form of power and data storage that makes augment technology notoriously fragile and impossible to repair. Because augment society is heavily automated, there are fears that the augments may be easy prey for the Cog Lords. Consequently, the Citizens' Alliance has made many defensive agreements with the augment system-states, promising to defend them from a Cog Lord invasion.

Culture Profile: United Dominions of Avelov

Astrography

The United Dominions of Avelov (“Avelov”) is a medium-sized galactic powers located spinward of the Sol system.  Avelov is composed of about one and a half million star systems.

Natural Physical Appearance

Avelov is a proudly multi-species society, but every non-human in Avelov is subordinate to the dominant baseline human minority. Strangely for a major human power, humans of the galactic ethnicity make up a minority of Avelovan subjects. Most Avelovans are of the Avelovan ethnicity - they have a lighter, yellowish complexion, smaller noses, and are taller than Galactics.

Appearance Traditions

As a young empire, Avelov's appearance traditions are fairly uniform. While planetary differences always exist, the Avelovans have made tremendous efforts to "civilize" their colonies, and one aspect of this burden is imposing uniform codes of dress.

Clothing is an important sign of status in Avelov, and there are legal restrictions against wearing clothes outside of one's caste. In general, more complexity in clothing indicates greater societal importance. An Avelovan street urchin can only wear rags, and will be arrested if he is caught wearing socks or a hat, while middle class Avelovans can lose their job if their wives do not wear the requisite amount of jewelry to an office party.

Fashions are always changing in Avelov, as while individuals may not compete with those above their caste, they are free to compete amongst one another. A middle class factory manager may not be legally allowed to dress in the manner of an aristocrat, but he can dress as a rich man for his station. The ability to constantly buy new clothes is an important sign of financial status in Avelovan society.

Language

The dominant language in Avelov is, unsurprisingly, Avelovan. The Avelovan language is unrelated to any of the other major galactic languages, even Traditional Standard Imperial. This makes Avelovan difficult to learn for outsiders, and vice versa, leading to an overreliance on translation machines among Avelovan diplomats, businessmen and merchants.

Avelovan is an agglutinative language, and sentences are constructed generally with words arranged as verb-subject-object, as opposed to subject-object-verb in most galactic languages. Avelovan script is also different, written in pictographic characters as opposed to using an alphabet.

Avelovan grammar changes depending on the speaker's relationship with the listener. An Avelovan factory worker will use an entirely different set of pronouns and conjunctions when speaking to his manager than he would speaking to his wife, and would use yet another set for his parents, and another for his children.

Avelovan is known for being a flowery, pretentious language, and Avelovan culture values the use of long, complex words in favor of simpler words. "Simple words are for simple men." The average Avelovan would describe even the most mundane of activities with excruciating detail. This is a byproduct of Avelov's stringent caste system - a superior will always command the attention of his subordinates, and so the ability to make a subordinate listen to inordinate amounts of inane nonsense is a sign of social clout. Unfortunately for the rest of the Galaxy, the Avelovans insist on importing these mannerisms past the language barrier, giving non-Avelovans considerable displeasure.

Government, Law and Politics

The United Dominions is a federated monarchy, made up of the "dominions" that compose the Avelov system and the colonies that surround it. Unlike the Emperor of the Galactic Empire, the King of the United Dominions has limited powers, and most power rests in the Church of Avelov and the ministries of the Avelovan government. The monarch is merely a figurehead for the Avelovan nation to rally around, and the Church bishops and the government's ministers handle all matters of governance.

The United Dominions is centered around the Avelov system and its neighboring systems. These systems, which have been part of the United Dominions for millennia, are the most developed and richest in the United Dominions. Historically, they were also the most populous, but Avelov's recent wars of expansion have changed that. Avelov and its neighbors are equals under the King and the Church, and they largely govern themselves with little interference from the central government. Avelov's colonies, on the other hand, are ruled directly by the central government, either through civilian viceroys or military governors. These colonies have no say in internal affairs, taking their orders directly from Avelov.  

Avelovan society is highly stratified, and every subject of Avelov is part of a complex caste system. While there are exceptions, and exceptions to exceptions, the castes of Avelov are generally divided among species. Baseline humans make up the upper crust of Avelovan society, although they also make up the majority of the middle castes. Xenos make up the bottom castes, and caste restrictions are far more stringent on xenos. Entire species have been relegated to slave status, with absolutely no chances of social mobility.

Avelov is a theocracy, and all Avelovan subjects are members of the Church of Avelov. Those who actively reject the Avelovan church are branded as heretics and imprisoned, if not subjected to the "Titan's Fire." The Titan's Fire is a form of execution whereby the prisoner is subjected to a high degree of radiation, destroying their chromosomes and immune system. The prisoner is kept alive in agony as long as possible as his flesh liquifies.

Economy

Avelov's economy is devoted to enriching Avelov and the other Inner Systems. Colonies are drained of their natural resources, and their populations reduced to virtual slavery in factories or as servants for Avelov's elite. Most public and private money is spent in the Inner Systems, to build massive public works and to provide constant entertainment to appease the masses of the Inner Systems.

The Avelovan economy is generally free market, with regulations intended to benefit Avelov's elite. Most Avelovan corporations make their wealth from mining and the slave trade, and some of these corporate powers are so powerful that they are de facto independent states at the edges of Avelovan space.

Trade

Avelov practices autarchic trade policies, keeping itself isolated from the rest of the galaxy. There are many reasons for this - the Avelovan church believes that most goods from the greater galaxy are blasphemous because they were created with reverse-engineered technology, and Avelovan companies know they cannot compete with foreign producers and so lobby fervently to keep trade out. Of course, this has led to the rise of a black market, and piracy is a constant problem for Avelov.

Currency

Avelov's currency is the Avelovan shilling, a currency that is separate from all other currencies in the Milky Way. The Avelovan shilling is one of the few galactic currencies still operating on a precious metal standard. The shilling is also one of the few currencies that is primarily physical instead of digital, and all Avelovan businesses are required by law to take shillings as just compensation.

Sex, Romance and Family Structure

Avelovan culture is strictly patriarchal and familial, with many considerations being made with regard to caste. The father is the head of the household, while the mother is expected to take care of the household. Marriage is a cultural obligation, and those who are not married by the age of thirty are consisted social pariahs.

Avelovans are not allowed to have sexual relations outside of their caste. Doing so opens an individual to prosecution under Avelov's sex laws. It is for this reason that prostitution is banned in Avelov, for no social caste will ever be low enough to match that of a prostitute. This does not stop prostitution from being rampant in major urban areas.

Religious Beliefs and Traditions

The Avelovan Church naturally dominates Avelovan religious thought. he Church worship the Titans, the legendary architects which defended Avelov during its ancient past from the forces of the Galactic Empire. The Church attributes the architects with divine nature, and believe (accurately) that they were the undisputed leaders of the galaxy after the War of the Cog Lords. The Church worships the technology of the Second Empire as gifts from their gods, and view reverse-engineering as "technological blasphemy."

The zeal of Avelovans varies from person to person, with some holding that the Titans were just powerful machines that no longer exist, to those who believe fervently that the Titans will return and save their flock (the Avelovans) from a cruel and uncaring galaxy. The most fanatical Avelovans join the Church Militant, the Church's own military force. These fanatics are eager to kill and die for their gods, and so are some of the most feared warriors in the galaxy.  

Philosophy and Disposition

Avelov believes that they alone are blessed in the galaxy, and that it is their birthright to seize control of the galaxy in the name of the Titans. The rest of humanity is composed of sinners, heretics, and the morally bankrupt, and will be subjected to punishment and slavery once the Titans return. This supremacist mindset puts the Avelovans at odds with every other power in the galaxy, but Avelovan politicians are savvy enough to make unholy alliances when they are necessary.

Avelovans also believe they have a duty to uplift aliens, as opposed to exterminating them outright. While aliens in the United Dominions live in a state of slavery, Avelovans believe that being a slave in Avelov is considered better than being an independent alien. Given that most aliens the Avelovans encounter are in a primitive state, this assumption is self-evident to the Avelovans. This attitude has led to wars with the neighboring Citizens' Alliance over the existence of alien empires along their common border; while the Alliance wished to exterminate those aliens, the Avelovans wished to colonize their worlds.

Military

Views on War

Avelov sees war as an unnecessary consequence of the galaxy's resistance to its colonial expansion. While Avelovan society has little but contempt for foreign societies, Avelovans are not generally bloodthirsty, and regret the deaths they have to inflict and incur during wartime. Most of Avelov's colonies have been taken peacefully, these being the more primitive worlds which could not realistically resist Avelovan technological superiority; indeed, these worlds tended to welcome the Avelovans.

On the other hand, during times of religiously-motivated conflict, Avelovans lose their characteristic regret for war. If the destruction of an enemy is the will of the gods, the people of Avelov will happily be their instrument. In spite of stereotypes, Avelovan holy wars make up the minority of Avelovan wars, as most military conflicts Avelov fights involve minor rebellions. The Avelovans have declared a holy war against the Citizens' Alliance, a call to arms which has been answered by many of Avelov's faithful in addition to Avelov's standard military.

Ranks and Command Structure

As with their society, the Avelovan military is structured on species and caste lines. The top officers come from the cream of Avelovan high society, and the entire officer corps is made up of Avelovan baseline humans. Other baseline humans can serve as non-commissioned officers, while non-baseline humans and xenos are never allowed formal command and must always be enlisted. Because the military hierarchy is so intertwined with Avelov's general social hierarchy, military discipline is not as big a problem for Avelov, but insubordination is considered a crime worthy of the death penalty. Uniquely among the major galactic militaries, the Church Militant is also integrated into the Avelovan command structure - chaplains are officers chosen among the Church Militant's own officers to watch over their secular Avelovan counterparts. Chaplains have limited authority to challenge or countermand the order of an Avelovan officer if they are of the same rank, and they must obey a higher-ranking Avelovan officer, but otherwise they have total control over the enlisted men. Indeed, chaplains are authorized to execute those men they find cowardly, insubordinate, or heretical, even on the field.

Soldier Types and Equipment

The Avelovan military, being a multi-species entity, has a variety of infantry types not seen in other galactic militaries. Some aliens serve as light infantry, intended to serve as a living shield or cannon fodder for the more important infantrymen. Others are large, hulking beasts that can carry heavier weapons into the fray, sometimes carrying weapons that would otherwise belong on light vehicles. But the backbone of the Avelovan military is the rifleman - human infantry armed with the infamous Avelovan aetheric rifle.

Avelovan technology operates on strange principles, which the Avelovans credit to the Titans' divine spark. This is particularly evident in their use of aether, a form of non-baryonic matter that interacts strangely with regular matter and, once energized, emits a form of non-photonic light, along with a tremendous amount of electrical energy. While the Avelovans use aether as their primary source of energy, particularly in aetheric boilers, aether is also a potent weapon. Aether can disrupt energy shields and melt through most materials with ease. Fortunately, aether is highly unstable, and Avelovan technology is not yet advanced enough to allow aetheric rifles to fire and load in rapid succession. In addition to aetheric rifles, the Avelovans also use heat-rays (the Avelovan term for conventional lasers) and phlogistinators (a weapon which fires "liquid aether," a potent combustible), among other exotic weapons.

Formations and Tactics

Avelovans are very defensive and infantry-oriented. The perfect Avelovan battle would begin with the Avelovans digging extensive fortifications, defended by their heavy aetheric cannons and heat-rays. From these trenches, the Avelovan infantry will rain rifle fire upon the enemy, which cannot take the Avelovan fortifications without considerable casualties. If the enemy declines to attack, or is incapable of doing so, the Avelovans will slowly build their trenches outward, until they have created such an extensive network of fortifications that assaulting their position is nigh-impossible. If an assault is necessary, cannon fodder will be used.

Avelovan fighting vehicles are strange sights - while the backbone of their armor is the landship, a tracked armored self-propelled gun, they also use lighter tripods as scout vehicles. The Avelovans do employ dropships, but these are slow aerospace craft that are used as gunships as much as they are transports.

Navy and Spacecraft

The Avelovan Royal Navy is surprisingly large for Avelov's size. While dwarfed by either the Imperial Navy or the Federation Star Fleet, the Royal Navy is one of the most powerful in the region, and has time and again defeated enemies such as the Citizens' Alliance. Due to their constant expansion, and realization that there is no higher ground than orbit, the Avelovans have devoted tremendous resources to creating and maintaining the Royal Navy. The Avelovans benefit not only from the size of their fleet, but also from their efficient aetheric reactors, which allow them to utilize proprietary hyperdrives that can outmaneuver their Alliance foes and to use heavier weapons. Avelovan naval cannons are a fearsome weapon, although the strange properties of aether means that they cannot be fired at typical naval range. This forces the Avelovans to engage the enemy up close.

Avelovan ships are massive, dwarfing their Alliance counterparts and giving Imperial craft a run for their money. Avelovan ships are large and cigar-shaped, and strangely for human ships have their crew quarters in a small section at the "bottom" of the spacecraft. Most guns are mounted inside the ship itself, and most Avelovan ships in combat fire broadside. Royal Navy spacecraft have radiator fins located in the "tail," a design trait that has become a symbol of the Royal Navy and the Avelovan colonial empire.

Culture Profile: The Citizens' Alliance

Astrography

The Citizens' Alliance ("Alliance") is a medium-sized interstellar federation clustered around the galactic south. The Alliance can count among its number approximately one million member systems.

Natural Physical Appearance

Unique among the great powers, the Citizens' Alliance is exclusively human. The Alliance is xenophobic and exterminates or enslaves any non-human sapients in the territories it conquers; the latter are not counted in any census and are legally on the same level as non-sapient animals and animal-equivalents. However, the Alliance is accepting of different human species, and species as the proles, diggers and even shortmen, architects and managers are treated no differently than baseline humans. That being said, baseline humanity makes up 80% of the total population, and dominate the Alliance's politics.

Appearance Traditions

Appearance traditions throughout the Alliance are diverse. The people of Unica, the most populous Alliance state, prefers conservative clothing akin to those worn in the Second Empire prior to The Ascent, while the people of Darra wear very light clothing, owing to their homeworld's hot and humid environment. The only uniform appearance tradition in the Alliance is their military uniforms, which are universally seen as a status symbol. Military-style clothing are signs of rank in all walks of life, and is worn in all formal occasions.

Language

The overwhelming majority of the Alliance speaks a variant of New Standard Imperial known as Alliance Standard. It is descended from the Standard Military Lexicon used by the Second Empire's military. While it is no longer intelligible to those speaking Simplified Standard Imperial or Traditional Standard Imperial, it shares enough roots to sound familiar. When translated, Alliance Standard sounds clinical and detached, as much nuance is lost from direct translation of words, and most Alliance Standard words have euphemistic root words.

Government, Law and Politics

The Alliance is officially an alliance of meritocratic sovereign states, but over time the Alliance has usurped more and more power from its constituent members. The overall structure of the Alliance mirrors that of its constituent states, which are necessarily modeled on the "citizens' meritocracy." This system, pioneered by Alliance thinkers during its infancy, holds that only those who prove themselves willing to make sacrifices on behalf of the government should have a say in the government. These people are referred to as citizens, as only they have full legal rights under the Alliance. Those that choose not to do so, called civilians, still have an expansive set of rights, but they do not have the right to vote or run for office.

Service is the only pathway to citizenship, and can take form in various ways. The most common form of service is military, which contrary to popular belief is not all combat. As it maintains a policy of constant expansion, the Alliance military is massive and needs an equally massive support network. Pilots, cooks, medical personnel, engineers, pencil pushers; the Alliance military has many roles for those who do not want to ever fire a shot in anger. However, it is no secret that combat service is the quickest pathway to citizenship, and military service is a de facto requirement in running for office. Citizenship is only open to humans, as aliens are deemed incapable of sufficiently devoting themselves to a human state.

Theoretically, citizens and civilians are equal in every way save for the rights to vote and run for office, but over the millennia this has led to a de facto caste system. Citizen politicians can always count on victory by passing laws that benefit citizens at the expense of civilians, leading to far more legal boundaries for civilians. Civilians are taxed further, their affairs are regulated more closely, and they are ineligible for many government programs. Citizen-owned corporations are always richer than those owned by civilians or mixed groups. New citizenship programs are created so that a citizen's children can gain citizenship doing trivial and non-dangerous work. Meanwhile, those born to civilians frequently have no recourse but to join the Alliance military, as the Alliance's civil services are always filled by families that have worked in those services for generations.

The Alliance government is a parliamentary democracy, meaning that the executive is elected from the legislative body, the Citizens' Council. The Alliance is run on merito-democratic principles: all citizens can vote, but the option is open for exceptional individuals to receive more than one vote. Long service in the military is the easiest way to get more votes. Those who choose to dedicate their lives to the military receive extra votes with every promotion and medal, and these votes transfer over to any political body that an individual is elected to. In exchange, the individual becomes a member of the Alliance military for life, and can never leave. This has led to the Alliance government being dominated by high-ranking military officials, who serve both in the Alliance's civil government and as officers in the military. For the past two millennia, the Alliance has been led by a head of an armed forces branch, as they have the most votes, leading to allegations that the Alliance is a de facto military dictatorship.

Although the members of the Alliance are theoretically sovereign, most decisions are made by the Citizens' Council on Unica Prime. Unicans dominate the Alliance, as they make up 40% of the Alliance's general population and 45% of the citizen population. This has caused some friction with the other states in the Alliance. The Darrans in particular occasionally threaten to leave the Alliance, and every time the Alliance has made it clear that the Darrans would receive no support from the Alliance should another galactic power try to absorb them.

Economy

The Alliance practices a form of mixed market economy, a middle ground between the command economy of the Collective and the unrestricted capitalism of the Consortium. Culturally, the Alliance dislikes both extreme approaches: the Alliance has a "by your bootstraps" approach to most things, but sees the Consortium's attitudes as corrupting and overly greedy, taking away from the higher ideals of loyalty and service. Most economic activity is regulated in some way, but these regulations are minimal, particularly for citizens. The Alliance's corporations are rich and powerful, at least within the Alliance, but their power in the greater galaxy pales in comparison to Federal and Consortium corporations. However, it is notable that all interstellar travel in the Alliance is managed by the Alliance Transport Authority. This is a measure designed to ensure that the Alliance will always be interconnected, and to prevent illegitimate organizations from using corporate entities as a front for smuggling and piracy.

Trade

The Alliance attempts to be an autarkic state, seeing dependence on foreign trade as the road to subjugation by the larger powers of the galaxy. Furthermore, Alliance corporations find it difficult to compete against those of the Federation, Empire and Consortium, whose economies are simply much larger than the Alliance's. Thus, the Alliance has high tariffs on foreign goods, and a national registry exists for all items produced in the Alliance. Smuggling has become a problem in some of the outer systems, where Unica Prime's ability to collect and enforce tariffs is limited.

Currency

The Alliance has its own national currency, the Alliance Credit, issued by the Alliance Central Bank. The value of the Alliance credit is guaranteed by the Alliance government, and in the central systems the ACB issues physical currency. That being said, most Alliance credits are digital, and exist in the Alliance's intranet. The Alliance Credit is notable in that it is only divisible into one hundredths, as opposed to most galactic currencies which are infinitely divisible. In the outer systems, a myriad of currencies exist.

Sex, Romance and Family Structure

Within the Alliance, sex and romance are left alone by the government. Sex and gender roles are typical for most human civilizations: men are expected to court women and compete for them, and women are expected to be passive but discerning in finding the right man. Homosexual relationships are seen as no big deal, and homosexuality and transgenderism are non-issues. To the people of the Alliance, the sexually charged political entities of the Crazed Core are, well, crazed, as they are defining themselves on the basis of a preference as opposed to merit. As for the two great galactic civilizations, the Alliance sees the Federation as overly promiscuous, and the Empire as overly prudish.

The Alliance by and large retains monogamous, nuclear family structures common among the Alliance's member states prior to its formation. Once an individual reaches the age of twenty, they are expected to move out of their parents' house and begin building the foundations of a family of their own. The Alliance views the Federation's caste-like system to be abhorrent, and the Empire's system of multiple generations living under one roof as restrictive. Those that choose not to form families, and instead pursue their careers, are respected for making that personal sacrifice, particularly if it's in service to the state.

Religious Beliefs and Traditions

The Alliance is a religiously pluralistic society, but the majority of Alliance citizens and civilians are nonreligious. However, they see "radical atheism" as a threatening ideology that is often a dead giveaway for Federation sympathies. The nonexistence of supernatural beings is a fact as apparent as the existence of the stars; why would anybody make a fuss over it, unless they had a nefarious agenda? Most religious people in the Pantheon of the Eight, a religious tradition that emerged from the world of Oteron III. Eighters make up about twenty percent of the population, most of them Oterans. A significant population of Scientists also exist, about ten percent of the population. While general religious freedom exists, worship of the Cog Lords is expressly prohibited, as these organizations are often fronts for dangerous terror cells.

Philosophy and Disposition

The Alliance's values are descended from the military principles of the Second Empire's military: merit, strength, effort, service, and loyalty. The weak, ineffectual, lazy, and untrustworthy have no place in Alliance society, and those that are perceived to have those qualities are ostracized. Indeed, some legal sanctions exist against "those unwilling to play their part," such as the willfully unemployed, while those labeled as "traitors" are considered scum and are often jailed or sent to penal legions. The Alliance's definition of treason is broad, ranging not only from espionage and joining an enemy state's armed forces, but it also includes tax evasion, the murder of an Alliance official (regardless of motive), and refusing a call for conscription should it be made.

To the Alliance, survival is the basis of all morality, and so anything and everything done in the name of the survival of the human species is moral. The galaxy operates on an eat-or-be-eaten basis, and if humanity does not do everything in its power to ensure that it is on top, it deserves to be consigned to extinction.

With regard to foreign policy, the Alliance sees aliens as the primary threat to human survival. The Alliance will never suffer an alien to live, because all sapient life desires to reshape the galaxy in its own image. Thus, it is impossible for any two sapient species to share the same galaxy, as they have conflicting visions for the galaxy and so armed conflict is inevitable. In order to survive and thrive, humanity needs to destroy the alien, and an alien species would think the same of humanity. However, unlike the Empire, the Alliance's dedication to humanity above all is not based on the idea of species supremacy. The Alliance's philosophy is not that humanity is inherently superior, but that it must fight for its superior position.

The Alliance is willing to make arrangements with other human powers, which it sees as misguided but powerful enough to be respected on some level. As it is fearful of becoming a puppet of the greater galactic powers, it is policy for the Alliance to never enter into a permanent alliance with any power more powerful than itself. This does not exclude temporary alliances, which are often made, particularly with the Empire.

The Alliance sees the diversity of humanity as its strength. Humanity is not just the species of baseline humanity, all of the species descended from it. Each human species' different traits allow humanity to survive in more ecological niches throughout the galaxy, further guaranteeing that mankind will never be wiped from the stars. Thus, the Alliance treats all human species equally, even generally unpopular species such as managers and architects.

Military

Views on War

War is the crucible of all civilizations and species. It is through war that the Alliance can secure its future and test itself. Every victory is another step forward in human survival, every defeat a thousand lessons to be learned so that the Alliance can further strengthen itself. War is essential to the Alliance, and so it is constantly at war. The Alliance will never want for opponents to fight, making them difficult to deal with diplomatically. The Alliance also believes in firing the first shot, as war is inevitable between two different species (and, to a lesser extent, between two different civilizations), and so they often attack alien civilizations without warning.

Ranks and Command Structure

Theoretically, the Alliance's military is beholden to the Citizens' Council and the Executive War Ministry, a group of councilors and appointed military officials. However, as the Citizens' Council is often composed of military officials, the Alliance military operates more or less under its own command structure without any oversight. At the very head of the Alliance military is the Star Marshal, a man who is often also the Prime Minister of the Alliance. Below him are the three branches of the Alliance military: the Navy, the Marine Corps, and the Planetary Defense Corps. The Navy is the most powerful of the branches, as they control all interplanetary, orbital and aerospace assets within the Alliance military. The Marine Corps are the Alliance's primary planetside fighting force, taking the role of what most other militaries' armies. The CAMC is referred to as a marine force because its role is to operate with the Navy outside of the Alliance's territory. This distinguishes it from the Planetary Defense Corps, which are stationed on every Alliance world and are expected to defend these worlds from invasion and maintain order if the normal methods of law enforcement prove inadequate.

Soldier Types and Equipment

The Alliance relies heavily on its Marine Corps, as the Alliance is seeking to capture worlds and does not want to destroy the real estate it is fighting for from orbit. The core of the CAMC is, naturally the Marine. All Marines are volunteers; those soldiers fighting in the penal legions are not given the honor of the name. Marine training is strict, harsh, and physically and psychologically demanding. Training is intended to instill the virtues of the Marine Corps into the very fiber of the recruit's being, and of course to ensure that they can operate in harsh combat environments without breaking down.

One of the most famous, or infamous, branches of the CAMC is the Mobile Infantry. The cream of the crop of the CAMC, the Mobile Infantry are equipped with advanced powered armor that gives them many times the strength of a baseline human, thus allowing them to carry heavier armor and weaponry. The Mobile Infantry are sometimes referred to as walking tanks, and with weaponry ranging from missile pods to anti-tank guns. The Mobile Infantry are also one of the few forces in the galaxy to engage in hand-to-hand combat, and some MI powered armor suits are equipped with large shotguns and chainsaws to facilitate close quarters encounters. This is particularly useful against alien opponents that fight in swarms.

The Alliance is one of the few interstellar civilizations to use chemically propelled solid projectile weapons en masse. As any Alliance Marine will tell you, kinetic weapons are just better, and gunpowder weapons get the job done. Gunpowder weapons are less fragile; Alliance rifles can be immersed in mud for a month or dropped from orbit and still function without any issues. The same cannot be said for Federal phasers or Imperial blasters, which can easily malfunction if their fragile emitters are damaged. While the Alliance has to supply physical ammunition of different calibers to its Marines, complicating logistics, gunpowder slugs can be manufactured on primitive worlds and do not require complex recharging mechanisms. A crate of bullets is also easier to distribute and hide than a recharging station. Alliance guns pack a heavy punch, but they do have the disadvantage of significant recoil. The Alliance also uses chemical and tactical nuclear explosives far more than any other galactic power.

Melee combat is important for the Alliance, as they often fight aliens that prefer to engage in close quarters. Most Alliance Marines are armed with a large knife, and are trained to fight with it, and some Alliance battle rifles have diamond-toothed chainsaw bayonets. Dedicated melee weaponry, such as combat chainsaws, are reserved for the Mobile Infantry.

With regard to armored support, most Alliance armor is composed of light support platforms that can easily be brought to the battlefield either by orbital drop pod or dropship. Most Alliance armor is wheeled or tracked, with antigravity typically used on heavier platforms or to mitigate recoil on artillery pieces. Alliance light tanks are famous for having large wheels, a design which has become iconic of the Alliance. A major exception are the Marines' superheavy tanks. These massive war machines are the size of small buildings, and are bristling with a variety of weapons that allow them to engage all targets. Heavily shielded and armored, these tanks typically require orbital support to dispose of.

Formations and Tactics

The Alliance Marines take full advantage of orbit, and most assaults begin by precision strikes followed by deployment via orbital drop pods. Once the Marines have secured a beachhead, they establish a forward base from which they support their continued assault to secure a target. Dropships are essential to Marine operations, as they allow fresh troops and supplies to get to the front with ease. In a pinch, these dropships also offer fire support, but this is discouraged as the Alliance considers the dropship's value to lie in its transport capabilities.

Navy and Spacecraft

The Alliance Navy is a comparatively small force, one that could easily be overwhelmed by the Federal Star Fleet or the Imperial Navy. Thus, the Alliance tries to avoid naval engagements if it could, and many Navy duties are dedicated to supporting a Marine assault. Furthermore, Alliance jump drives are less accurate and have a shorter range than hyperdrives or warp drives, and these latter technologies are unavailable to the Alliance's engineers. While jump drives require very short cooldown periods that allow Alliance craft to jump to and fro in very short succession, their limitations limits the Alliance Navy's operational range. This makes the seizing of functioning wormgates a priority for the Alliance Navy.

Alliance craft are smaller and less maneuverable than most of their counterparts. Alliance energy shielding is more power-intensive than those of older galactic civilizations, and so many ships have light shields if they have them at all. The Alliance compensates by using their superior materials science to give their ships heavier armor than their counterparts, and using missiles, heavy plasma cannons and railguns to engage the opposition from a distance.

Species Profile: Shortmen

Natural Physical Appearance
Height and Build

Shortmen, as their name implies, are shorter than baseline humans. The average adult shortman is four feet in height. They are also very thin, as they have less body fat and muscle for their size than baseline humans. These modifications made for ease of movement around cramped ship and station corridors. Living in a zero gravity environment has further exacerbated these features - shortmen bones are very thin and brittle, and their musculature incapable of supporting their own weight in anything above microgravity. As a result, shortmen have to wear special suits in order to move around on a planetary surface.

The shortmen are famous for their large, bulbous heads which contain a brain about thirty percent larger than the average baseline human's. The notion that shortmen are more intelligent than baseline humans is true, to an extent. A shortman's brain is engineered to be very focused on analysis of mechanical and mathematical issues, to the point of obsession, while social and emotional skills are deliberately retarded. This was a measure to ensure that shortmen would be obsessed with doing their jobs while at the same time being generally incapable of socialization between one another outside of a professional context, thus mitigating the chances for rebellion.

Hair Color and Texture

The shortmen are largely hairless, and what hairs they do have are very thin and lightly colored. Hair is a liability on less advanced spacecraft, as it can get caught in air scrubbers and other important systems, so it is understandable why ancient man modified the shortmen in the way they did.

Skin Tone

Shortmen have very grey skin tones, which can range from bluish-grey to pinkish-grey to brown-grey. As spacecraft are shielded from solar radiation, melanin is largely unnecessary. The presence of other oxygen-carrying chemicals in their blood makes their blood blue, thus explaining the grey coloration of their skin.

Specific Features

Shortmen eyes are large and almond-shaped, and their retinas are large enough to occupy almost the entire visible eye. This aids shortmen sight in low-light conditions, which are all too common in the void. Shortmen have no noses, with two slits replacing the nose, as noses are a feature that would be largely unnecessary in orbit. Shortmen fingers are longer than a baseline human's, to facilitate the use of precision tools.

Clothes

It is a misapprehension that shortmen never wear clothing. This is only true when they are living on their home stations. In meetings between separate shortman communities, shortmen feel compelled to clothe themselves as much as baseline humans. The misapprehension probably arises from the fact that most baseline humans do not keep in mind that everyone in a shortman station is analogous to a family unit, and so these shortmen are intimately (as intimate a shortman can be) familiar with one another.

Shortman dress is descended from the suits they wore during the days of the First Empire. The prototypical shortman ensemble is a silver, grey, or white one-piece suit with various patches on it. These patches give any important information on the individual shortman, profession, age and home station in particular. Shortmen tend to be very offended when outsiders ask them questions about their person, as any information they are willing to volunteer to outsiders is already present on their patches.

Language

Having been cut off from humanity for tens of thousands of years, shortmen developed their own languages based on the technical jargon of the First Empire. Each "cluster" of shortman stations have formed their own languages. There are thousands of shortman languages, and these languages have countless dialects. To further confuse matters, these languages are not mutually intelligible, so every shortman cluster's language must be independently studied by linguists in order to facilitate accurate translation. Fortunately, many shortmen have become obsessed with languages and have become very amenable to translation efforts.

To the untrained ear, shortman languages sound like a series of clicks, whistles and incoherent babbling (which has led to the slur "babbler"). Linguists describe shortman languages as very direct and streamlined, lacking many synonyms. It is also a precise language, with words having very specific meanings. Because it is so blunt, some have quipped that it is impossible to write poetry in most shortman languages. Some writers have tried to disprove this, to varying degrees of success.

Sex, Romance and Family Structure

Shortmen are famously asexual, lacking most sex hormones and having vestigial genitalia. Shortmen reproduce through cloning, although millennia of cloning has given rise to considerable genetic variation even among the most cloistered of shortman stations. Mutation and the degradation of genetic stock is actually a major problem for some shortman communities, leading them to capture other specimens of other humans from primitive worlds.

Shortmen are far less social creatures than baseline humans, preferring to devote their time to their work and hobbies as opposed to socializing with those around them. Indeed, they find socialization uncomfortable. The old saying, a shortman has no lovers and few friends, is generally true. A shortman will have one or two close contacts, often those it was decanted with, while everyone else is merely a professional contact.

A shortman has no family in the baseline human sense. Its entire station is related to it, and so there are no familial connections to be had. However, older shortmen will often be seen as wise figures, and shortmen children are raised by dedicated child rearers. These rearers often become a shortman's "parents," though the relationship is far more distant than that between a baseline human parent and child.

Food

Shortmen cuisine is based on nutrient-rich pastes, powders and pills, the synthesis of which the shortmen have become experts in. It is possible for baseline humans to eat shortman food, and their food is nutritious enough that a single tube of general nutrition paste is enough nutrients for an entire week. As their tastebuds and the portions of their brain that process taste are less well-developed than baseline humanity's, shortman food is infamously bland, textureless or otherwise disgusting. This does not bother shortmen, who couldn't care less for outside opinion and think that outsiders shouldn't be trying to eat food that isn't designed for them in the first place.

Settlements

Shortmen were adapted to live in orbital environments, and the vast majority of them still do. A shortman's world is his station or ship, and it is a rare shortman that actually sets foot on a planetary surface. Those that do are seen as exceptionally brave and adventurous, as shortmen fear the weight of gravity and the wide open spaces of a non-station environment.

A shortman station or ship is often divided much like a regular station or ship: it has an engine, life support, living quarters, a command center, and a reactor room. What all shortmen habitats have that other human habitats generally lack is the breeding station, where new shortmen are grown. Shortman ships are shaped like saucers, with a distinct top and bottom. Most important equipment is placed on the bottom of the craft, while the top is reserved for the command center.

Many shortmen live in stations locked in orbit around a planet, often a primitive world whose inhabitants are unaware of the shortmen's existence, but a good deal of shortmen live in nomadic harvester fleets. These fleets, which can be made up of millions of ships, are normally led by a single "mothership:" a massive spacecraft that a good deal of the fleet relies on for power and supplies. These roving fleets strip worlds for their resources, and they target inhabited worlds because they can provide many organic materials otherwise lacking throughout the galaxy. These fleets are very dangerous to any civilization incapable of resisting them, as the shortmen give very little consideration to the civilizations they harm. However, other harvester fleets have a standing policy of never harvesting an inhabited world, instead mining dead worlds and trading the materials they have mined for whatever else they need.

Population and Distribution

Shortmen are found everywhere in the galaxy, but the greatest concentrations of shortmen are in the galactic rim. The largest population of shortmen in the galaxy exist in the Federation, but the greatest concentration of shortmen exist in the Consortium. The shortman's natural dedication to its profession has allowed them to reach new heights in the Consortium, and some major corporations are shortman-owned. Consortium banks have made a very comfortable alliance with shortman harvester fleet, and they are often hired to join a bank's repossession campaign. There is also a significant shortman population in the Alliance, and there is a growing trend for shortmen to be viewed as model citizens.

Technology Profile: Teleportation

Teleportation is not one process, but a collection of several processes, intended to transport a relatively small piece of matter near-instantaneously from one point in space to another. The concept of instantaneous travel between two points has always been alluring, but for most of human history the processes that facilitate instantaneous transportation are prohibitively energy-intensive. Only the archaic technologies of the First and Second Empires of Man provide reliable teleportation, with the possible exception of the Third Empire's personal hyperdrives.

It should be noted that various methods of faster-than-light travel are not considered a form of teleportation, but for different reasons. Digital conveyance, being the transportation of information through electromagnetic signals, is by definition limited to light speed. Quantum tunnelers are even more limited, as the "portaling particles" necessary to create an entrance and exit are limited by the speed of light.

Personal wormgates and personal hyperdrives are functionally identical to their starship-scale counterparts. The difference lies in practicality. All hyperspace travel is affected by realspace gravity, which makes the ability to exit hyperspace outside of a gravity well and then move to the destination in realspace very practical. As for wormgates, the power requirements for a man-sized wormgate is lower than that necessary for a starship-sized wormgate, but the latter remains the most cost-effective method of transportation.

By far, the most common form of teleportation is the personal hyperdrive. Using a compact (and very expensive) version of the hyperdrive, the user is thrown into hyperspace and exits hyperspace at their destination. This form of teleportation is extremely dangerous, because most teleportations are conducted towards a high-gravity environment such as a planetary surface. The hyperspace jump must be exacting, otherwise the teleportee may miss their target to disastrous consequences. The Imperial Dondrukov Guard, which is one of the few organizations to regularly use hyperspace teleportation, has reported disasters ranging from their troopers dropping out of hyperspace into enemy territory, several miles above their target, several miles below their target, and into orbit around the target planet. Hyperspace travel is also incredibly disorienting, meaning that few are able to teleport into a combat zone and begin fighting immediately. Hyperdrives have been weaponized, and the Empire's antimatter arsenal is comprised mostly of antimatter warheads equipped with hyperdrives. These warheads are designed to teleport near a target and then detonate, with the explosion's size expected to correct any "misses."

Wormgate-based teleporters are the other form of teleportation, but are far less common due to the cost and complexity of producing and powering one. Only in the halcyon days of the Second Empire were wormgate teleporters common, and even then the Empire spent most of its resources in building a starship wormgate network. Wormgate teleporters were only used for the transport of VIPs and luxury items that could not survive transport in a starship. After the War of the Cog Lords, most of the Imperial wormgate teleporter network has broken down, with many wormgates lacking sufficient power, and the few that still exist are coveted by their owners. While a wormgate is expensive to produce, powering a wormgate is even more expensive, and with the Second Empire's dark energy technology being one of the most infamous black boxes of the modern age, building new dark energy reactors is simply not an option.

Quantum tunnelers are the most efficient and convenient form of instantaneous transport. Although operating on principles similar to that of a wormgate, a quantum tunneler creates a wormhole that is "self-powering;" that is, the wormhole itself consumes dark energy from its surroundings in order to maintain itself. These "quantum tunnels" are ephemeral, lasting no longer than a few hours, but they can be created as long as an exit and an entrance can be placed on two solid surfaces (or anywhere in space, if the quantum tunneler's onboard computer is programmed to do so). A quantum tunneler operates by "firing" an entrance and an exit onto a surface. As soon as an entrance and an exit are paired, the quantum tunnel is activated and instantaneous transport is possible between them. This esoteric technology is largely lost to modern humanity, as quantum tunnelers were experimental prior to the War of the Cog Lords. Only the Cog Lords themselves can reliably produce quantum tunnelers, which have been used as weapons on their capture drones, and they are unwilling to give up the secrets of the technology.

Digital conveyors are a new technology, developed by the United Galactic Federation in response to Imperial personal hyperdrives. The digital conveyor functions by breaking down a teleportee, analyzing the constituent particles, and reassembling the teleportee at the destination. The teleportee's constituent particles are "energized" and have to be disposed of, otherwise it would overheat the digital conveyor (and the ship it's on). This process kills the target, leading to jokes among non-Federation cultures that digital conveyance is "the galaxy's most expensive method of suicide."

Being an extremely complex, energy-intensive and computation-intensive process, digital conveyance has never worked as a form of transportation. No computer in the universe is powerful enough to process that much data in order to properly reassemble anything more complex than a microscopic block of elemental matter in a timely fashion, and even that said block would take centuries to properly reassemble. To properly reassemble a baseline human, modern computers would need several galaxies' worth of computronium to store the data. Unless the proper amounts of the right elements are present at the destination, the digital conveyor would need to manufacture matter from whatever energy it could find, making the energy requirements for proper reassembly beyond astronomical. Even a dark energy reactor would be incapable of providing the energy necessary, energy that could be better used on more efficient forms of teleportation. Digital conveyors existed and were used as teleporters during the time of the Second Empire, as their hyperspace quantum computers could easily handle the stresses of digital conveyance, but as this technology has been banned and lost, it is rumored that only the Cog Lords and a few Imperial remnants have access to true digital conveyors.

Naturally, the Federation made shortcuts to the development of their digital conveyors, which only had horrific results. Federal digital conveyors make "educated guesses" about the teleportee and are programmed to assemble them with whatever matter is available at the target. This has led to the most fortunate teleportees emerging with more than 40% of their body intact, and only five have actually emerged without being turned inside-out. Typical abnormalities from digital conveyance include the aforementioned "bodily inversion," being fused with one's equipment or the surrounding environment, and missing vital components or organs.

However, the Federation has seen the potential of digital conveyance elsewhere: weaponization. The Federation repurposed their digital conveyors as weapons of war, conveying bits and pieces of a target. These targets are not conveyed as much as they are annihilated, but digital conveyors do convey their target if the Federation is making a demonstration of its power to a group of prisoners. Seeing one's comrade in several writhing pieces on a sunbaked planetary surface can break even the hardest men.

SIM REPORTS CONSORTIUM USE OF PHAGE IN SECURITY ACTIONS

Reports from the Settlement Independence Movement have shown conclusive proof of Consortium security forces have used phage parasites in their efforts to crush the movement. These reports, including graphic holos of phage infection and attacks, were provided to the Protectorate of Mankind by representatives of the Settlement Independence Movement. The Protectorate has denounced the use of these weapons, calling for the "end of the fratricidal conflict between humans."

Phage parasites are a sophisticated class of biological weapons first developed during the days of the First Empire. The phage parasite was designed to be a siege weapon, turning defenders and civilians into ravenous monsters. Existing in its most basic form as mutagenic black liquid, phage parasites can rewire the genetic code of almost any creature to create terrifying biological weapons. In its liquid form, it can be sprayed by aircraft or injected into the water supply of enemy fortifications, spreading infection quickly. Organisms infected and modified by phage parasites will perpetuate themselves through parasitic reproduction, often by repurposing organisms unfit for combat into incubators for smaller, disposable forms intended only to spread the infection. This means that even if a stronghold is aware of the infection and places itself in complete environmental lockdown, the infection will continue within.

The phage parasite fell out of favor in the First Empire with the development of the Tick Swarm and other weapon systems, and was rarely used by the Second Empire. Rediscovered after the War of the Cog Lords, most galactic powers do not use phage parasites, as their infection spreads indiscriminately and will often lead to massive losses among friendly troops. However, Consortium security forces, having heavily mechanized forces, have taken a liking to the parasite, as their mechanical forces are immune to infection and are largely ignored by the infected. Nonetheless, the use of phage parasites is frowned upon by the international community and the Protectorate, because they pose a risk of spreading disease outside of the war zones where they are used.

No Consortium spokesmen could be reached for comment.

Culture Profile: Life of the Federal Redshirt

Under the blue banner of the United Galactic Federation, every citizen is equal, but some are more equal than others. The guiding hand of the Unity Party touches the lives of every Federal citizen - or at the very least, it makes an effort - from the teeming masses of Phobetor to the colonists shuddering in fear of the Cog Lords in the Magellanic colonies. Billions of Federal citizens are decanted and die every day in the galaxy, all part of the quintillions of humans living in the Federation's grasp. Of these, the vast majority are redshirts, the teeming mass of workers that make the Federation tick.

From the moment a Federal citizen is decanted or born - and he is almost always decanted - his fate has been all but ordained. Every decanted fetus in the Federation is bred for genetic excellence in some particular fields, and this is confirmed with a battery of tests in the hatchery. The Federation seeks to create a harmonious society, and that is only possible if the Federation assigns roles to all of its citizens at birth. That way, they can dedicate their entire lives in the service of one particular purpose, coming to excel in it by the time they are expected to give back to the Federation what the Federation gave to them by granting them what they need to exist. The Federation does understand that some degree of error is present in assigning roles, so those of exceptional talent in other fields will be permitted to switch roles later in life. In some backwater colonies, particularly those recently taken from the Empire or other backwards, counterrevolutionary, feudal states, the citizens may have to live in the unenlightened state in which they were found, but in most Federal worlds, the Federation's de facto caste system is set in stone.

Chances are, any given Federation citizen is a redshirt. In fact, out of any given ten Federal citizens, nine will be redshirts. The redshirts are named after the red jumpsuits they are required to wear at all times in public. While some leisure clothing is permissible, these must be either predominantly red or have red highlights. Wearing any other clothing is "aristocratic," and only the members of the Unity Party can utilize such a privilege without being corrupted by feudalistic ideals. The humble redshirt must remember to stay humble.

Redshirts are decanted, and raised, in batches. These redshirts are, biologically, brothers and sisters, although they exist in such massive numbers that they do not treat each other as such. Upon decanting, the redshirt is shipped to a nursery complex. At least one exists in every Federal settlement, and it is located right next to the hatchery. Here, the redshirt is placed into a section, which can range in size from ten individuals to several hundred. These sections are determined by role; a section will be made up entirely of future accountants, or factory workers, or wait staff. These other redshirts are the closest thing the redshirt will have to a family, and he will maintain lifelong bonds with his brothers and sisters. The nursery raises the redshirt until age five, when he is moved to an educational complex. These educational complexes are the redshirt's home for the next fifteen years, as he learns to become a good citizen of the Federation. The size of small cities, the educational complex is a self-sustaining community located far from regular Federation cities. Here, the redshirt is trained in literacy, mathematics, history, and the art of his assigned trade. Some redshirts are assigned to Star Fleet academies, where they are trained in the art of dying for their country.

Upon completing his education, the redshirt's section is assigned to a community and to fulfill whatever task is required of him there. Some are assigned off-world, to meet demand in a city world, or they are assigned to a Star Fleet vessel to begin military service immediately. The redshirt lives in a habitation complex assigned to him by Federation bureaucrats; if he is fortunate, said complex will be fully-furnished, not suffer from any defects in construction, and will actually exist and be ready for immediate habitation. The habitation complex will house his entire section, and will be located close to his place of work. "Close" is a relative term; some habitation complexes are over two hours away by tram, a necessity given the extreme urbanization of some worlds. The habitation complex should provide the redshirt with everything he needs: a bed, a dining table, a microwave oven, a rehydrator, a sink, a bathroom, and, of course, a television. The television is extremely important, as that is the main means by which a redshirt gets his information. A redshirt will have a television channel dedicated specifically for his section and his job, and it will keep him well-informed about the Unity Party's vision, the Federation's victories, and how utterly dark and depraved the galaxy is beyond the Federation's guiding light. The television can never be turned off - in fact, there is no means of powering the device off without destroying it.

The Federation has freed the redshirt from the burden of raising a family. Every redshirt is sterilized upon decanting, unless their decanting day genetic testing reveals that they have particularly desirable genetics. Along with the ease of curing sexually transmitted diseases, the redshirt is free to engage in any sexual activity he pleases. Indeed, Federal society encourages sexual activity at an early age, with sexual education beginning at age five, with sexual activity encouraged upon puberty, induced at age ten through the use of mandatory hormones. The Code of Sexual Conduct governs all sexual activity in the Federation, and it is very permissive, drawing the line at non-consensual sexual activity. Redshirts are encouraged to engage in sexual activity whenever they feel negative emotions, particularly if these emotions are directed towards the Federation itself.

The Federation provides the redshirt with all of his nutritional needs. These are dispensed through ration packs, distributed throughout Federation habitation complexes in the middle of the night via pneumatic tube, tram or delivery shuttle. A redshirt is given enough food for the day, and he can be deprived of food if he is under citation by the authorities. These ration packs are simple to heat in a microwave or rehydrate in the rehydrator, and many can be eaten out of the packet. At his workplace, the redshirt can eat prepared meals at the local cafeteria; cafeteria meals are far more diverse and taste better, but eating at the workplace cafeteria is a privilege granted only to redshirts who perform well. Sugary sodas are commonly issued to redshirts. As they are caffeinated, they encourage productivity. They are also highly addictive, as many sodas are infused with anti-depressants. The Federation does issue an alcohol ration, mostly in the form of spirits, as ale and wine are feudal relics of the Imperial past. Spirits are issued to redshirts who perform exceptionally well at work. Tea is likewise a feudal relic, and are thus limited to Unity Party officials. Drugs, such as anti-depressants and hallucinogens, are also distributed to redshirts on a regular basis. As they are very addictive, these are the first rations to be cut off from redshirts who are listed as being "subversive" or "anti-social."

A redshirt is not entitled to any payment, as his work is his duty to the Federation in return for the Federation giving him everything he needs in life. However, if a world is far enough from Phobetor, bonuses in the form of technically-illegal currencies are given by many employers in exchange for good work. These currencies, often Imperial credits or Consortium-based cryptocurrencies, can then be used in the black market to purchase "luxury" goods. These goods are often foreign goods, such as Imperial alcohol or Consortium electronics, that are smuggled into the Federation. While possessing these items is a high crime in the Federation, many Federation officials are bribed into allowing these smugglers to operate openly on the streets of their world; some even participate in the black market themselves. Some Federation worlds, such as the formerly-Consortium world of Baslar, are officially granted special "privileges" allowing them to trade freely with the rest of the galaxy.

The redshirt, like all Federal citizens, has the right to vote. However, with the Federation's centralization policies, the redshirt only votes for one election: the election of his quadrant's senator. The Federation is divided into quadrants, roughly equivalent to Imperial sectors. Every citizen in a quadrant votes for a senator, who then goes to the Federal Senate in Phobetor to represent his sector's interests. Adequately represented, every citizen can thus be justly placed under the total control of the government in Phobetor. The redshirt can vote for any candidate legally running for office, or he may choose to abstain; most redshirts abstain from voting, as they are told by Federal media that they are likely too uninformed to make such an important choice. However, the redshirt is assured by the same media that his right to vote makes him a free man, far better than his Imperial counterpart. In order to ease the administrative burden of voting, quadrant senators are elected for life, and if any quadrant far from Phobetor loses their senator, elections will be postponed and a "temporary" one appointed in his place.

Every redshirt in the Federation is taught SSI, and so apart from some aliens and recently-annexed worlds, SSI can be spoken and understood in every Federal world. This is important, as the Federation maintains its control largely through mass control of information. All information in the Federation is created and regulated by the Bureau for Public Enlightenment. The BPE runs Federation News Broadcasting, the only news outlet in the entire Federation, and it also produces all of the Federation's entertainment. Redshirts are encouraged to consume as much media as possible, as they offer the only real distraction from their own lives and troubles. Exploration fiction is a common theme in BPE broadcasting, with glorious Star Fleet heroes besting the Imperial menace or the alien enemy of the week. Because of centralized news, redshirts are well aware of the goings-on throughout the galaxy, although given the time required to edit news to conform to the Party line, and to spread it via courier vessel, some redshirts in distant worlds get news that is decades late.

Tech Comparison: Solarian Community

Materials Science. The Solarians primarily use calcitite, a silicon-based compound that grows when "fed" with the requisite minerals. Calcitite is very strong and light, because of its hollow internal structure, not unlike bone. Because it is grown, calcitite is placed over manufactured durasteel superstructures, and not used on its own. Calcitite is not as strong and durable as durasteel, but it can repair itself quickly if replenished with the proper minerals. This allows Solarian ships and armor to "heal" from damage, even in the middle of battle.

Power. Befitting their beliefs, the Solarians primarily use solar panels and solar reactors to power their machines. Solar panels, or photovoltaic cells, are commonly used throughout the galaxy to generate low levels of power, but they are incapable of producing energy as quickly or efficiently as fusion or hypermass reactors. The Solarians, like the United Orbitals, have developed more efficient, if expensive, photovoltaic cells than the rest of the galaxy, and they use them to power everything but the most power-intensive systems. Photovoltaic cells coat many Solarian starships and space stations, generating most power needed for day-to-day use. For the most power-intensive systems, such as warp drives and heavy weapons, and for ships intended to operate far from stars, the Solarians use power generated from solar reactors. Solar reactors are an advanced form of fusion reactor, which through the use of electromagnets and gravity generators maintains a miniature star in the center of the solar reactor. The heat and light from this reactor is harvested by photovoltaic cells and heat transfer units, providing a steady source of power for a ship. Large capacitors are needed to store power from solar reactors, meaning that power-intensive systems can only be activated in short bursts.

Faster-than-light Travel. The Solarians utilize warp drives, which operate identically to their Federation counterparts.

Energy Weaponry. Unlike most of the galaxy, the Solarians have continued to develop and perfected laser-based weaponry. Lasers are the primary weapon in the Solarian arsenal, from small arms to ship-based weapons. These laser weapons are far more advanced and powerful than the standard laser rifles found in the hands of Imperial levies, as they are powered by more efficient Solarian batteries and have more precise calcitite-based focusing crystals and lenses. Solarian laser weapon platforms are equipped with solar cells, which allows Solarian weapons to recharge over time, given enough sunlight. This allows Solarian lasers to operate for a somewhat longer time without resupply. Solarian lasers are coded to fire in all manner of colors, but normally fire in greens, blues, and whites.

Kinetic Weaponry. The Solarians do not use many kinetic weapons, and are unimpressive. Kinetic weapons have a negative cultural association in the Solarian Community, because of their association with Consortium arms dealers and mercenaries that have proved to be a problem in Solarian space. As a result, most Solarian kinetic weapons are relatively basic, ranging from heavy railguns to slugthrowers. The Solarians do use guided missiles, using laser guiding as opposed to more expensive smart missile technology. The most heavily-used kinetic weapons in the Solarian military are those used by alien auxiliaries.

Special Weapons. The Solarians do not have much in the way of special weapons. The only special weapon of note is the solar cannon, which is the Solarian superweapon of choice. A solar cannon is merely a solar reactor adapted into gun form: a solar reactor generates a miniature star, and the star is fired on a planet. This weapon can melt continents and ignite entire atmospheres. Because of the massive environmental destruction this weapon wreaks, the solar cannon is not used often.

Shields. Solarian shielding technology is generally very weak. Because the Solarians prefer to use solar panels to power their systems, systems that constantly run and demand high power outputs, such as energy shields, are not favored. Instead, the Solarians use holography and electronic warfare to defend their ships. Using a combination of holograms and radiation noise, Solarian vessels can fool visual and electronic sensors on enemy vessels, causing them to consistently miss Solarian targets. Solarian holograms are highly advanced, and can fool all but the most advanced sensors at range. Solarian holograms can also be used to fool the enemy into thinking that there are more Solarian vessels present than there actually are.

Antigravity. The Solarians have managed to master efficient antigravity, mostly by augmenting antigravity plates with more conventional propulsion systems, such as jets and propellers. Almost all Solarian vehicles can float and fly, from personal and public transport to the many drones found on Solarian installations and worlds.

Computers. The Solarians adhere to the Uniform Machine Code strongly, and have a strong cultural disdain for "machine intelligence." This is because machine intelligences are seen as cold, soulless and, therefore, ultimately evil. That being said, they do have advanced computers, although the focus is on miniaturization and convenience, not raw computing power. Cellular computers are ubiquitous in Solarian space, although they have no more power than Federation personal communicators. Drones are ubiquitous in Solarian space, but they are mostly slaved to other computer systems and few are allowed to operate on their own programming. Unlike their counterparts in the Consortium and the SIM, the Solarians disdain implants and other cybernetic modifications, believing that they are soul-destroying.

Automation. Because of their fear and hatred of artificial intelligence, the Solarians do not have much by means of automation. As the Solarians generally disdain large-scale operations, beyond that which is necessary to maintain an interstellar society, most Solarian labor is done by Solarian artisans. The Solarians believe that work should be done primarily by organic sapients, because they are allowed to impart a personal touch to their work, which leads to potentially labor-saving technologies being ignored and raising prices on Solarian goods. Lastly, the Solarians believe that automation threatens jobs and will lead to the creation of a centralized, depersonalized society that the Solarian Community stands against. All that being said, 3D printers are ubiquitous in the Solarian Community, and most of the "art" that Solarian artisans partake in happens digitally.

History Profile: The Settlement Independence War

The Settlement Independence War is an ongoing war between the Consortium of Sovereign Systems and the Settlement Independence Movement, a collection of star systems and corporations that have broken off from the Consortium proper and intend to take it over. An offshoot of the Corporate Wars, the Settlement Independence War has become larger than any corporate war and is considered its own conflict.

The roots of the Settlement Independence Movement lie in the Networker corporation. A firm specializing in neurological networks, quantum computers and ansible-based communication, Networker quickly established itself as one of the tech giants of the Consortium. Their products were innovative and pushed the bounds of what was permitted by the Uniform Machine Code. Consequently, their products were banned in the rest of the galaxy, but they became very popular in the Consortium worlds. The people of the Consortium would pay exorbitant prices for Networker products.

Networker's success led to its expansion into other business ventures, particularly exploration, mining, and defense. These were common ventures for a successful Consortium corporation to enter into, but Networker's success meant that they were able to buy up thousands of star systems, discover thousands more, and create one of the largest private militaries in the Consortium. Networker notably used their proprietary technology in all of their systems, and mandated that their employees only use Networker products. In fact, employees with cybernetic enhancements from other companies were mandated to have them replaced with Networker products, albeit at no cost to the employee.

Networker's success and monopolization of its sector of the galaxy led to poor relations with the other corporate entities in the Consortium. Networker was the frequent target of corporate espionage, which led to many battles between Networker troops and those of rival corporations. In retaliation, Networker bucked the unspoken agreement among the Consortium corporations to silence those who attack the Consortium's ideological underpinnings. Networker began spreading anti-corporate, anti-capitalist propaganda on its networks, and portrayed itself as a champion of the downtrodden. Dissident groups flocked to Networker's social media networks to organize, eventually forming the Settlement Independence Movement. While made up of people across the Consortium, most members of the SIM were living in Networker colonies, because Networker required its employees to join. While the Consortium was outraged, it could not censor Networker without violating its own Articles of Incorporation protecting freedom of speech. Instead, they began a propaganda war attacking Networker, and threatened to revoke Networker's membership in the Consortium.

It was not long before one of these espionage missions became successful, leading to Oastov Aerospace getting access to Networker source code and blueprints. Oastov then made a shocking proclamation: Networker was secretly reverse-engineering artifacts of the processor world, and all of its technology was in gross violation of the Uniform Machine Code because they contained scrap code from a Cog Lord. Networker alleged that this was untrue, and that Oastov manufactured the evidence. Nevertheless, the Consortium as a whole submitted the evidence to the Protectorate of Mankind. While the Protectorate did not come to the conclusion that Networker violated the Uniform Machine Code, the Consortium's independent investigators did, allowing the Consortium to ban all Networker products in the Consortium. In response, Networker left the Consortium and prodded the Settlement Independence Movement to start a revolution. While quickly crushed in the majority of Consortium worlds, the SIM took control of the Networker systems, on Networker's behalf. Taking these attacks as a declaration of war on the entire Consortium, the Consortium declared war on the SIM.

The war has proved to be one of the bloodiest fought in the Consortium's entire history. The SIM have access to one of the largest militaries in Consortium space, powered by advanced technology that could outperform their Consortium rivals. They are also receiving limited support from the Solarians and groups within the Federation sympathetic to their political beliefs. On the other hand, the Consortium as a whole has united against them, and they outnumber and outgun the SIM by significant margins. The Consortium's member corporations hope to dismember Networker's holdings and take those assets for themselves, and the war is a perfect opportunity to do just that.

Technology Profile: Cyberspace

Digital networks between electronic devices is an ancient technology, likely even preceding spaceflight in development. Eventually, these networks mature to a degree where any and all information can be moved between devices with ease; at this point, the network is known as cyberspace. Cyberspace grows with civilizations as they expand through the stars, and at several times in galactic history, the entire galaxy was connected in a single digital network. The greatest, and last, of these networks was that created by the Second Empire, which used its complex system of wormgates to bridge the massive gaps between the stars. Indeed, with the advent of void engines and quantum tunneling, the wormgate network of the Second Empire was used primarily for communicating information. This was the reason that the Second Empire's wormgate network largely collapsed: as the Grand Cogitator demanded more and more information and processors, it sent increasingly massive amounts of information through these wormgates, causing them to collapse in on themselves. The isolation of the Grand Cogitator's processor worlds led to the creation of independent artificial intelligence constructs: the Cog Lords.

After the fall of the Second Empire, the galaxy has been wary of using any computer technology whatsoever, and has lost the technological knowledge to maintain galaxy-wide cyberspace networks. While many worlds have cyberspace networks, they are limited to that world; at best, they may be limited to a star system. This is because wormgates are necessary for transmitting information faster than light, without the use of ships. Modern ansibles utilize wormgate generators, but can only create microscopic wormgates that can transmit small amounts of information for short periods of time. While useful for short and simple messages, they cannot carry the large amounts of information shared between computers on non-ansible networks. Further hampering the development of galaxy-wide cyberspace networks is political opposition. The Uniform Machine Code discourages or outright forbids many essential technologies that make a galaxy-wide cyberspace network possible, and galactic governments do not want the free exchange of information between their citizens. Keeping a galaxy-wide cyberspace network from being formed allows these governments to have a greater degree of control over information going to and from a world. While they may not be able to shut down every smuggler carrying forbidden holos to a backwater world, they can prevent the average citizen from accessing these holos by themselves, from the comfort of their own homes. These same governments have interstellar cyberspace networks available for use by their governments, and these are heavily monitored, secured, and limited in function. Lastly, many people in the galaxy are uninterested in computers, viewing them as machines that could steal souls or scramble minds just through their mere presence.

The largest and most complex cyberspace network exists in the Consortium of Sovereign Systems. A legacy network dating back to right after the War of the Cog Lords, the Consortium still has the knowledge to create wormgate-based ansibles that can connect all of their worlds in a single cyberspace network. Each Consortium world is heavily computerized, to a degree not seen on any worlds in the galaxy save for those of Nomoki, the Universal Collective, or the worlds that have fallen under the control of the SIM. Thus, each world has a robust cyberspace network itself, a network which is in turn connected to the interstellar Consortium cyberspace via wormgate. A single computer can ask for data either from the planetary network or the interstellar network. If it does so through the latter, the data request must be sent to and approved by the cyberspace provider. Because of the massive amounts of data moving between the wormgates, and the necessity of throttling the amount of data lest these networks collapse, these requests can take hours to complete, particularly if the data file is massive.

No one Consortium corporation builds and maintains these wormgates and provides access to Consortium cyberspace; each wormgate is maintained by a single or multiple entities, all connecting to all other wormgates. This means that no single entity can control the content on cyberspace, not that most Consortium entities have any interest in doing so. Being driven by profit, the leaders of the Consortium's corporations simply charge for the amount and type of data being transferred. Most corporations do not care what their customers consume, although some have tried to throttle the competition by banning or overcharging for their data. This can, and does, lead to trade wars, cyber wars, and physical wars. Because of the anarchy of Consortium cyberspace, all manner of otherwise illicit activities can happen there. Any data is available for the right price: illegal pornography, weapon schematics, neural viruses, and politically sensitive material. Only material that could lead to direct conflict with the Protectorate or foreign powers, such as classified information or schematics of technology banned by the Uniform Machine Code, are monitored by cyberspace providers, and even then, hackers can find away around security measures. For these reasons, Consortium cyberspace is explicitly locked out of any computer system not manufactured in the Consortium, and owning or possessing a Consortium-built computer without permission is a serious charge in most of the galaxy. This is something the Consortium's corporations do not mind,

Consortium cyberspace is unique in many different ways. The first is that it cannot be fully accessed from a physical terminal. Much like a hedonic engine, Consortium cyberspace feeds sensory data directly into the brain. Therefore, in order to access all that Consortium cyberspace has to offer, one must have a neural jack. Consortium cyberspace can be accessed through physical terminals, but the only user interface available is text, and one must be fluent in Consortium Technis in order to navigate Consortium cyberspace in this manner. If accessed via neural jack, the experience of Consortium cyberspace is one that is both familiar but alien. The Uniform Machine Code has allowed the Consortium's members to maintain their neural jacks, despite these being banned in the rest of the galaxy, as part of a compromise. However, the compromise also mandated that Consortium cyberspace must be alienating and cannot at all resemble what the Consortium refers to as "meatspace." As a result, Consortium cyberspace looks like a massive, nigh-infinite plane covered in city. Everything is black, outlined in neon colors, often green or orange. The skies are filled with neon numerals and scraps of random Technis code. In order to navigate cyberspace, one must physically "walk" to various information providers, which are set up like stores. These "stores" are physically arranged in cyberspace by latency; higher-latency data is "further away" from the avatar of the user. Despite the alienating nature of Consortium cyberspace, many Consortium citizens stay there for hours or days at a time.

The Settlement Independence War has created an interesting rift in Consortium cyberspace, as the Networker corporation successfully created a lager and more prevalent version of Consortium cyberspace. While Networker was not the first Consortium corporation to attempt to create a separate cyberspace network, it was the most successful. Networker cyberspace was built from the ground up by the Networker corporation, using advanced ansibles that use hyperspace waves in lieu of wormgates. This means that every Networker machine, including cellular computers, can act as an ansible, dispensing with the need for large wormgates. Networker cyberspace was allegedly built through the use of illegal technology. These hyperspace ansibles, while not widely used by the Second Empire, could potentially be used by a Cog Lord or the Universal Collective to propagate itself, and without central communication nodes, this process would be impossible to stop. Networker cyberspace is set in a lifelike, relaxing, resort-like environment, which could be in violation of the Uniform Machine Code. It is also much easier to access without a neural jack; all Networker computers feature user-friendly graphical interface systems available in TSI and SSI, leading to allegations that Networker intends to spread their technology to the wider galaxy.

Further complicating matters is that Networker has made its ansible network an essential part of life for its employees and any who live in worlds operated by the SIM. While Consortium cyberspace is important, it is still possible to live on a Consortium world without using it, as many companies are happy to provide offline machinery for people who do not want to have neural jacks or are incompetent in Technis. By contrast, Networker creates everything used on SIM worlds, and Networker designs these machines to work only when connected to Networker cyberspace. A Networker-manufactured oven, car, weapon or even toilet will not function unless it is online and can verify the identity of the individual using it. In order to use Networker technology, one must have a Networker social profile, where one must "volunteer" personal information, ostensibly so one's friends and family can easily connect. Unlike Consortium cyberspace, which can be accessed anonymously or through user handles, Networker cyberspace can only be accessed through a Networker account. This system has allowed Networker to completely track the movements, actions, and even thoughts of every individual using Networker technology. Networker also maintains complete control over its technology through its tech employees and, allegedly, through artificial intelligence constructs. This makes rebelling against Networker using Networker technology impossible: for example, Networker guns will not fire if not aimed at approved targets, and anybody labeled a "counter-revolutionary" will be denied access to Networker food packets. This degree of social control via computerized means has been unseen in the galaxy since the days of the Second Empire, leading to concerns that the SIM will end in the same way.

Culture Profile: Life of the Imperial Peasant

The peasantry of the Third Empire of Man makes up possibly the single largest demographic in the galaxy. Numbering in the countless quintillions, the Imperial peasant lives on the tens of millions of worlds which swear fealty to the Dondrukov emperors. Imperial peasants are so numerous, and the Empire so vast, that most Imperial peasants live and die uncounted and untouched by the government in Dondrukovskrad. The typical Imperial peasant lives a life wholly divorced from the wider galaxy, which is at both times a blessing and a curse.

The life of the typical Imperial peasant is one of hardship, but he is not the most unfortunate human being in the galaxy. Unlike Sokowuz slaves or the proletarians of the Duzhonev Imperium, or even the non-human serfs of his lord, the Imperial peasant is a free man. He may leave his lord's manor without permission, although most Imperial peasants do not have the means to go anywhere interesting. He is not required to work his lord's estate, he only needs to pay his tithes, and most lords do not care how their peasants pay those fees. Some peasants take risks and go to the one big city on their planet in an attempt to make a fortune. But for the overwhelming majority of peasants, this does mean working the fields owned by his lord: most Imperial lords would rather accept raw materials, such as foodstuffs and minerals, rather than Imperial credits, for fee payments, and most Imperial worlds have limited job opportunities for peasants. For the Imperial peasant, it is far safer to work the fields, fisheries or mines, as their fathers and grandfathers did before them. Only the most skilled, ambitious and lucky peasants become rich in the Empire. The vast majority of peasants decide to take the safer path.

Most Imperial peasants do not live in want of technology. Only the most sadistic lords, or those unfortunate enough to live on barbarian worlds, do not provide their peasants with the basic amenities of life. The Imperial peasant has a family home, clustered around the lord's manor, and while he does not technically own it, almost all lords are content to allow the peasant to live in his home as he pleases, so long as he maintains it properly. Indeed, most Imperial worlds have laws protecting the rights of peasants to their homes, so long as they pay their tithes to their lord. This house has electricity, running water, air conditioning, and connections for telecommunication and television networks. Given the Rationalist Church's position on computing technology, most Imperial peasants will not have access to computers; only those who live in the cities will have ready access, and only because their jobs require it. It is not that a peasant would have the time to do much with the computer: he works an average of twelve standard hours a day, although with wide variation depending on the type of work and the length of day on their world. Most peasants spend their free time watching the television while drinking ale. The television provides anywhere from three to three thousand channels, depending on the planetary infrastructure, and Imperial Central News is always available. However, since ICN is often broadcast untranslated from Traditional Standard Imperial, most peasants cannot even understand the broadcasts, and favor local news or other entertainment. Most lords provide television because of its calming and distracting effects on the peasant populace, and many a lord has met his end when he unwisely cut off television privileges.

The average Imperial peasant man has a wife and three children. Having three children is promoted by most lords and the Imperial government, as it is just above the replacement rate. Too few children, and the peasant population will decline, and the planetary economy will crumble. Too many, and the peasant population will skyrocket, and the planet's infrastructure will struggle to maintain it. On most worlds, infertile peasants are encouraged to adopt, while those with too many children are encouraged to give their children up for adoption, with stipends provided by the planetary or system government. Most peasant homes are built with two parents and three children in mind, with allowances for pets, if the lord allows it. Most peasant families do have pets, typically dogs and cats, which serve both recreational purposes and for helping hunt pests or game.

The peasant typically eats what he grows or raises, and trades for what he needs. The typical Imperial peasant subsists on bread, as wheat is grown on almost every agricultural world in the Empire. Along with bread, beer and ale are common drinks, second only to water. The most common form of meat eaten by peasants are rabbit and chicken, which can range in size from their original Terran forms to the size of cattle. Rabbits and chicken are easy to feed with mass-manufactured feed, making them popular all across the galaxy. Richer Imperial peasants can afford to raise hogs and eat pork, as pigs can find their own food and thus are cheap to raise. However, bacon is reserved for the sacraments of the Rationalist Church. Peasants will face penalties for slaughtering or harvesting more than their allocated share of food for a period; after all, unless the peasant has purchased livestock or crops from the lord, they are the lord's property, not his. Wildlife on a planet is also the property of some lord or the other, so unauthorized hunting is strictly prohibited. However, a lord will often grant hunting permits to allow his peasants to supplement their diets. An Imperial peasant will typically eat three meals a day: once before working, once in the middle of the working day, and once after the working day is over. The first meal is the heaviest, and the last the lightest.

An Imperial peasant's work is physically demanding, but most peasants do have some access to industrial machinery. Quadrillions of work machines are used throughout the Empire, and lords will happily pay for machinery if it means increasing yields. On some worlds, beast of burden are used, particularly if this is more efficient than shipping in hydrogen for a machine's fusion reactor. All of this is at the lord's discretion, as he is paying for everything. Peasants often have no voice in how work is done, although prudent lords will listen to the more reasonable demands of their peasantry.

The vast majority, about ninety percent, of a peasant's production output is sent to his lord. Most peasants can see their lords, or at least their manors, and interact with them occasionally. While some peasants inevitably grow jealous and see the lords as unjust exploiters, most peasants understand that even their lords are poor, as they must pay tithes to their lords, and so on and so forth, until wealth reaches the House of Dondrukov. Most peasants understand that their lords are responsible for paying all of the expenses of the estate, including their homes, utilities, and tools, and that further up the ladder, they are responsible for peacekeeping and defense. Tales of peasant rebellion are well-known among the Imperial peasantry, particularly that they always fail.

As most Imperial peasants work on farms, what the peasant keeps for himself is either used by his family, traded, or sold on. Every Imperial village has a market, where peasants from all over the region meet to sell their wares. These range from surplus food to handcrafted goods. Some peasants, particularly teenagers who have yet to pay their own tithes, provide services such as cooking food in restaurants, repairing machinery, and sewing clothing. Most importantly, traders from the planet's major city or cities come to these markets to trade. Speaking to traders from the city is the only time that most peasants get to speak to outsiders, particularly offworlders. Most traders bring with them exotic trinkets from all across the galaxy, acquired from one of the planet's few spaceports. Some peasants spend fortunes on alien bones or holos from foreign lands.

Most peasants do not understand TSI, and will only know one person who understands the language: the local priest. Even sub-planetary lords often do not understand TSI, seeing no reason to speak the language of the Dondrukovs. Most lords find no reason to educate their peasants in anything more than what they need to know to do their jobs. If a peasant were interested in getting higher education, they are free to do so, but they must pay for it with their own money. Given that few educated peasants ever get to use their education to climb the social ladder, most peasants consider education a waste of money.

Most peasants do not have much interest in the galaxy beyond their planet. The average peasant has a brother or uncle that joined the Imperial Army, or knows someone that does, and this relation rarely returns. Some are rumored to have struck it rich, being a lord on a newly-conquered Imperial planet, although most are presumed to have died in combat against whatever horrible monstrosity the Empire is fighting. The greater galaxy seldom has an effect on local events. An adult peasant may have seen a Navy vessel once as a child, when they were recruiting for ratings, but such sightings are rare. Most peasants have never seen a spacecraft apart from the freight ships that occasionally fly overhead to the local spaceport, or as tiny specks of light in the night sky. The wider galaxy is so rare that conspiracy theories persist that the wider galaxy is a lie, used to extort peasants for more tithes.

The typical peasant man, and some peasant women, are members of their lord's militia. Almost all of the time, this militia is never mobilized, and apart from a few weeks of training upon reaching fifteen years of age, the peasant never has to think of fighting in a war again. Entire generations can pass before an Imperial militia is mobilized and levies are raised, and even then these levies will often be fighting other levies in a staged war between two rival lords. It is very rare for an Imperial peasant to be forced to fight in a war against foreign powers or aliens, and rarer still for a peasant to have to fight against an invasion. If a peasant wants to fight in a war, his best bet is to join the Imperial armed forces.

Feral Cybernetic Organisms
 
The Second Empire and other ancient civilizations created countless autonomous machines to serve various purposes. Almost all of these machines were commandeered by the Cog Lords, and destroyed as the Cog Lords warred between themselves. However, some autonomous machines managed to survive the War of the Cog Lords and the subsequent dark ages. Some were infected by Cog Lord code, but after the Cog Lords fell became autonomous once more. Others avoided infection altogether, and sought ways to survive in a harsh new galaxy.

The vast majority of feral cybernetic organisms had non-sapient intelligence, and in the absence of sapient controllers, began to diverge from their original behavioral programming. These organisms were suddenly subject to many constraints similar to regular, organic organisms, and thus displayed behaviors similar to those organisms. Many heavily developed worlds gave rise to entire cybernetic ecosystems, and after millennia, there is even an aspect of evolution. Unlike biological evolution, which takes millions of years, the evolution of cybernetic organisms results from the modification of extant organisms or the production of new models, and not the passing down of favorable traits over generations. This meant that many cybernetic ecosystems diverged from their original forms in only a few millennia. These forms sometimes rival engineered machines in efficacy, but have different design goals in mind: the cybernetic organism is intended to act as a full-sustainable organism capable of reproducing itself, and not to serve a purpose dictated by another intelligence.

Despite the term used to describe them, feral cybernetic organisms can sometimes manifest as sapient beings. These sapient beings can form their own civilizations, sometimes not unlike those of organic beings. Others are under the control of a single artificial intelligence as part of a hive consciousness. The Universal Collective is considered to be one of the latter.

Morphologically, cybernetic organisms are extremely varied in design. Many are similar to the machines they are descended from: many vehicle-descended cybernetic organisms will be large and move on repulsors or wheels, while those descended from androids tend to maintain their humanoid shape. Many cybernetic organisms resemble animals, either Terran or alien in origin. This is often the result of cybernetic organisms using their understanding of organic biology to derive their own forms. Unlike most organic animals, cybernetic animals pose a much greater threat, as they are capable of reproducing weapons of war. An organic saurian is dangerous enough, but a mechanical saurian armed with missiles and laser cannons can easily challenge armored combat vehicles. Yet other cybernetic organisms are descended from spacecraft and space stations, feeding off deuterium and tritium in gas giant atmospheres or off of solar energy. Sometimes, herds of machine ships can move from system to system, acting much like Berzerker probes.

Naturally, organic civilizations that survived the War of the Cog Lords were not very tolerant of feral cybernetic organisms, fearing that they could become another mechanical threat that would succeed in wiping out all organic life in the galaxy. This has led to most feral cybernetic organisms being destroyed in the greater galaxy, and the early Third Empire fought many of their wars against cybernetic civilizations. However, feral cybernetic organisms are still common in the Crazed Core, where human authority is theoretical at best. Some cybernetic civilizations have forged considerable interstellar empires in the region, but given the limitations of Core-based faster-than-light in the rest of the galaxy, they mostly war among themselves instead of attacking the wider galaxy.

Technology Profile: Alchemical Matter

One of the stranger examples of non-baryonic matter found in the galaxy, alchemical matter is a form of matter forged in particle accelerators or mined in parallel universes that displays many strange properties not shared by baryonic matter. Like aether or transatomic minerals, alchemical matter is a relative rarity in the galaxy, mined primarily by the merchant vessels of the United Vessel-States. The United Vessel-States possess a near-monopoly on the production of alchemical matter, and it is the basis for much of the United Vessel-States' technology. This makes alchemical matter some of the most mysterious materials in the galaxy.

Much like baryonic matter, alchemical matter is arranged in the form of atom-analogues, and the nucleus and electron analogues are bound by electromagnetic forces. Alchemical matter is still affected by the four fundamental forces of the universe, although they have anomalous effects that make them useful or harmful. There are four alchemical elements, named roughly after four of the five classical elements of old Earth: earth, air, fire and water. Despite the names, they share no connection with the manifestations of baryonic matter and energy that are commonly known by those names, and bear only a passing resemblance to these baryonic phenomena.

Alchemical earth is the most stable and matter-like of the four alchemical elements. Always found in a solid state, alchemical earth is extremely dense, although not as dense as neutronium. The anomalous property of alchemical earth is that it generates a greater gravitational pull than baryonic matter of similar mass. This is useful when used in conjunction with alchemical air, which has antigravity properties, for the creation of aircraft and spacecraft. The United Vessel-States use pure alchemical earth as the base of their world-vessels, allowing them to maintain standard terran gravity without costly artificial gravity systems. Alchemical earth can be arranged in various structures, not unlike carbon, to increase its strength while keeping the material lightweight. However, given the gravitational properties of alchemical earth, purely alchemical earth structures are often dense blocks, as they will not be able to maintain their structure without being alloyed with alchemical air.

Alchemical air is a very light material, not in the least because it has natural anti-gravitic properties. Alchemical air will naturally move away from objects generating a gravitational pull, and will do so with more strength the greater the gravitational pull of the object is. In effect, alchemical air is always "falling upward." This anomalous property makes it extremely useful to the United Vessel-States, as it allows them to travel through space by filling large balloons with alchemical air and simply floating from the surface of a planet or vessel. "Sails" filled with alchemical air can be used for navigation, as a ship can change directions by targeting the sail against the gravity well of a star or planet. Pure elemental air has the strongest anti-gravity properties; when in a compound with other alchemical elements, particularly alchemical water, alchemical air can have reduced anti-gravity properties. This mechanism is used to alter lift on Vessel-State ships: if more lift is needed, more alchemical air is separated from alchemical water, and if less lift is needed, it is combined with alchemical water. Alchemical air will repel from itself, but it is possible to create solid elemental air structures. It is important to note that alchemical air does not have the same chemical properties as oxygen or regular atmospheric air, so a human will suffocate in an atmosphere made of alchemcial air.

Alchemical fire is the most infamous of the four alchemical elements, particularly because of its anomalous properties compared to mundane, baryonic fire. While baryonic fire is a process of chemical oxidation, alchemical fire is a material. In its pure state, alchemical fire is in a gaseous state, but unlike alchemical air it gives off constant heat. This heat is generated by photons that are created as the nucleus-analogue of the fire "atoms" decays, in a process not dissimilar to radioactive decay in baryonic matter. What makes alchemical fire so dangerous is that, if placed on baryonic matter, it will convert that baryonic matter's mass into more photons. This effectively allows alchemical fire to "burn" any matter, from durasteel to neutronium, in any conditions, including in a vacuum. Because it is so unstable, elemental fire must be stored in vacuum storage, much like antimatter. However, if found in compound with other alchemical elements, alchemical fire will not "burn" the matter around it, even if it will gradually decay itself. Ignis, a compound of alchemical earth and alchemical fire, is a common means of storing alchemical fire. It is also the primary component in an ignis bomb, a weapon of mass destruction used by the United Vessel-States.

Alchemical water is the most familiar and mundane of the four alchemical elements. Pure elemental water is a liquid that is physically similar to mundane water, although it freezes and boils at much more extreme temperatures and contracts when frozen. Alchemical water is commonly used as a means of mitigating the effects of the other alchemical elements by creating compounds with them. Despite having properties similar to a liquid, pure elemental water can be rendered into a semi-solid state by running an electrical current through it, as this increases the electromagnetic connectivity the elemental water has with itself. This "solid water" can then be shaped and molded actively by modifying the electrical current or through the use of electromagnets. Solid water is also semi-permeable: while gases are not dense enough to be able to move past solid water, solids can. The United Vessel-States sometimes uses solid water in lieu of more traditional energy barriers when creating airtight gateways that ships and materials can pass through.

History Profile: The Great Star War

The most recent major war in galactic history, the Great Star War was fought between the star vampires and a coalition of human powers spearheaded by the Protectorate of Mankind. This marked the latest period of lasting cooperation between the Empire and the Federation, and forged the Star Peace, a period of prolonged detente before the beginning of the Yrrakis War. The Great Star War pushed the star vampires back into the Crazed Core from which they emerged, at the cost of millions of lives.

The star vampires are a species of massive, semi-plasmic creatures that are powered by a natural fusion reactor. As their name implies, star vampires feed on the plasma generated by stars, feeding on them until the star is reduced to a white dwarf. The feeding process reduces the life of a star from billions of years to just a few decades, if not less. From a distance, they appear as beautiful, twinkling stars, but up close it is clear that they are horrifying monstrosities. Star vampires have long, elongated, segmented bodies that glow with an unnatural green light. A large "mouth" is on one side of the body, and its body is dotted with sphincters that can fire bursts of stellar plasma. Star vampires range wildly in size: juveniles are the size of capital ships, while adults grow to be the size of World Fortresses. While much cooler than the stars they fed upon, star vampires were still incredibly hot, their bodies coursing with plasma generated from their fusion reactor "heart." Star vampires are more than capable of defending themselves from attackers, as they are capable of ejecting stellar plasma at high speeds against threats. Little is known about star vampire intelligence, and while it is likely that they are not sapient, they are capable of faster-than-light communication via natural ansibles, and they are capable of basic strategic and tactical thought.

For millennia, star vampires were considered a pest. Most star vampires fed on old red or blue giant stars in and near the galactic core, where human settlement was sparse. While they were devastating for any unfortunate community, star vampires did not pose an existential threat to the interstellar empires of old. Any community unfortunate enough to have their star eaten by a star vampire would have ample time to move to another community. The Second Empire developed weapons that could easily kill star vampires, and some humans in that era would hunt star vampires for sport. As a result, most star vampire populations in the greater galaxy were hunted to extinction, and they only persisted in the galactic core.

This changed with the great star vampire migration. A large colony of star vampires, numbering in the tens of thousands, moved from the Crazed Core into the Neutral Zone. It is likely that these star vampires were looking for more food, having exhausted their normal feeding grounds. Completely ignorant or apathetic to galactic politics, the star vampires found themselves in the most politically sensitive region of the galaxy. It was not long before the star vampires were feasting on militarily and politically important stars, where Imperial or Federal military bases were located. Unwilling to lose important installations to the star vampires, the Empire and the Federation independently attacked the star vampires, hoping to kill them or at least scare them off back into the Crazed Core.

Attacking the star vampires had an unintended consequence: it turned the star vampire herd into an invading swarm. Hundreds of thousands of star vampires emerged from the Crazed Core and made a beeline for Imperial and Federal systems. More concerning was that standard energy weapons did little to damage the star vampires, as laser and plasma fire was not much hotter than the star vampires' bodies. Desperate Imperial and Federal forces resorted to using exotic weapons normally reserved for a total war situation: transatomic weapons, baryonic disruptors and molecular disintegrators. Others found that projectile weapons were more effective, leading to some savvy commanders to accelerate local asteroids to relativistic speeds at the star vampires. However, both the Federation and the Empire steadily lost ships and territory to the star vampires, prompting both governments to approach the Protectorate of Mankind.

The Imperial and Federal governments made a rare joint petition to the Protectorate, citing that their ongoing "war" with the star vampires now constituted a threat to humankind from an alien species. Other members of the Protectorate were reluctant to concur, as they were unwilling to spend their time, blood and treasure cleaning up what they saw as a screw-up by the galaxy's great powers, to no benefit for themselves. The Protectorate was in deadlock, until the Consortium voted in favor of a war resolution against the star vampires and offered to lend considerable military support. To this day, it is rumored that the Empire and the Federation paid massive bribes to the Consortium's member organizations in order to win their vote.

The Great Star War was half-war, half-pest control action. Because the star vampires had no leadership or even known language, the galactic powers made no attempts at diplomacy. A large, multinational fleet was assembled and stationed near the Neutral Zone. Whenever a star vampire was found, it would be reported to the Protectorate, which would call in the fleet. The fleet would then bombard the star vampire with kinetic and transatomic weapons until it died. The Imperial and Federal fleets, which relied more on energy weapons, had more difficulty than their other allies, and both the Empire and the Federation lost thousand of ships in the war. The Great Star War would last for two decades, before the vast majority of remaining star vampires retreated back into the Crazed Core. Attempts to follow them into the Core were met with disaster, as the warped physics of the region prevented reliable faster-than-light travel.

The end of the Great Star War saw the beginning of the Star Peace. Both the Empire and the Federation gained a newfound respect for one another after the war. Further, there was the practical consideration that the Neutral Zone they were competing over was devastated by the war, and both nations' fleets were exhausted by the war. There were fears that the astropolitical balance may have been upset, and that other powers would take advantage of the superpowers' comparative weakness. Cooperation between the two powers was thus seen as necessary to maintaining the balance of power. The Star Peace would last until the Yrrakis War, a century after the end of the Great Star War.

Technology Profile: Imperial D17 Turbolaser Rifle

The turbolaser is a crude technology, commonly found on Imperial vessels and armor to serve in an anti-armor capacity in the Imperial Army. Mounted on walkers or onto motorized caissons, turbolasers can reach sizes and yields that rival their spaceborne counterparts. Turbolasers are impressive weapons, as they output enough energy in a single blast to overload all but the heaviest vehicle-mounted energy shields, and causes even durasteel to explosively sublimate, permanently destroying essential equipment or cooking the crew of enemy armor.

It was only a matter of time before the Empire considered miniaturizing turbolasers for infantry use. The thermal missiles - themselves miniaturized proton torpedoes - were a common sight in the Imperial Army. Indeed, each squad had an anti-armor stormtrooper who carried a thermal missile launcher and five missiles. However, thermal missiles require the stormtrooper to approach the armor at close ranges, which can be suicidal. The Imperial Army wanted a means to equip their stormtroopers with turbolasers, which can destroy targets several kilometers away.

The D10 turbolaser rifle was the product of this project. The design of the D10 was the same as caisson-mounted turbolasers, but scaled down. A small fusion charge is inserted into a firing chamber, which contains the nuclear reaction and channels the x-rays into a coherent, destructive beam. A bulky weapon, requiring two men to carry it, the D10 could not fire at the same high rate as larger, mounted turbolasers. Of the two stormtroopers assigned to the D10, the gunner tended primarily to the weapon, while the other stormtrooper carried the ammo, reloaded the weapon, and switched the firing chamber, focusing crystals and mirrors, and barrel before they were warped by the tremendous heat the weapon produced. The D10 was an effective anti-armor weapon, but its bulk proved to be a logistical nightmare. Dedicating two stormtroopers per squad to a single weapon was inefficient, particularly as the Imperial Army predominantly faced rebels with little in the way of heavy armor that would justify the high yield of the weapon. Thermal missile launchers again became the standard issue in the Imperial Army, but man-portable turbolasers became useful for another purpose.

Over the years, handheld turbolasers evolved to become sniper rifles, eventually becoming the default sniper rifle of the Imperial Army. The advantage of using turbolasers over blaster-based snipers were clear: as a laser-based weapon, a turbolaser rifle is hitscan, while blaster bolts can be seen approaching by distant enemies and even dodged. Unlike blasters, turbolasers have temendous recoil, as they are powered by nuclear explosions, but this can be corrected for by trained marksmen. Stormtroopers found out that the D10 was also useful for dispatching high-value targets, the destruction of whom by turbolaser invariably had detrimental effects on enemy morale. However, the weapon’s bulk meant that it could only be used by dedicated sniper teams. The Imperial Army wanted every stormtrooper battalion to have a designated marksman armed with a powerful turbolaser, to take down high value targets of opportunity and provide cover against heavier armor. Thus, the race was on to create a single man-portable turbolaser rifle. Most early designs were failures, as they would overheat too often, sacrificed firepower for light weight, or, in the case of the D13, occasionally exploded as the firing chamber could not contain the fusion reaction. Using modern refining techniques, lighter durasteel alloys and thermal coating were used to produce the D15, the first successful marksman turbolaser. This weapon would go on to be widely adopted by the Imperial Army, and gradually, other forces around the galaxy. Billions of D15s were produced, and even today it is widely used by Imperial levies.

The D17 is the newest designated marksman turbolaser in the Imperial Army. Utilizing modern engineering, the D17 has firepower comparable to the D10, but is only a fifth of the weight. The D17’s higher firepower is considered essential because of the advent of cheaper, heavier powered armor in the hands of rebels, pirates, terrorists and other enemies of the Empire. A D17 will reduce an unarmored human into steam within miliseconds, but it is also powerful enough to collapse personal energy shields, evaporate powered armor, and cook heavy infantry from the outside in. The D17 is also useful against armor, easily destroying light armor and capable of dispatching Federation APCs in a few hits to essential systems. However, anything heavier than standard armored vehicles, such as Duzhonevian superheavy tanks or Alliance heavy walkers, are beyond the D17's capacity to meaningfully damage. With the use of modern supercooling, the D17 can fire its clip of five fusion charges in rapid succession before overheating, and the improved integrity of the weapon meant that warping and replacement of parts was cut down from the earlier D15 and D16 models. The D17, like other designated marksman turbolasers, loads its fusion charges one at a time through a bolt-action system, operated by the marksman. Most importantly, the D17 is cheap to mass produce, and there are already an estimated two billion D17s produced for the Imperial Army.

Rule the Stars: The Avelovan Royal Navy

The United Dominions of Avelov is an empire based primarily on commerce and colonialism, and a powerful navy is required to defend these interests. Although dwarfed by the Imperial Navy and the Federation Star Fleet, the Avelovan Royal Navy is the third largest space military branch among the human great powers. Numbering in the tens of millions of vessels, the Avelovan Royal Navy has fought and won against almost every other nay in the galaxy. Their current border skirmishes with the Alliance, the ongoing Relic War against the Sokowuz and Duzhonev, and their constant war against aliens, pirates and separatists keep the Royal Navy on constant war footing.

The Avelov System was home to a powerful multi-system empire after the fall of the Confederation, one which successfully repelled the first attempts by the Second Empire. It eventually joined the Second Empire voluntarily, maintaining its defense forces, and Avelov became a center for the Second Empire’s aether production. The War of the Cog Lords destroyed much of Avelov’s infrastructure, and reduced its culture back to pre-industrial savagery, but knowledge that Avelov once ruled the stars persisted. The sarmaks of Avelov IV we’re able to maintain their technological base, and eventually dominated the Avelov system. Instead of using starships, the sarmaks used mass drivers to transport themselves across the system.

After the failed sarmak invasion of Avelov III, the modern Avelovan Royal Navy was formed, based on the wet navy of the Avelovan Empire, which dominated Avelov III. The integration of aetheric technology allowed the Avelovan humans to dominate the Avelov system, and the rediscovery of faster-than-light travel allowed them to build what has become the modern United Dominions of Avelov. The Royal Navy was able to repel several invasions by the Third Empire, eventually forcing the Imperials to accept Avelov’s sovereignty.

The sailors of the Royal Navy are mostly made up of poor, illiterate low-caste beings who have either joined the Royal Navy because they have no other opportunities, or have been press-ganged by the Navy during one of its stops at port. Because of Avelov’s strict anti-automation laws, manual labor is necessary for many tasks on an Avelovan ship. Loading cannons with aetheric shot may require gangs of sailors hauling multi-ton machinery. Living conditions on most Royal Navy vessels are miserable, with only rudimentary life support existing for the benefit of the sailors. This is because Avelovan vessels have to account for different life support systems for different species, so lower caste species will always get poorer systems. In fact, lower castes often have living quarters to themselves, but must use environment suits everywhere else on the vessel.

An exception to the shoddy conditions are the officer' quarters. Any Avelovan vessel will have exquisite officers' quarters, resembling rooms in the manors and palaces that Avelovan officers are accustomed to. The officers of the Royal Navy are made up exclusively of male aristocrats and nobles, who are expected by Avelovan culture to serve in the military for some period. The Royal Navy places tremendous trust in its officers, allowing them to customize their vessels (so long as they pay for modifications), and generally allowing officers to treat their ships as they would their estates back home. The captains on larger vessels even bring civilian servants from their estates aboard, ranging from butlers to musicians. It coms as little surprise that some officers are mutinied against, and some defect to rebel organizations or become pirates.

The Royal Navy has a love affair with large ships of the line, considering them the backbone of the Navy, and thus symbolic of Avelov’s power. This mindset is similar to the Imperial Navy’s abiding belief that its battlestars can resolve any issue, or the Strategic Defense Force’s similar belief that the world fortress is the ultimate weapon and renders all other weapons obsolete. The Royal Navy’s ships are thus some of the largest in the galaxy, dwarfing even their Imperial counterparts. These ships are costly to maintain, but are extraordinarily powerful. The Royal Navy often brings rebellions to an end by simply placing their ships of the line in low orbit, visible for all to see.

The Avelovan ship of the line is something to behold. A massive vessel, even dwarfing most Imperial battlestars, the average Avelovan ship of the line is a spacefaring palace: ornate, elegant, and armed to the teeth. Named for the ancient wet navy class they resemble in form and function, ships of the line form battle lines of various shapes in space and fire in tandem. Often, they form a concave "v" towards their opponent, allowing several ships to fire on a single opponent or group of opponents at once. Their broadside cannons, either heavy aetheric cannons or heat-rays, devastate any vessel or world under a withering barrage. Avelovan ships of the line can, and have, won direct firefights with Imperial battlestars.

This focus on ships of the line has come at a cost. Every other vessel in the Royal Navy is neglected, and intended to supplement the ships of the line. Avelovan destroyers are poorly armed but heavily armored, as they are intended to form screens in front of battle lines and soak up enemy fire. Serving aboard one is a sign of low status in the Navy and Avelovan society as a whole. Only the upper castes - meaning baseline humans - are allowed to serve on ships of the line, while support craft are manned by lower castes. Sailors on ships of the line are treated with decency and respect, something that sailors in smaller vessels cannot hope for. The starfighters of the Royal Navy are the most neglected, and are some of the worst-performing starfighters in the entire galaxy. The Royal Navy only uses starfighters primarily as scouts, but otherwise considers them - and their sarmak pilots - totally expendable. This has cost the Avelovans dearly whenever they face enemies that exploit their inability to adequately screen for starfighters.

History Profile: The Life Day Offensive

One of the greatest failures for the Arambi Liberation Front was the Life Day Offensive. A major battle in the war between the Arambi Chiefdoms and the Arambi Liberation Front, the Life Day Offensive was the last major attack conducted by the ALF, destroyed the ALF's space assets and forced the organization to go underground. It was a major victory for the Arambi Chiefdoms and their Imperial allies, albeit at tremendous cost.

Life Day is a holiday celebrated by arambi throughout the galaxy, which celebrates their creation by the First Empire's genomancers. Traditionally, Life Day is a celebration of life, and thus the shedding of blood on that day is forbidden. Knowing this, Imperial and Chiefdom forces were on low alert on the world of Ba'akmun Prime, which was busy celebrating the Life Day season. Most of the Chiefdom's warriors were on vacation, leaving the Imperial Army to be responsible for military operations across the planet. Ba'akmun Prime was important to the ALF's war effort because, in orbit around the planet, an Imperial world fortress - World Fortress MMXVI - was undergoing retrofits to its damaged reactor. Because of this damage, the world fortress' defenses were completely powered down, and it relied on a planetside shield to remain defended. Only a handful of Imperial destroyers were present to defend the world fortress. To celebrate Life Day, the Arambi Supreme Chieftain, Makar III, was a personal guest of Admiral Sav Morrena. This made destroying World Fortress MMXVI a killing blow for the Arambi Chiefdoms and the end to the Imperial war effort.

The Life Day Offensive proved to be a major miscalculation on behalf of the Arambi Liberation Front. Pegging the ALF down as Federation-inspired atheists who had no respect for spirituality, Admiral Morrena suspected that the ALF would launch a major offensive when they expected their enemy to be unprepared. Morrena correct enough: Life Day is celebrated on different days depending on the arambi planet, and arambi from different planets do not necessarily observe Life Day on the planet they are on. Taking advantage of this loophole, the Arambi Liberation Front launched a massive offensive using fighters sourced off Ba'akmun Prime, trying to catch Imperial and Chiefdom forces off guard. ALF fighters attacked Imperial positions throughout Ba'akmun Prime, taking particularly focusing on World Fortress MMXVI's shield generators. Ten karagim-built battlecruisers, dozens of smaller capital ships, and thousands of drones and fighters jumped out of warp and attacked World Fortress MMXVI, ready to send starfighters and repeat the World Fortress IV attack, which happened only a few years before.

The ALF believed that they were facing off against ill-prepared Imperial and Chiefdom forces, but they were mistaken. The shield generator was defended by a legion of Dondrukov Guard, who were transported to the planet mere hours before the official beginning of Life Day. While only a few destroyers were present around World Fortress MMXVI, hundreds of warp-capable Imperial capital ships were waiting in nearby systems, along with several strike groups of Rhen-wings and Ev-wings. Admiral Morrena intentionally hid these forces from the ALF's prying eyes, to give the impression that the Imperials were ill-prepared for an attack and would commit the majority of their forces. This gambit paid off, and the Arambi Liberation Front walked into a trap.

The ALF were somewhat successful in taking the Imperials by surprise: knowing the security risk of ALF sympathizers in the Chiefdom's forces, Imperial brass kept their preparations secret from all but the top Imperial commanders. Even Makar III did not know about the Imperials' preparations, and was afterwards enraged that the Imperials did not trust him. The Imperials even kept the plans a secret from their own troops, knowing that word could spread. Because of this secrecy, many Imperial garrisons were overwhelmed by the ALF, but the secrecy paid off. ALF warriors attacking the Imperial shield generator were surprised by the Dondrukov Guard, which destroyed them with ease. As soon as ALF ships exited warp, Admiral Morrena gave the order for Imperial forces in surrounding systems to jump as well. The ALF space forces soon realized that World Fortress MMXVI's shields were fully operational, and discovered that the world fortress' auxiliary reactors produced enough power to allow its heavy blasters, ion cannons and turbolasers to fire. After a few hectic hours, hundreds of destroyers and bubble ships jumped in and surrounded the ALF space forces. Admiral Morrena ordered the Imperial fleet to destroy the ALF ships' engines first, so no ship can jump back into warp. Several Rhen-wing and Ev-wing strike groups broke off from the naval battle and provided much-needed air support to Imperial stormtroopers still fighting on the surface of Ba'akmun.

The Life Day Offensive was a major victory for the Empire. The ALF lost almost all of its space assets in this single battle, and from then on it ceased to be any threat to the Chiefdoms' navy. Admiral Morrena was given the Order of Mankind for the victory, and he was even made an honorary Arambi chief. However, the Life Day Offensive also led to cutbacks in the Imperial war effort. Convinced that the war could be won easily, Arekshav VIII reallocated most Navy assets from the Arambi War to conflicts across the galaxy, particularly the growing Yrrakis conflict. This left the Imperial Army with little orbital support for the rest of the war. Admiral Morrena himself was assigned to fight against the Gresi Alliance in the Eldritch Stars, where he would eventually be killed in action. The destruction of the ALF's fleet didn't spell the end for the movement, it just forced them to be more creative, favoring hit and run attacks and attacks against civilians as opposed to major offensives. Even after the Life Day Offensive, the Arambi War would rage for decades.

Culture Profile: Architectism

"Defeat destroys weakness. Victory builds strength. In victory I find freedom." - Sayings of Duzhonev the Wise
​
Architectism, also known as Titanism in the United Dominions of Avelov, is the second most prevalent religion in the galaxy and was the state religion of the First Empire of Man and the Confederation of Allied Republics. Architectists can be found in every corner of the galaxy, and are dominant in regions that were neglected by the Second Empire and its successor states. Throughout its millennia of existence, Architectism has taken many different forms, and has divided itself into countless different sects and denominations throughout the galaxy. Part philosophy, part spirituality, Architectism's splintering has made the religion almost impossible to define, a task that is muddied further by sectarian conflict among Architectists themselves.

Architectism began as the personal philosophy of Duzhonev the Wise, an architect philosopher living during the days of the Galactic Republic. Duzhonev the Wise was one of many people in the Republic tired of its inept government, rampant corruption, economic depression, and cultural degradation. While most people during this era sought to return the Republic to its glorious old days, Duzhonev believed that the Republic's system itself was to blame, because it allowed weakness to persist and dominate the strong. This was unnatural, since the strong must dominate the weak, and if the situation were reversed, the weak would not seek to strengthen themselves, but rather distract and prevent the strong from reaching their true potential and overthrowing them. Duzhonev argued that the early Republic was strong because it was forged in war and struggle, and since the Republic enjoyed centuries of peace, its system was already breaking down. The human empires of the past were ruled by strong leaders from the top down, leaders which constantly had to prove their strength as leaders. This strengthened both the leaders and the people who sought to gain power for themselves, meaning only the best could seize and maintain power. The philosopher-kings of old, Duzhonev argued, led humanity to great heights, and because the Republic turned control of the galaxy over to "the rabble," it could not last.

Duzhonev the Wise also believed that the great masses of the galaxy were incapable of realizing greatness. He blamed this on two factors: the limits of baseline human biology, and lack of philosophical vision. As an architect, Duzhonev argued he had a closer connection to the universe, and this gave him and other architects a greater appreciation for the natural order. Architects need constant mental training to prevent their powers from consuming their minds, training that Duzhonev argued made an architect naturally more fit to appreciate the struggle of existence. However, Duzhonev also believed that an individual must have the will to confront the adversarial nature of the universe and come to the decision that he must conquer it for himself. This means that a true philosopher needs to challenge the universe daily through the constant pursuit of his own desires. If the philosopher fails, he must identify what made him fail and purge that weakness from himself. If he succeeds, he builds strength, and has that much more strength to tackle an even greater task.

No hypocrite, Duzhonev the Wise was not just a man of words. He had the ambition of seizing control of the galaxy, which he did, successfully launching the rebellion known as Duzhonev's War. Duzhonev managed to cobble together a loose coalition of rebels, all with their own reasons for opposing Supreme Chancellor Xengdu or the Republic as a whole, and positioned himself as the leader of this grand rebellion. Upon achieving victory, Duzhonev purged his ranks of any who would not agree with his vision of an architectist galaxy under his rule. Duzhonev the Wise crowned himself Emperor of the First Empire of Man, an empire that would outlast every human empire before it. Duzhonev placed architects in positions of power around the galaxy, and imposed his vision of natural order. Believing that peace would make his new empire weak, Duzhonev began a war of conquest against every outsider society he could find, and charged his successors to eventually do the same. This pattern of conquering alien civilizations would contribute greatly to the continuing enmity between mankind and aliens, even in the modern galaxy.

Under the First Empire, Architectism took on most of its modern trappings. It evolved from a philosophy and political ideology into a religion intended for worship. Given the architects' abilities to manipulate the universe around them, supernaturalism naturally became part of the religion, despite Duzhonev the Wise disdaining belief in the supernatural. In many primitive societies, the First Empire found it simpler to co-opt local religions and paint the architects as living gods, rather than actually teach the natives about an ideology that promotes struggle against strong oppressors to prove their own strength. Naturally, as the First Empire's architect leaders became more entrenched in their power, they downplayed the competitive spirit of Architectism, and instead interpreted Architectism as establishing the inherent superiority of the architects. The constant struggle against the universe could only be reasonably pursued by those who have the physical capability to do so, an ability only the architects possessed. The rest of the galaxy could never compete, and they were fortunate that the architects were there to lead them to greatness. The First Empire established the Architectist Church, which taught architects of the Empire Architectist philosophy and trained them to better control their powers, and thus become stronger individuals.

After the destruction of the First Empire at the hands of the Gene Plagues, the Architectist Church shattered apart, and many Architectists began to go back to the ideas of Duzhonev the Wise. Some Architectists came to believe that the First Empire went down the same path as the Galactic Republic, while others reversed Duzhonev the Wise's teachings and held that political competition led to strength through a marketplace of ideas. The Confederation of Allied Republics, an organization of baseline human republics, architect kingdoms, and even surviving alien civilizations, was cobbled together and adopted what would become known as Populist Architectism. Populist Architectism held that constant political struggle, competition and revolutionary ideas were key to strength, and that the strict, top-down rule of Imperial Architectism led to stagnation through peace. The Confederation was thus in a state of constant war, ending only when Lem I established the Second Empire. Under the Second Empire, Architectism was all but wiped out. It persisted in some parts of the galaxy, such as the architectist kingdom of Avelov, but otherwise the Second Empire succeeded in replacing Architectism with Imperial Rationalism.

Architectism splintered once again, and being banned in the Second Empire, no new organization could emerge to reunite it. Every Architectist community developed their own version of Architectism, many of which lost the original philosophy entirely and became a simple, theistic religion, with architects taking place of spirits or gods. Some strains, such as Titanism, would go on to become major galactic religions, although they would lose much of the original philosophy and theology of Duzhonev the Wise's Architectism. However, some organizations have a fundamentalist understanding of Duzhonev the Wise's teachings. The Gresi Alliance is the biggest organization that seeks to restore Architectist rule, and follows Duzhonev the Wise's example by attempting a violent takeover. Ironically predominantly composed of baseline humans, the Gresi Alliance believe that the galaxy has become weak because it has been shattered and is not under Architectist rule. The Gresi Alliance seek to topple every galactic government and unite it under an Architectist empire, one ruled by the Gresi Alliance's architect leaders. Believing that constant war will make them stronger, the Gresi Alliance have stopped at nothing in their bid to conquer the galaxy. They have started wars, conducted terrorist attacks, and massacred innocents who refused to slave away for the Gresi Alliance. The ultimate plan of the Gresi Alliance is to provoke war between the Federation and the Empire, an act they believe will lead to only the strongest societies in the galaxy surviving, societies they would later integrate into the fold of their new empire.

The Angels of Death: The Dondrukov Guard

The modern Imperial military is a creature of tens of thousands of years of victory and defeat, reform and stagnation, an astronomically massive organization befitting a galactic empire. The Imperial military is composed of men and women from all around the Third Empire of Man who have chosen, or have been chosen, to give their lives to the Emperor's service. But the Emperor has another army, the descendant of the first army that Vadim the Great used to conquer the planet of Ab Endiran and name it after himself. The army that became the Emperor's personal guards and enforcers, fell from grace and was reforged into the Empire's special forces division. This is the Dondrukov Guard.

The Dondrukov Guard was once the Fifth Army of the Endiran Planetary Defense Force, attached to the Fifth Fleet under the command of Admiral Vadim Dondrukov. When Admiral Dondrukov launched his coup that overthrew the planetary government of Ab Endiran, he did so with both awakened architects of the Order and the men of the Fifth Army, who pledged their loyalty to him. The Fifth Army was renamed the Dondrukov Army, the core of the new military of Dondrukovskrad. As Vadim the Great, as he was now known, conquered the galaxy, the Dondrukov Army was used to conquer system after system. However, Vadim the Great realized that he could no longer use his relatively small army to conquer the galaxy, and grew to rely on the feudal levies of those leaders that bent the knee. He thus formed the Imperial Army and the Imperial Navy, but notably he kept the Dondrukov Army outside of the new Imperial military's jurisdiction. Instead, he renamed them the Dondrukov Guard, and charged them with guarding the Dondrukovskrad system and, along with the Order of the Architects, the Empire's new lords. Those who wanted to continue conquering the galaxy were allowed to resign from the Dondrukov Guard and join the Imperial military, where they were granted higher ranks, as they were more trusted than the new levies.

Being entrusted to guard the Imperial throne itself, the emperors had much incentive to keep the Dondrukov Guard both competent and happy. The Guard received the best equipment, the best training, the best pay, and every member of the Guard had the privileges of nobility. However, this had the opposite effect. The Dondrukov Guard grew corrupt and lazy, abusing their position and becoming more interested in carnal desires or illicit business interests. Soon, the Dondrukov Guard found itself involved in the byzantine politics of the Empire, and they assassinated the mad emperor Vadim III in a palace coup. While the mad emperor was certainly deserving of his fate, the act also corrupted the Dondrukov Guard. Vadim III's son, Vadim IV, was only five at the time, and so for a while the Dondrukov Guard and its supporters were the de facto leaders of the Empire. The Dondrukov Guard became the most important political force in the galaxy, and the Guardsmen realized that they could simply assassinate emperors they did not like. This set a terrible precedent, and for two centuries the Dondrukov Guard would control weak emperors, or dispose of them if they became too unruly. This was the Reign of the Guard. The Dondrukov Guard became massively wealthy and corrupt. Sector lords were allowed to go delinquent on their tithes, so long as they paid the proper bribes to the Guard. Systems were illegally sold to foreign powers such as the Consortium and the Citizens' Alliance. The Imperial military itself was weakened, as it was perceived to be a threat to the Guard. Anyone was allowed to join the Guard, so long as they bribed the right people; the ability to fight was not a consideration.

The Reign of the Guard ended with the rise of Arekshav IV. An ambitious man, Arekshav IV believed strongly in imperial right, and he could never accept having his power hobbled. Arekshav IV spent most of his father’s reign plotting to depose the Guard by forging alliances with influential sector lords and ensuring the loyalty of the Imperial military and the Order of the Architects to him alone. Upon taking the throne, Arekshav IV orchestrated his plan. During Unification Day celebrations, Arekshav IV fled the Imperial Palace as the Order of the Architects, ostensibly on the planet for parades, stormed the palace and either killed or captured the entire Drondrukov Guard. Those that were taken prisoner were publicly executed. This act cemented Arekshav IV’s power, and restored Imperial power for centuries to come.

Arekshav IV did not abolish the Dondrukov Guard, but he did reform it. They were no longer charged with guarding the Emperor’s life by themselves; they now shared that responsibility with the Order of the Architects and the newly-formed Imperial Intelligence. Most of the Dondrukov Guard’s functions were to serve beyond Dondrukovskrad, as the Empire’s special forces. The Guard was no longer allowed to laze around; their training was brutal, conducted on the frozen prison world of Sarab VI. Guardsmen were conscripted from barbarian worlds, prisons, and particularly brutal Imperial Army units or feudal levies. To ensure their loyalty, Guardsmen are regularly imprinted with more trustworthy personalities, overwriting their previously-unstable personas. Guardsmen are imprinted regularly, to give them new knowledge and to ensure they don’t go rogue when the imprinting inevitably breaks. Guardsmen are imprinted with a sense that their lives only matter to finish the mission, which unfortunately leads to them making suicidal attacks even if escape is possible. Guardsmen are also physically enhanced to be able to move within their heavy powered armor, which is far more advanced and effective than the body armor issued to Imperial stormtroopers and allows them to carry heavy weapons with ease. The imposing, all-black armor of the Guard is feared throughout the galaxy.

The Guard technically answer only to the Emperor himself, but in practice, they are deployed by Imperial Intelligence. Guardsmen are sent to missions which are considered too important and dangerous for regular Imperial forces, typically sabotaging hardened targets. To aid in their missions, Guardsmen are equipped with the best weapons the Empire has to offer, typically reverse-engineered from Second Empire technology. Notably, Guardsmen are equipped with personal hyperdrives, allowing them to deploy directly behind enemy lines without using shuttlecraft. Because they are so expensive to train and equip, Guardsmen are seldom used, and their presence is a sure indicator that the Empire is very interested in local events.

Technology Profile: Alliance M15 Assault Rifle

Simple, rugged, yet misunderstood, the M15 Assault Rifle is the standard small arms used by the Citizens’ Alliance Marine Corps. One of the most commonly-used slugthrowers in the galaxy, and the only one used as a standard weapon by a major galactic power, the M15 seems like an odd choice given the limitations of slugthrowers compared to rail guns and energy weapons. However, within the context of the Citizens’ Alliance and its wars, the choice makes perfect sense.

Contrary to popular belief, the M15 does not use the same gunpowder that more conventional slugthrowers use. Like all Alliance slugthrowers, they use a proprietary Alliance propellant that was developed during the days of the Second Empire, and has been lost to the rest of the galaxy. This propellant allows the M15 to have a muzzle velocity that rivals primitive rail guns, without the need for expensive and difficult to maintain magnetic capacitors. The M15 also maintains a much higher rate of fire than modern rail weapons, such as the Taalstyang SmartRifle X.

The M15 also fires much larger rounds than standard slugthrowers. The M15 fires rounds that are fifteen milimeters in diameter, hence the name, and Alliance machine guns fire much larger rounds. These are much larger, and thus carry more kinetic energy, than standard slugthrower rifle or kalash rounds. While M15 rounds still have difficulty penetrating modern military-grade body armor, said armor is not effectively immune from damage, as it would be against standard slugthrowers. Because of the size of the rounds it fires, the M15 is much larger and heavier than, for example, a kalash. In fact, its size and weight is more comparable to heavy machine guns, and makes the weapon nearly impossible to wield by an unaugmented, baseline human without powered armor. The M15 is heavy and durable enough to be used as a club, even if the weapon doesn’t have the standard chainsaw bayonet attachment.

It is true that the M15 rifle fares poorly when compared to blasters and phasers against armored targets, but the Citizens’ Alliance rarely battles against infantry that use body armor. The enemies an Alliance Marine would likely face are insurgents and rebels, Avelovan troops, Federation troops, and the hordes of the Tick Swarm. None of these forces wear modern body armor, as none of them place any great value on the lives of their soldiers. Avelovan conscripts and Federation flash clones are deemed expendable by their leadership, and are thus equipped only with basic anti-ballistic fabrics that will reliably stop a slugthrower pistol, but not the rounds from an M15. The Tick Swarm is a foe that is actually more difficult to fight with energy weapons. While each Swarm beast is lightly armored, they attack in numbers that can easily overwhelm an Imperial or Federation firing line because their weapons overheat too quickly. An M15 can fire constantly for days without overheating, while a KF7 Imperial will overheat within ten minutes of continuous fire. This is one major reason that the Swarm hives have met with less success against the Citizens’ Alliance when compared to their assaults on the Empire and the Federation.

As a rule, kinetic weapons fare better against energy shields than energy weapons. Barring ion and electromagnetic weapons designed specifically to tear down shields, there is no more effective a weapon than a rapid-fire slugthrower. This is because ray shields can easily disperse heat and electromagnetic energy throughout itself and dissipate the rest throughout the environment, while deflector and arrestor shields have to either convert the kinetic energy of a round into heat or electricity - a process that is taxing on the system and actually consumes energy rather than generating it - or it transfers the kinetic energy to the generator itself, where it gradually damages either the generator or the structure it is connected to. Kinetic weapons can more easily collapse shields, even if they are placing less total energy into the shield system than an energy weapon. Because of this principle, the Federation is fond of using energy shields to defend its planetary assets, as they are equipped with Imperial blasters in mind. Against the Alliance’s weapons, they are far less effective.

There is also the psychological effect of using slugthrowers. Unlike blasters and phasers, whose distinct whine is not particularly threatening to humans on an instinctive level, the loud boom of an M15 firing scares even humans who have never heard an M15. The damage the M15 does to an armored infantry target also plays a part in its efficacy. A blaster or phaser hit, even on a decently armored target, causes explosive boiling, which instantly transforms a target into a red mist, with a few body parts (typically limbs) strewn about. An M15 causes grievous injuries that, while lethal, do not kill instantly. The Alliance understands the psychological value in maiming the enemy and letting their comrades in arms know that their last moments are in extreme pain and suffering. The maiming also has the added advantage of forcing the enemy to expend resources in medical care for their injured troops, or forcing them to euthanize their troops, which has detrimental effects on morale. However, against enemies such as the Tick Swarm and the Federation, these psychological factors are less effective.

Technology Profile: Phage Weapons

The First Empire of Man mastered biology, and so it was no surprise that their most terrible weapons killed on a cellular or even genetic level. Although not as strictly efficient as the weapons of the Second Empire, which attacked matter in its fundamental form, the First Empire's weapons were more terrible on a psychological level. The sight of a brother-in-arms melting into a puddle of degenerated cells has had a much more detrimental effect on the will of an enemy to fight than watching them disappear in a flash of light. The First Empire understood the primal fear that can be invoked through the creative use of genetic weaponry, and so developed phage weaponry. Although the concept of using the galaxy's biodiversity to serve as the enforcer of Man's will was eventually perfected in the form of the Tick Swarm, phage weapons were more widely used, more useful in warfare, and for these reasons is still being used in galactic conflicts.

Phage weapons are a form of organic nanite, not dissimilar in structure to viruses, but with a miniature quantum computer in place of viral genes. These nanites are connected to one another via a self-generated wireless network, which is itself connected to a central computer on an orbiting First Empire vessel that can direct the phage's activities. The individual nanites would reproduce, but unlike gray goo weapons would not endlessly reproduce. Instead, they would reproduce enough so that they can defeat the target organism's immune system and gain total control of its biological processes on a cellular level. Once in control of the host organism's biological functions, it would repurpose the entire creature to serve only one purpose: to attack any forces pre-assigned by the phage weapon's user. These can range from their comrades in life, to civilians, to wild animals; whatever would increase the threat level for the First Empire's enemies.

Usually, the bodies of the infectees are warped in brutal ways, with the phage taking in templates from their vast library of genes to create whatever is necessary for combat at the moment. Superfluous organs that have no use for an organism designed to die in combat, such as fat deposits, and reproductive and digestive systems, are reduced to a slurry of stem cells and used to build the musculature and bones of the infected. If the infected has no weapons skills, then manipulator limbs are broken and sharp blades made of bone replace the hands or their analogues. Those that are deemed unfit for combat, such as most civilians, are the worst off. Some are converted into living suicide bombers, converting the digestive and endocrine systems into a factory for corrosive chemicals that can eat through modern armor, or to produce more phage. Others are used as raw materials to produce smaller or larger phage creatures, their limbs breaking off and growing legs to infiltrate enemy strongholds, or fused with ten other beings to form a war engine of flesh and bone. Others, particularly females or female-analogues, become living wombs, ordered to consume as much biomass as possible before literally exploding to reveal hundreds of smaller phage creatures. Perhaps what is deadliest about phage infectees is that their bodies constantly generate more phage, meaning that infections will keep spreading so long as more hosts are found.

Phage weapons come in a variety of forms. The most common form is an aerosol, mounted on automated drones and used to "dust" enemy formations, particularly if they are not equipped with environmentally sealed suits. Another common form is liquid, and is used to poison the water and food supplies of enemy settlements. Less common forms include phage crystals, which are packaged around low-yield explosives and detonated in enemy formations or sometimes in civilian areas, filling the area with phage shrapnel. Some barbarian warlords use liquefied phage in slugthrower artillery.

Fearing that their own weapon would turn against them, the First Empire deliberately handicapped the intelligence of phage infectees. While the ability to use equipment, particularly military hardware, was kept to maximize the efficacy of the Empire's new soldiers, superfluous brain matter and the cognition that came with them was converted into more muscle. Because of this deficiency, phage infectees are incapable of any grand strategy. If the user of the phage weapon is fortunate enough to have a compatible computer to direct the infectees, then they may be directed from a distance, drastically improving the combat efficacy of the phage. However, even without outside direction, the phage are capable of hunting prey intelligently. Phage will not attack mindlessly in hordes, unless the numbers favor them. Rather, they will hide dark, secluded areas and ambush prey. In settings such as isolated colonies or labyrinthine spacecraft, the phage are extremely effective.

The greatest weakness of the phage is that they are not long-term weapons. While some Consortium corporations tout phage creatures as the "galaxy's perfect species," in truth, a phage infection will always burn out because the phage infection will eventually starve itself. Unless they are designed to produce more phage constructs, phage infectees have no digestive system and will starve to death. Phage compounds are biodegradable by design, and they will not persist in an environment for more than a few centuries. For this reason, stockpiles of phage must be stored in controlled environments if they are to last. All of these were designed into the phage by the First Empire, as they wanted to settle the planets they fought for; if they wanted to leave an uninhabitable hellscape, then they would use conventional orbital bombardment. These safeguards remain in place even with modern phage variants, partially because modern society is not as knowledgeable in creating such compounds, and because the safeguards exist for a reason.

The Eldritch Stars

Some of the most mysterious phenomena in the entire galaxy, the Eldritch Stars are not stars at all. Rather, they are a form of stable wormhole, formed by unclear means, into another universe existing several quantum levels below hyperspace. While similar wormholes exist elsewhere in the galaxy, and are of no concern, the Eldritch Stars produce some of the most horrifying phenomena in the galaxy. Most Eldritch Stars are located in the galactic fringe, forming a "border" with the Imperial Inner Colonies, and in the Crazed Core, but they exist throughout the galaxy.

The Eldritch Stars were discovered sometime during the expansion of Arekshav the Great, where they were noted by Terran forces as being mentioned repeatedly by alien commanders as regions to avoid at all costs. Through long-distance spectrometry and gravity studies, the humans came to the conclusion that the Eldritch Stars were black holes, as they emitted no light but warped spacetime with what appeared to be a strong gravitational pull. Why aliens avoided them was unclear, although the going theory was either this mass of black holes causing malfunctions with faster-than-light systems or the presence of a powerful alien empire that humanity will have to contend with sooner or later. Exploratory missions soon followed, and what the humans found was truly strange: tears in spacetime itself, that regularly expelled matter from a source completely external to the physical universe. What was assumed to be distortion of spacetime caused by gravity was instead caused by these wormholes, and there was no gravitation involved.

The Eldritch Stars themselves rotate along with the rest of the galaxy, and so from a galactic perspective are fixed. They therefore cause little threat on their own. However, they regularly produce horrors that the rest of the galaxy must contend with. At its height, the Second Empire tried to close all of the Eldritch Stars. While they succeeded with thousands of the Eldritch Stars, they did not close them all before the Second Empire's fall. Some have since reopened, the ancient technology used to keep them closed malfunctioned over the millennia. These Eldritch Stars are often close to major worlds, many of which were populated with the belief that there were no Eldritch Stars in the area.

Perhaps the most destructive products of the Eldritch Stars are the planets it produces. Twisted entities that resemble writhing masses of alien flesh, what have been dubbed Devourer Worlds feast on inhabited worlds. It is not known why they do this, as they tend to skip uninhabited or sparsely-populated worlds, meaning that nutrition is unlikely. The Second Empire theorized that the Devourer Worlds were weapons developed by a hostile alien species, or even the immune system of a universe-sized creature that saw other life as a virus. Devourer Worlds are all unique, but also share some traits. Most are pitch black, and are almost impossible to see directly with the naked eye. They are covered in fleshy tendrils, some several kilometers in length, which they use to secrete a corrosive substance to aid in digesting a planet. And, somewhere on their body, is a continent-sized mouth, lined with billions of grinding teeth. Devourer Worlds are equipped with their own, natural hyperdrive, allowing them to appear in a star system with very little advance notice.

Having the mass of a planet, it requires a planet-killing weapon to dispatch them, meaning the appearance of a Devourer World places significant strain on the strategic assets of any state. On the plus side, they also give any state with the means the excuse it needs to develop planet and star killers. Some Devourer Worlds are the size of gas giants, and may require several shots from a superlaser to properly kill.

Another destructive "product" of the Eldritch Stars is the Seeping Ink. Either emerging on their own or populating Devourer Worlds, the Seeping Ink are an ecosystem-species that coexist with the Devourer Worlds and assist them in attacking the galaxy. The individual "creatures" of the Seeping Ink are made of the same extradimensional matter as the Devourer Worlds. This material can change shape like a fluid, yet at other times maintains the rigidity and strength of a solid. Surviving Second Empire records identified the Seeping Ink as being made of a form of phased matter, similar to the Second Empire's own architecture. These properties make the Seeping Ink extremely difficult to destroy via conventional means, but they are by no means invincible and the application of enough energy into a phased matter structure will destroy it.

The Seeping Ink is composed of thousands of different forms, all of which serve different purposes in the Seeping Ink's overall function. Large Seeping Ink forms are used similarly to starships, used for transport or fighting other starships directly. Seeping Ink "ships" are equipped with esoteric weapons, most commonly baryonic weapons. This makes them extremely deadly against enemy starships, and makes the Seeping Ink practically unbeatable without a numerical advantage. Smaller forms range from the size of a building to the size of a human hand. The Seeping Ink prefer to attack using tendrils and claws, consuming their enemies as they fight, but they also have ranged weaponry built into their bodies. The Seeping Ink have a mastery of wormgates, allowing them to deploy hostile forms deep behind enemy lines and even inside enemy bases and ships. This makes planning a defense against the Seeping Ink extremely difficult.

A unique ability of the Seeping Ink is to make more of itself by consuming or infecting regular matter. Seeping Ink constructs can take control of machines and biological creatures by connecting directly to them, and often change their physical forms to better suit the Seeping Ink's needs. Typically, a machine or creature "possessed" by the Seeping Ink will slowly turn darker as its surface becomes less reflective, because more and more atoms transition to phased matter. The Seeping Ink are fond of using whatever converted they matter they have at hand as raw building materials for new constructs. During a Seeping Ink invasion, it is not uncommon to see piles of bodies and body parts reconfiguring themselves into new creatures that attack their allies in life.

Ironically, unlike the Devourer Worlds, the motives of the Seeping Ink seem to be a desire to feed off technological civilizations. The Seeping Ink are naturally attracted to stars, and will directly siphon stellar energy via the use of wormholes, but they have a particular liking for artificially-generated energy. Why this is the case is unknown, and this was a mystery even to the Second Empire. The Seeping Ink have made no attempts to communicate with the rest of the galaxy, and it is unclear whether the Seeping Ink are capable of communication at all.

Other assorted creatures emerge from the Eldritch Stars, but seem to be unrelated to the Devourer Worlds or the Seeping Ink. Void krakens, "animals" the size of battlestars, sometimes emerge and move through the vacuum of space as if it were water. Smaller creatures sometimes emerge in swarms, such as the mind parasites. The only unifying trait about these creatures is that they are extremely dangerous, leading to the long-standing quarantine of any space with an Eldritch Star.

DUZHONEV IMPERIUM UNVEILS THE EMPEROR'S HAMMER

The Duzhonev Central News Agency has publicly unveiled the latest ship in its command: the Emperor's Hammer, a massive, three hundred-kilometer long super battlestar armed with a hyperlight weapon. The unveiling was attended by none other than High Chancellor Anton Vizzek, who proclaimed the day a major step forward for all True Humans.

"This vessel is the physical manifestation of the God-Emperor's might and his wrath. This fearsome machine will bring an end to the liars, the traitors, all of the filth that corrupts our galaxy. It will scour the stars themselves until nothing but the purity of mankind is left!"

According to the Duzhonev Central News Agency, the Emperor's Hammer was built entirely by Duzhonevian efforts, but sources from outside Duzhonev tell a different story. The Emperor's Hammer was developed from the shell of an abandoned Third Empire project to build battlestars armed with superlasers. The project was ultimately canceled because World Fortresses fit the role needed, so the hull of the Emperor's Hammer was eventually sold off to the Duzhonevians. Consortium contractors and the Duzhonevian industry finished the ship.

Rumors of the Emperor's Hammer have been around for decades, including poor-resolution holograms of what was claimed to be the Emperor's Hammer under construction. Until today, the Duzhonevians have denied they were developing such a vessel.

The Emperor's Hammer is armed with a single hyperlight weapon, allowing it to destroy entire stars from light-years away. In addition, the Duzhonev Central News Agency reports it is armed with "thousands" of death rays, aetheric cannons, and missile launchers. The Duzhonevians claim that the ship is crewed by a million Duzhonevian sailors, with an entire Duzhonevian army assigned to the vessel. The vessel is built "like a city," complete with factories and habitation areas, with travel from one end of the ship to the other taking a week. The Emperor's Hammer can carry entire battleships in its massive hangars, which function more like shipyards. If true, the logistical problem with such a vessel are numerous. World Fortresses and similar stations are self-contained societies, and it is unclear if the Duzhonevians have the experience to deal with such autonomous forces.

Culture Profile: Imperial Border Systems and Lords

Strong borders are key to the long-term survival of any state, and the Third Empire is no different. However, due to the vastness of the Empire's domains, and the nature of interstellar politics, border security is a difficult task. Unlike terrestrial borders on a planet, it is difficult to draw lines across a map of the galaxy and expect reasonable enforcement. No walls or fences could be built in interstellar space, nor could security forces patrol such vast expanses. Borders are instead maintained on a system-by-system basis: the individual star in a system is designated as belonging to one state, meaning that travel to and from systems belonging to the same state constitutes domestic travel, while all other travel is international. This means that, in truth, any interstellar state only controls a tiny fraction of what might be depicted in astrographic maps.

The nature of interstellar borders also means that exclaves are commonplace. The Federation has possessions deep in what would be considered Imperial space, and vice versa, a result of the astropolitical mess that was the Federal Revolution. While travel to these distant systems might be difficult from the core of the two empires, their rivals could not stop a traveling ship "on the border" as it transits via faster-than-light means. In order to prevent a starship from visiting a system, military forces must be placed in realspace within that system. This constitutes an invasion of a foreign state's sovereign territory, clear grounds for defensive action and a possible declaration of war. However, the fact remains that travel time between star systems scales with realspace distance, so any means of faster-than-light travel apart from wormgates will be hampered by sheer distance. Enemy forces can move to exclaves much more quickly than reinforcements. In response to this problem, the Empire has officially designated some systems border systems, and promoted their nobles to lords-protector.

Any Imperial system within a hundred light-years of a foreign system is designated a border system, and any nobles associated with that system on the planetary level upward are designated lords-protector. This has its advantages and disadvantages. Lords-protector are charged not only with the regular responsibilities of a noble of their class, but they are also required to be ready to defend their system from foreign invaders. To aid in this task, lords-protector are allocated a much larger quota for levies that would otherwise be allowed, planetary lords-protector are granted access to military spacecraft, and, most importantly, lords-protector have a lower tithe rate in order to maintain these forces. Lord-protectors are granted more leeway when it comes to military operations, and can intervene in defense against a foreign invader without prior authorization from the Throne.

Becoming a lord-protector is particularly lucrative for sector lords, as if they are designated a lord-protector, they can claim a tithe deduction for every border system under their care and they are allowed to have much larger interstellar fleets. This means that sector lords-protector, as a rule, are richer and more powerful than their counterparts. This is especially true for the Core Lords, whose sectors border a few Federation systems deep in the Orion Arm. Because the Federal threat there is small, but their placement strategically worrying, Dondrukovskrad grants them exorbitant tithe deductions.

However, this comes with the downside of increased Imperial oversight. As it is the charge of the House of Dondrukov to defend the entire Third Empire from foreign invaders, they have more control over lords-protector and border domains. Any border system can have a permanent Imperial garrison assigned to it, although for reasons of logistics, most do not. Imperial Intelligence will visit border systems far more often than internal systems. And, most importantly, lords-protector are expected to pay in part for the accommodations of any Imperial forces stationed in their domain.

This set of incentives means that some lords want to be lords-protector, while some lords-protector want to lose that status. This plays a major role in the already-byzantine game of aristocratic politicking in the Empire. A sector lord who wants to gain more wealth and possible influence might allow the Federation to subvert a system on the fringes of his sector, then petition Dodrukovskrad for designation as a lord-protector. A lord-protector who is only burdened with the title because of the existence of a small, interstellar empire might start a war with said empire and integrate those worlds into his domain, in order to lose the title.

Then there is the problem of record-keeping: because of the vastness of the Empire, Dondrukovskrad must rely on regular reports from sector lords over whether their systems are within a hundred light-years of any foreign system. Sector lords may be delinquent in their reports, neglect to adequately check reports, or simply lie to Imperial auditors. Some lords-protector have not bordered a foreign power in centuries, but continue to report the existence of a foreign state that no longer exists in order to claim tithe deductions. The logistical and political issues involved make an accurate count of lords-protector and border systems in the Empire impossible.

Citizen Castes of the Free Triumvirate

The Free Triumvirate's citizens are all composed of clones of one of the Twelve Founders, twelve baseline humans which chose to leave the Second Empire, which they believed was corrupt and doomed to eventual self-destruction. Key to the Triumvirate's beliefs about the Second Empire's failings is the belief that a genetically diverse population is one that will inherently succumb to infighting, and thus a genetically-controlled, caste-based system will be more stable. Proved right, in their minds, by the War of the Cog Lords and the chaos that engulfed the Milky Way in its aftermath, the Free Triumvirate persists with its clone society.

The citizens of the Free Triumvirate, being clones of specific individuals, have a tendency towards particular personality traits. This is reinforced by a lifetime of rigid education which promotes the preexisting personality template. All of this effort is necessary to create predictable castes which are well suited to tasks in particular fields. Aberrant personalities for their caste do exist, and such individuals are identified at an early age and reassigned. These individuals, seen as outcasts by their other caste-mates, are often poorly socialized, which only reinforces the Triumvirate's belief that genetic and environmental factors need to coincide to produce good citizens.

Emigs – Clones of one of the Triumvirs, Emigs are the most ambitious and driven of the Triumvir templates. Renowned, and notorious, for their strong-headedness and independent mindset, Emigs tend to be placed in positions of leadership, such as governorship over a worldship. Emigs are known for their pragmatism and decisiveness, so those Emigs which are not in direct leadership roles often serve as advisors or as adjudicators. Some Emigs are extraordinarily isolationist, and will operate on their chosen task alone for decades at a time. Emigs are extraordinarily confident in their own beliefs, and thus will only speak with those with whom they agree, typically other Emigs, Domivs and Ettyns. Emigs typically adjudicate disputes of policy between Domivs and Ettyns, reflecting the dynamic of the Triumvirate itself. Emigs are very individualistic and iconoclastic, a trait which inspired Emig Prime to found the Triumvirate. Ironically, many clone Emigs have grown to dislike the Triumvirate because they feel their progenitor has become just as bad a tyrant as those he sought to escape. Because of their ambition and independence, Emigs are the template most likely to foment a rebellion or defect from the Triumvirate, a task which they are well-suited to do because they are normally given control over significant assets in their role as administrators. Most rogue Triumvirate assets are either led by, or are solo operations by, Emigs.

Domivs – Another clone template of one of the Triumvirs, Domivs are favored most for their cold, analytical personalities. The most anti-social of the three Triumvir templates, Domivs are usually given tasks which do not involve much direct social interaction and involve the understanding of systems. Domivs are known for their tendency to fanatical obsession with particular fields, and the application of their analytical skills to whichever field they are attracted to. Much of the Triumvirate’s scientific, research and technological class is made up of Domivs. Domivs despise rote activity, making for poor middle managers and workers; therefore, Domivs tend to be in positions where creative decision-making is needed. As a result, Domivs are the second smallest population of citizens in the Free Triumvirate, as there is little need for having more than a few thousand. Domivs are overwhelmingly technophilic, and most Domivs are cybernetically enhanced. In fact, it was Domiv Prime who suggested the rejection of biological reproduction in favor of cloning. The most cynical of the three Triumvir templates, Domivs tend to advocate for draconian, uncompromising measures when in positions of power.

Ettyns – The most charismatic and humanistic of the Triumvir clones, Ettyns are often the face of the Triumvirate, both to its citizens and to outsiders. Outgoing and assertive, Ettyns are capable negotiators, which is why what little of a diplomatic corps the Triumvirate possesses is staffed almost entirely by Ettyns. They are also the face and voice of the Triumvirate's leadership, whether they be the Triumvirs themselves, the Privy Council, or other organizations within the Triumvirate government. Deeply philosophical and moral in disposition, Ettyns excel in and are drawn to issues of great intellectual and moral weight, such as politics and sociology. Ettyns are the most forgiving and optimistic of the Triumvir clones, tending to believe in the goodness of humanity and in hope for its future. They are also prone to idealism and hypotheticals, imagining how the Triumvirate or the galaxy as a whole can be better, even if the solutions are impractical or the questions moot because of other circumstances. Because of their citizen-first attitude, Ettyns often come into conflict with Domivs, who push for more pragmatic, if ruthless, solutions. Ettyns are often the loudest advocates for the rights of non-citizens as well, although Ettyn Prime is staunchly against any such measures and thus the Triumvirate is completely set against it.

Kessars – Creative and independently-minded, yet conscientious and prone to be true believers in the Triumvirate and its mission, Kessars are considered a balance between the three Triumvirate personalities. Kessar Prime was a friend of the three Triumvirs and "recruited" for their project to serve as an arbiter between the three. Killed in an unfortunate "accident," his genetic material has gone on to form the upper bureaucracy and lower political rungs of the Triumvirate. Kessars are known for being committed to the Triumvirate's overarching goal of being the light of mankind, but are committed to finding practical ways of doing this that do not always follow conventional thinking. Thanks to this trait, Kessars are often advisers to higher-ranking personnel, even the Triumvirs themselves, and are expected to speak criticism freely. Their independent-mindedness, combined with their loyalty, also means that Kessars are trusted with independent commands, such as generals operating in the field. Perhaps the biggest fault of Kessars is that they are overly competitive. Kessars will seek to prove themselves against other Kessars, other citizens, foreigners, or even themselves individually. Left unchecked, this can cause Kessars to start pointless feuds with others. At other times, this is a blessing; it is common Triumvirate practice to pit Kessar generals against one another in competition over who can defeat the enemy the most effectively. Kessars are drawn to intellectual competitions, which can be fruitful if directed towards their task, or debilitating if directed towards distracting hobbies.

Laranas – The most empathetic of the citizen castes, Laranas were cloned from a former school teacher. Ironically, Laranas themselves are never assigned to teaching, as the Triumvirs believe that a Larana's kindness and empathy towards students would encourage too much independent thought. Laranas are instead assigned to "caring" professions, such as therapy or child care. In fact, while Laranas are forbidden from teaching, they make up the vast majority of non-educational child care workers. Laranas tend to be detail-oriented, so long as the details deal with people they interact with often. Laranas are typically conservative and accepting of the Triumvirate's system, and rarely speak up and make suggestions regarding how things work, preferring instead to go with the flow.

Talaras – Cloned from Talara Prime, a former Imperial corporate manager, Talaras make up the bulk of the Triumvirate's middle bureaucratic class. Predisposed to order at all costs, Talaras are well-known for their organizational skills. They are attracted to the concept of ordering: Talaras often create charts, graphs, and complex webs of information that only they can navigate. Their abiding belief in order makes them good middle managers and supervisors, if their tendency to micromanage and punish subordinates for even the most minor of infractions is reined in by more reasonable superiors. Talaras make up the majority of the lower officer ranks in the Triumvirate military, as their organizational skills come in handy in such an organization. They are also employed as watchmen and informants, as they are difficult to corrupt and have a strong sense of loyalty and duty to the Triumvirate. Entrusted with the propagation of the Triumvirate, Talaras are also assigned to teach new generations of clones, which Talaras are expected to do by the letter.

Zomirs – Cloned from an Imperial Marine who was friends with Emig Prime, Zomirs naturally make up a large number of the citizen-soldiers of the Triumvirate military. Like Talaras, Zomirs are rule followers, but are more hot-headed and have a deep sense of honor. More than the other castes, Zomirs consider themselves to be brothers, and the honor of the Zomir caste and genetic lineage is on all of them to uphold. Every military defeat is a blight on all Zomirs, to be redeemed by another victory. This can be good for morale - the Triumvirate makes a point of reminding the Zomirs of their defeats, to encourage them in the next battle - although some Zomirs crack under the pressure and commit suicide, or find themselves tied up in unauthorized assaults against opponents they lost to millennia ago. Unlike Talaras and Ranevas, the Zomirs' sense of honor also prevents them from just following orders. For example, they often refuse to kill unarmed enemies. As a whole, Zomirs are not very creative, relying on Kessar and Talara field commanders to make quick decisions for them. Zomirs are not used exclusively as soldiers; many are used as police and paramilitaries that operate within Triumvirate territories and stations.

Ranevas – Raneva Prime was a security guard who befriended Ettyn Prime during their youth. Although not a believer in the Triumvirate's vision, Raneva Prime had grown bored of her job, and used her connection with Ettyn Prime to join the Twelve Founders. Cold, brutal, but not particularly clever or creative, Ranevas are used alongside Zomirs as soldiers, guards, and police officers. They also make up the majority of the Triumvirate Security Service, the Triumvirate's secret police, which answers to the Triumvirs directly. While Zomirs may be too honorable for some actions, Ranevas will do anything to get the job done, and so they are often assigned to black ops units. They are also tasked with the "dirty" job in the Triumvirate, such as suppressing non-citizens. Ranevas are not particularly ambitious, content with the ability to exercise power over those weaker than them. This makes them trustworthy in the eyes of the Triumvirs, who fear the potential for revolution. Ranevas are the most often to go berserk and get themselves locked into sarcophagi.

Pavkias – Pavkia Prime was a famous Imperial-era actress, and one of the two Twelve Founders never to have personally joined the Triumvirs. This was because Pavkia Prime died decades before the Twelve Founders went on their expedition; one of the Triumvirs managed to get hold of Pavkia Prime's DNA and created a clone of her. Pavkias are known for their artistic creativity, and are thus tasked with writing, sculpting, painting, and all manner of artistic endeavors to make the Triumvirate more beautiful and human. They are often assigned to design bureaus to encourage more aesthetic designs, to the chagrin of the Domivs and Dolivas they work with. Pavkias are also used as entertainers; some are comedians, others are actresses, others still work as eye candy for advertising. Some Pavkias choose to be escorts, where they can command high prices given that they are associated with beauty and glamour.

Dolivas – Doliva Prime was the younger sister of Domiv Prime, and was an exceptional ship engineer in her own right. Doliva Prime died during a rebel attack against the Imperial shipyard in which she worked, and her genetic code was given to Domiv Prime for safe keeping. Unlike the other relatives and friends of the Triumvirs, whose clones are non-citizens, Domiv Prime managed to convince the other Triumvirs to make his sister's clones citizens, arguing successfully that she was a good engineer. Dolivas have generally lived up to their reputation, serving as engineers, mathematicians, and programmers in the Triumvirate. They often work with Domivs, and the two castes consider one another siblings. Practical with any tools and machinery, Dolivas are often assigned to operate machines that require direct human control, such as large warships. Unlike Domivs, Dolivas thrive with rote work, and are far less likely to steer off the path they are given. Like their brothers, Dolivas tend to have issues with empathy, and often follow orders without thought as to what effect they would have on others.

Malakars – Cloned from a former ship captain who was down on his luck and joined the Triumvirs, Malakars are the explorers of the Free Triumvirate. Capable of operating alone, or with nothing but machine companions, almost indefinitely, Malakars are charged with finding new worlds that the Triumvirate can safely visit and colonize. Because they are expected to move all over the multiverse and report back to the Triumvirate, Malakars are generally trustworthy and have strong feelings of affinity for the Triumvirate. However, they are still capable of operating independently, often without communication for years at a time. Naturally curious, Malakars will go out of their way to study every strange and wonderful thing they encounter, even if it kills them. Unlike Malakar Prime, who was a depressed stim-abuser by the time he met the Triumvirs, Malakars are optimistic and generally believe in the inherent goodness of mankind. Unfortunately, this means they have a tendency of revealing themselves and their mission to those they believe they can trust, such as foreign intelligence agents.

Zalors – Cloned from a local politician who embezzled money to fund the Triumvirate's expedition, Zalors are only a caste because it was a condition for funding. Although the Triumvirs had every intention of throwing Zalor Prime into a torment engine and destroying his clone stock for bribing them, the Triumvirate only did the former, as they found a niche for Zalors. The Triumvirate understood that it would need to manipulate and trick foreign civilizations, and it eventually assigned the Zalors to the task. Zalors are sent to primitive - by Triumvirate standards - civilizations with particular mission goals, such as starting a war, or convincing two sides to make an alliance. If Zalors are known to the society, a Zalor mind will be imprinted onto a kidnapped or cloned body. Zalors are given free reign to do whatever they need to in order to succeed with this endeavor. Zalors are perhaps the least populous caste, they are cloned and raised in isolation from the others, and they are not allowed to interact with any other Triumvirate citizens and non-citizens unless they are interacting with their handlers or have authorization for interaction.

History Profile: The Alliance-Imperial War

During the Unification Wars, the Citizens’ Alliance was building its own interstellar empire. Although the Alliance rejected most forms of high technology as a source of civilizational weakness and a possible vector for destruction at the hands of artificial intelligence, they were more advanced than their neighbors, which they easily conquered or convinced to join the Alliance. The Alliance grew quickly, numbering around ten thousand star systems, when they encountered the Third Empire.

The Alliance had never encountered an interstellar polity the size of the Third Empire before, and they were outnumbered and outgunned by an order of magnitude. While the Alliance could call upon ten thousand systems, by the time of their encounter, the Empire numbered in the hundreds of thousands of systems. The Empire also had the technological advantage, particularly in space; the Alliance still depended on missiles and mass drivers, while the Empire possessed heavily shielded vessels and plasma weapons. Aware of the massive disparity in force, all in the Empire’s favor, the Empire offered the Alliance the same offer it gave to every interstellar political entity it encountered: join the Empire as a vassal, or be conquered.

To the Empire’s surprise, the Alliance refused the Empire’s offer. Famously, the indignant Imperial delegates told the Alliance leadership,

“The honorable generals and admirals of the Citizens’ Alliance do their people a disservice, for if His Imperial Majesty’s fleets arrive with intent to subjugate, they will show no mercy. They will burn your worlds until nothing is left but ash and glass.”

The Alliance leadership replied with only one word: “If.” Thus began the Empire’s war to conquer the Alliance.

The progress of the war’s early stages proved an unpleasant surprise for the Empire. Rather than pulling back their forces and consolidating them around an important position, as most of the Empire’s enemies had done, the Alliance pulled back their fleets but left sizable contingents of their famous Marines, even on fringe worlds. The Empire was forced to deploy its own planetary forces to pacify these worlds, whereupon they were immediately embroiled in a costly planetside engagement. Despite their technological disadvantages, the Alliance Marines proved more than a match for the Imperial Army, which was used to fighting poorly-organized feudal levies and not a professional army. Alliance Immortals in particular were key to turning the tide in many engagements, defeating scores of Imperial troops unprepared to face them. Many early engagements became Alliance victories planetside, forcing the Imperials to retreat and glass the planet. On other worlds, the Imperials were immediately embroiled in guerrilla war. Marines mingled with civilians, which themselves joined the insurgency in massive numbers. The Empire was forced to make costly troop commitments, siphoning off forces that would otherwise be used in the war.

Nevertheless, the Empire fought on, believing that their advantage in resources would become apparent to the Alliance, which could not sustain losses of such magnitude. However, even after the fall of several fortress worlds to the Empire – all of which had to be glassed because of heavy planetside resistance – the Alliance leadership still rebuffed all Imperial demands to submit, insisting that they will fight to the last man and the last round. The Empire believed that the manpower losses would eventually destroy the Alliance Marine Corps, but to their surprise, the Alliance simply raised more troops. The martial culture of the Citizens’ Alliance meant that large segments of the adult population were, if not immediately battle ready, only needed a few weeks of intensive training before being deployed. Even these new Marines were more than a match for the average Imperial Army trooper, who was at this point little more than a feudal levy loaned to the House of Dondrukov as part of their lord’s tithe. Time and again, the Imperial Army would lose on the surface, and the Imperial Navy would be forced to bombard the battlefield from orbit, filling the atmosphere with radioactive particles, if they did not glass the planet completely. As the war dragged on, it became clearer to Imperial authorities that many of the worlds they were fighting for were now glassed, and there was no point in continuing the war if it meant ruling over ashes.

In an attempt to definitively end the conflict, Emperor Marev V ordered his forces to cut the head off the snake. The Imperial Navy was to send a major battlefleet to Unica Prime, the capital of the Citizens’ Alliance, and to raze it. Marev V believed that showing the Alliance that the Empire could strike anywhere, and is perfectly willing to kill any number of their enemies to force their surrender. However, when the Imperial fleet entered the Unica system, they were surprised to find Unica Prime in ashes. Anticipating the attack, the Alliance evacuated the planet’s entire population and devastated the world’s surface with fusion warheads. Waiting for them was a contingent of the Alliance Navy, and aboard these vessels the largest force of Immortals the Empire ever encountered.

The Battle of Unica Prime would be the last battle of the Alliance-Imperial War. Heading the Imperial fleet was the Gotha-class dreadnought Admiral Rakovsky, armed with several city destroyer superlasers. Along with the Admiral Rakovsky were two dozen Velykev-class battlestars and a contingent of about fifty cruisers and destroyers. Facing them was an Alliance fleet composed of twenty Broadsword-class battlecruisers and over one hundred smaller vessels. For the first time in the war, the Alliance had a slight numerical advantage, and sought to win a space engagement. Although their mission was now moot, the Imperials attacked the Alliance fleet, hoping to at least gain a victory there. The Alliance fleet managed to destroy several Imperial cruisers and destroyers with their heavy battleship mass drivers, and even damaged the battlestars Kotovsky and Bellina. The battlestar Morshenko was destroyed through the use of an ingenious tactic whereby a group of Alliance destroyers would lead the battlestar’s own proton torpedoes to destroy it.

Nevertheless, after an hour of fighting, the battle was going poorly for the Alliance. The Admiral Rakovsky used its superlasers to devastating effect, destroying the Alliance battleships with little effort. Only two Alliance battleships, the Nation’s Pride and the Dawn’s Approach, were left. In a desperate move, both battleships initiated a tactical warp jump right next to the Admiral Rakovsky, which predictably charged its superlasers to destroy the targets. As the Imperial dreadnought dropped its shields to charge, the Nation’s Pride and the Dawn’s Approach fired every weapon they had remaining, including tactical insertion pods for Fireteam Maverick, a squad of five Alliance Immortals. While both Alliance battleships were destroyed by the Admiral Rakovsky, Fireteam Maverick successfully boarded, slaughtering the Imperial Navy troops sent against them. The Immortals successfully made their way to the bridge and killed Fleet Admiral Yuzho, and planned to turn the Admiral Rakovsky against the remaining Imperial forces. However, the ship’s computers were biometrically locked by Admiral Yuzho prior to the Immortals’ arrival, and with his death, they could no longer be unlocked. Improvising, the Immortals instead fought their way to the Admiral Rakovsky’s reactor, and destroyed the reactor’s containment systems with grenades and rocket launchers. The reactor quickly overheated and exploded, destroying the Admiral Rakovsky. Leaderless and with their flagship destroyed, the Imperial forces retreated from the Unica system.

News of the defeat was met oddly by Marev V. He directed his rage towards the Imperial Navy for being incapable of destroying the fleet of a technologically primitive opponent, while the actions that destroyed one of his dreadnoughts led him to admire the tenacity and skill of the Alliance. The Battle of Unica Prime convinced Marev V that the Alliance would never surrender, and would rather face total destruction at the hands of the Empire. Believing that such a tenacious force was better as an ally than an enemy, Marev V offered the Alliance exceptional terms: a white peace and mutual guarantees of sovereignty, in exchange for an alliance between the two states. The Alliance leadership accepted the terms, ending the war.

Protectors of the Galaxy: The Space Cadets

​The Space Cadets are the military wing of the Protectorate of Mankind, given the purpose of enacting the Protectorate's edicts across the galaxy. Once the proud army of a growing galactic power, the Space Cadets are a shadow of their former selves, forced to take in outlaws and criminals for recruits. Space Cadets are deployed throughout the galaxy, often placed in impossible situations which they have to resolve with wit, guile, and firepower.

The Space Cadets were formed from the disparate militaries of the early Protectorate of Mankind, a political union of disparate planetary and system governments that arose from the ashes of the War of the Cog Lords. The Space Cadets' purpose was simple: to expand the Protectorate and defend it from hostile forces. Armed with relatively advanced weapons for the time - transatomic weapons, disintegrators, death rays - the Protectorate easily defeated their neighbors, most of whom had only recently achieved spaceflight. Space Cadets were trained primarily to convince other sapients to join the Protectorate, while hunting down Cog Lords and other machine opponents. After several brutal wars against the dyn and the krovstvo, Space Cadets were instructed to terminate non-human civilizations upon encountering them.

The Protectorate succeeded in taking over much of the Expansion Region, winning victory after victory. Space Cadet recruitment grew to keep up with the expansion, but as a consequence, the quality of individual Space Cadets went down. Upon encountering the Third Empire, a state of comparable size to the Protectorate itself, the two societies went to war. Both wanted to be the sole galactic government, and neither was willing to concede this claim. The Empire's massive military placed tremendous strain on the Space Cadets, which had to further loosen recruitment standards to keep up with the Empire's conscription. Eventually, criminals were given a choice: serve on the front lines, or serve out a brutal sentence. This choice was itself phased out, and criminals were conscripted into the Space Cadets.

The Protectorate Wars, as the Empire calls them, ended in a stalemate and a compromise. The Empire would maintain its political cohesiveness, but it would become a member of the Protectorate. Through its membership, the Empire took over the political organs of the Protectorate and stripped them of all power, transferring them to the Imperial throne. The Protectorate became little more than a debate club for the galaxy, with the Empire having the loudest voice. The Space Cadets were a major casualty of these reforms, as the Empire did not want a serious challenger to the Imperial military. The Protectorate's power to levy taxes on any member state other than that of the Protectorate's embryonic government was removed, and with it the ability to fund the Space Cadets with anything but grants from the member states. By this point, most of the Protectorate's original members joined the Empire, and the Imperial government made limited contributions, all hobbled by conditions that limited how the funding could be used. The Space Cadets were thus reduced from a galactic military force to a police force. This situation only worsened after the Federation became a Protectorate member in the aftermath of the Third Federation-Imperial War. With the Federation and Empire both disinterested in giving the other power via the Protectorate, both hobbled its capabilities.

The Empire did allow the Protectorate to have some powers that were of importance to every human society in the galaxy: protection from alien civilizations and enforcement of the Uniform Machine Code. Protection from aliens was a political concession by the Empire, as by this point in galactic history, the only alien empires that could threaten humanity were safely contained. Even if they weren't, the Imperial military would do the brunt of the fighting, not the Space Cadets. Eager to find ways to make themselves relevant, Space Cadets turned to finding smaller alien civilizations and exterminating them, reasoning that they are stopping threats to mankind from arising in the future. By far, their most important responsibility was enforcing the Uniform Machine Code. This began as wars against the machine civilizations that populated the Crazed Core, but Space Cadets found themselves in enforcement actions against humans violating the Uniform Machine Code. This evolved into the a major role of the Space Cadets today: serving as the investigatory arm of the Protectorate's bureaucracy. With the Tournament of Shadows, Space Cadets have also been granted the privilege of enforcing treaties conducted through the Protectorate, such as demilitarized zones on planets divided between the great powers.

In modern times, the Space Cadets recruit from two major pools: volunteers from across the galaxy, and those citizens born on Protectorate worlds and stations. The latter, consisting of only about fifty billion people, is tiny, but they tend to be loyal and believe in the Protectorate's goals. These tend to make up the officers of the Space Cadets. The vast majority of Space Cadets are volunteers, which are a mixed bag of idealists and individuals who join the Space Cadets for less noble reasons. Some have failed in their lives and believe that serving in the Space Cadets might give them purpose, others have been refused military service for some reason or another, and others still are running away from the authorities. Some Space Cadets are criminals "volunteered" by their governments to serve, as a means of getting rid of them. These Space Cadets are given extensive training and neurological conditioning to turn them into proper soldiers, but this process is imperfect.

At any one time, there are about ten million Space Cadets in the entire galaxy. This is all the Protectorate can afford, as Space Cadets take years to train and have equipment which is expensive for the Protectorate to produce, maintain and replace. Raw recruits are often sent to investigate reported major violations of the Uniform Machine Code, particularly if the accused does not volunteer information and examples of the technology for Protectorate investigation. More skilled Space Cadets are tasked with more intense missions, such as helping local forces fight off alien invasions or serving as guards and mediators in areas where the great powers cannot agree to settle the dispute themselves.

Space Cadets are typically equipped and armed with ancient designs, dating back to the days of the Protectorate's war with the Empire. This is because the Protectorate has its access to modern technology limited by the Empire, limitations that persist to this day. Nevertheless, Space Cadet equipment is effective, and in some ways superior to modern equipment. For example, Space Cadet disintegrators are far more powerful than modern blasters or phasers, but are more expensive to maintain. The Space Cadets use them primarily because the threats they face are myriad, and disintegrators are more likely to be effective against a larger class of targets. The aesthetics of the Space Cadets is also reminiscent of the expansion era, a purposeful decision intended to evoke a more optimistic age for mankind.

Culture Profile: Free Triumvirate

Astrography

The Free Triumvirate have possessions scattered across the Milky Way and the multiverse, but with few exceptions, do not directly control any star systems. The Triumvirate instead exists mostly as a collection of worldships, all connected to one another by a wormgate network. A few colonies exist on various worlds, particularly those of societies which have fallen under the Triumvirate's "protection," and worldships are typically surrounded by smaller space stations and vessels. The Triumvirate capital of Kitaag is normally stationed in the Morvus Nebula between the Core and the United Dominions of Avelov.

Natural Physical Appearance

All citizens of the Triumvirate are cloned from the genetic template of twelve individual baseline humans, so every citizen looks identical to one of the Twelve Founders. Non-citizens are more diverse in appearance.

Appearance Traditions

Being descended from men and women who denounced the growing decadence of the Second Empire, the appearance traditions of the Triumvirate are spartan and functional. Whites, blacks and blues predominate, with most clothing resembling functional designs such as work uniforms.

Language

The Triumvirate still speaks Middle Standard Imperial, albeit a more elaborate form more prevalent in the Second Empire prior to the rise of the hedonic engine. Triumvirate MSI is mutually intelligible with the standard MSI studied in the wider galaxy.

Government, Law and Politics

As its name implies, the Triumvirate is governed by a group of three individuals, collectively referred to as the Triumvirate. The three Triumvirs are the original leaders of the expedition of the Twelve Founders, their lifespans maintained for countless millennia through the use of extensive cybernetic and biological enhancement. The Triumvirs are forever locked into a life support system and linked into an extensive computer network that allows them to communicate with and manipulate the outside world. Because of their tremendous age, the Triumvirs seldom govern directly, although occasionally they will issue proclamations and orders on their own. To assist in governance, large portions of the Triumvirs' psyche have been augmented with artificial intelligences.

The Triumvirs are assisted by the Privy Council, a council of twelve senior clones, each representing the interests of their genetic lineage. The Privy Council has the power to issue orders in the name of the Triumvirs, but they must always get approval from the Triumvirs themselves. This system is mostly automatic, with the Triumvirs rubber stamping most orders by the Council. Council members are selected by the Triumvirs from among the most exceptional of the clones, and are also given life extension technologies. The Privy Council's membership has not changed for the past ten thousand years.

The day-to-day management of the Triumvirate is conducted by the Triumvirate's vast bureaucracy. Usually led by Triumvir clones, and staffed mostly by Talaras and Kessars, the bureaucracy can usually operate on its own. Each worldship of the Triumvirate has a limited degree of autonomy, and there is normally a Triumvir clone given responsibility over control of the local bureaucracy.

The average citizenry of the Triumvirate are considered the core of the Triumvirate, and the reason why the society exists. Made up of clones or parachronic versions of the Twelve Founders, Triumvirate citizens are assigned roles at birth, roles which are chosen for them depending on their genetic template. For example, Laranas are assigned to "humanistic" tasks such as teaching, medical care and therapy, while Talaras are given jobs in administration.

The Triumvirate has a massive underclass of non-citizens, which are beings that, for one reason or another, have fallen under the Triumvirate's control. Non-citizens are considered little more than objects, and thus have no political representation whatsoever. Much of this underclass is made up of roboticized individuals: formerly organic beings that, through the use of Triumvirate nanites, have been transformed into machine versions of their former selves. These machines are directly controlled by Triumvirate computers, which are in turn controlled by the artificial intelligence subroutines of the Triumvirs. Citizens can also have their citizenship revoked when they are locked in sarcophagi, as they are deemed too insane to be proper citizens by this point. With few exceptions, only citizens are allowed to inhabit a Triumvirate worldship; non-citizens must live on worlds or lesser stations and colonies that are under Trimvirate control.

Economy

With access to fabricators and other automated production, and being closed off from the rest of the galaxy, the Triumvirate can produce everything it needs so long as it has access to mass and energy. All production and labor is controlled by the Triumvirate itself, although market interactions between citizens is permitted.

Trade

The Triumvirate has no trade relations with the rest of the galaxy. While an occasional exchange of goods for services may be conducted, and the Triumvirate may bribe a lesser civilization, the only guaranteed way to get one's hands on Triumvirate goods is by stealing it.

Currency

The Triumvirate still uses the old currency of the Second Empire, the Imperial Kes. It has no physical form, existing entirely in the Triumvirate's computer systems. Since this currency is no longer in use in the rest of the galaxy, there has never been a need for a physical currency.

Sex, Romance and Family Structure

The Triumvirate's citizenry reproduces exclusively through cloning of the original Twelve Founders. While some genetic modifications have been made in the past, in order to create more specialized clones, these clones are not considered citizens.

Sexual relationships between citizens is not regulated, although pairings tend to occur between various genetic lineages. Every single citizen of the Triumvirate is sterilized at birth. The introduction of new genetic code for citizens is anathema to the Triumvirate's entire social order, which is intended to cater only to the perfectly matching personalities of the Twelve Founders. If, for some reason, a Triumvirate citizen sexually reproduces, that citizen, their partner, and their child all lose their citizenship.

Triumvirate citizens are not raised in families, but are raised in classes with their own kind. Citizens are taught to fulfill their role in these classes, and their entire lives during their developmental stages are designed so that every citizen becomes more amenable to its role in the future. Because of this system, and the existence of large numbers of genetically identical individuals living in close proximity, subcultures between different genetic lineages have arisen. As this enforces the Triumvirate's goals of creating citizens that are well-equipped to fulfill their purpose, this is encouraged.

Non-citizens have few proscriptions on reproduction, save for occasional population control measures.

Religious Beliefs and Traditions

The Triumvirate is extremely atheistic, and Triumvirate culture denounces the existence of any deities. Atheism is considered a sign of the Triumvirate's inherent intellectual superiority over the rest of the galaxy, an attitude which the Triumvirate extends to political ideology, philosophy, or other modes of thought that do not fit that of the Triumvirs.

Philosophy and Disposition

The Triumvirate sees itself as the last, best hope for human technological civilization in the universe. It sees the fall of the Second Empire to its own creations as an inevitability, and end that the Twelve Founders foresaw and took measures to escape. In some measure, it sees itself as the last true descendant of the Second Empire's civilization, but in others, it rejects the Second Empire's legacy and is baffled that the rest of the galaxy has forgotten its many flaws.

With the rest of the galaxy being far less technologically advanced than the Triumvirate, the Triumvirate sees the rest of the galaxy as barbarians. The Triumvirate sees the average human as idiotic, superstitious, and incapable of even comprehending the Triumvirate's achievements. Because of this, they are fit only for manipulation, if they are worth noticing at all.

The Triumvirate has no goal save survival. It sees expansionism and interventionism as foolish endeavors that would eventually lead to its destruction, so instead it pursues a policy of isolationism. The Triumvirate, being superior in all things, has no need to take from others, whether by trade or by force. However, the Triumvirate will occasionally act if it sees something that it views as a threat to itself. Occasionally, the Triumvirate will blunt the invasion of the Tick Swarm, or engage against the Seeping Ink directly. In other times, the Triumvirate will interfere with the politics of the "barbarians" directly, to prevent them from coming into a position where they can destroy the Triumvirate, or allow it to be destroyed.

Military

Views on War

The Triumvirate sees war as a means to an end: continued survival. Large, protracted conflicts are usually unacceptable, as they would drag the Triumvirate into a resource war and create powerful enemies. Despite the Triumvirate's exceptional technology, this is a form of conflict that the Triumvirate can ill afford. Instead, the Triumvirate prefers surgical strikes and manipulating their enemies into fighting each other, or achieving the Triumvirate's goals without the Triumvirate having to fire a shot. When they are forced to fight, the Triumvirate show no mercy. They either exterminate the opposition, or roboticize them. Only those enemies which have surrendered immediately have been spared, and they have become vassals of the Triumvirate.

Ranks and Command Structure

The Triumvirate military is commanded by the Triumvirs, but it is led by the War Council. Made up of Triumvir clones, the War Council has supreme authority over the Triumvirate's military, and is responsible for the formulation of strategy and tactics. Domivs and Emigs tend to compose the higher ranks of generals, while Kessars tend to be field generals. Below the War Council are the officer corps, which tend to be made up of Domivs, Kessars and Talaras.

The Triumvirate military is not divided into branches. Planetside/stationside and orbital warfare is all organized under a single branch. The Triumvirate believes this is a more rational way of organizing a military force.

Soldier Types and Equipment

Most Triumvirate soldiers are non-citizens, and the vast majority are combat drones built for the purpose of war. The rest of the soldiery are made up of roboticized non-citizens, or the client species of the Triumvirate. These species are normally other baseline humans or kerdin, although some more exotic species from around the multiverse have found their way into the Triumvirate's ranks. Triumvirate citizens act as NCOs for non-citizen troops. Citizen soldiers are considered far more valuable than non-citizens, so they are equipped with the best weapons and armor, and they have ansible imprinters built into their helmets. If fatally wounded, the imprinter will record the mind of the citizen at death, and an ansible will transport this information to the Triumvirate's computers. The citizen's mind is then imprinted onto another clone body.

The sarcophagi are the heavy shock troops of the Triumvirate. The insane mind of a former Triumvirate citizen is locked into a machine body that is designed for only one thing: total destruction of the enemy. Equipped with heavy shields, armor, and weapons, a Triumvirate sarcophagus is comparable to an Alliance heavy mech in deadliness and toughness.

Triumvirate equipment is extraordinarily advanced, resembling the equipment used by the Second Empire prior to the rise of the hedonic engine and the complete automation of the Empire's military. The basic weapon of the Triumvirate is an advanced plasma rifle, far more efficient than any modern design. These weapons never overheat, utilize atmospheric plasma whenever possible, have ranges comparable to lasers and are pinpoint accurate. Baryonic weapons are used for heavier jobs. The Triumvirate also utilize neuralyzers and other memetic weapons, and utilize parachronic weapons which split a target's constituent elements between multiple parallel universes.

Formations and Tactics

The Triumvirate favors hit-and-run tactics, utilizing their mastery of teleportation and parachronic technology to outmaneuver the enemy. Because they do not possess the numbers of most of their enemies, they have to rely on rapid deployments and escapes to win. This approach to warfare favors smaller, lighter troops, such as infantry and sarcophagi, over heavy weapons platforms. In fact, the Triumvirate possesses so few heavy weapons platforms that the rest of the galaxy is skeptical as to whether they actually exist.

Navy and Spacecraft

The Triumvirate's space forces are small, even for its size, because the Triumvirate prefers to board enemy vessels and to destroy them from within. Their advanced teleportation, parachronic, and wormgate technology also makes the use of hyperdrive and warp-capable vessels unnecessary; if goods need to go from one part of the galaxy to another, it merely needs to be placed in a wormgate generator, and it will get to its destination instantaneously. Even the Triumvirate's smaller vessels are capable of sidestepping space travel by using wormgates.

Of course, the Free Triumvirate does have a few starships. These ships, while not as heavily armored and armed as their Second Empire or Imperial Remnant counterparts, are usually very small on the outside, but within, they rival the size of a World Fortress. Comprised of various esoteric materials, with some parts not existing wholly in the material universe, Triumvirate vessels are capable of taking and dishing out firepower that a conventional ship of its outside size could never hope to accomplish. Triumvirate ships are collections of shiny white, geometrical shapes, which arrange and rearrange themselves constantly, held together by bonds of blue hard light.

Electronic Confiscation

In compliance with the Uniform Machine Code, the Emperor's Interim Planetary Government has issued orders for the IMMEDIATE CONFISCATION of ALL ELECTRONIC DEVICES.

All computers, cellular phones, tablets, entertainment players, game systems, televisions, electronic recorders, global positioning and navigational systems, electromagnetic communication systems, medical, industrial and commercial machinery, robots, cybernetic implants and enhancements, and all other electronic devices are hereby CONFISCATED and MUST be submitted to Imperial authorities IMMEDIATELY.

All devices will be reviewed by authorized scientists of the Imperial Rationalist Church and the Protectorate of Mankind. All devices found to be in compliance with the Uniform Machine Code will be returned to their owners.

Unregulated and unauthorized development of electronics represents an existential threat for the entire galaxy. Any and all who refuse to submit their electronic devices to Imperial authorities will be prosecuted as enemies of mankind.

FAILURE TO COMPLY WILL BE PUNISHED WITH UTMOST SEVERITY.

Technology Profile: Artificial Intelligence

As per the Uniform Machine Code and the laws of the major galactic powers, there are strict regulations on artificial intelligence. The War of the Cog Lords left lasting psychological scars on all of mankind, leading to the widespread distrust and hatred of "thinking machines." However, what constitutes a "thinking machine" is not as simple as most laypeople would suspect. The Uniform Machine Code actually provides for three tiers of artificial intelligence, with varying degrees of legality. In addition, cultural differences between the major human states has allowed a vast variety of artificial intelligence systems to crop up.

The first tier of artificial intelligence is weak AI. Weak AI are capable of matching or exceeding human minds in one or more specific tasks. These are often tasks that a human mind would find very taxing, or impossible to do within a certain timeframe. They include calculating warp and hyperdrive jumps, navigating through interplanetary space, analyzing large amounts of electronic messages for treasonous speech, and other complex tasks. However, weak AI are specialists, incapable of thinking or even comprehending any task that they are not specifically programmed to tackle. They are also generally incapable of learning, although there are exceptions. The Uniform Machine Code provides blanket legality for weak AIs, and the Protectorate itself uses weak AI systems. Weak AI are permitted simply because modern civilization would be impossible without them. However, the Uniform Machine Code does require that all decisions by a weak AI involving the use of weapons, life support systems, spacecraft propulsion, the production and storage of food, drink, and medicine, healthcare, and others, be confirmed by an organic mind. This organic mind does not have to be baseline human, which is why the Consortium often "crews" its vessels and installations with brains on life support, doing nothing but making broad decisions and confirming actions for the AI on board. Most major powers impose further limits on weak AI. Almost all galactic states have bans on learning for weak AIs, with the Consortium being the primary exception. For most of the galaxy, a weak AI has to be programmed with new information in order to improve. This is why most galactic powers forego weak AI in favor of humans or other biological sapients in all important positions, using weak AI to augment their abilities. After the Third Federation-Imperial War, the Protectorate imposed more draconian limits learning, as it became clear that weak AI could pose a threat to mankind. This has led to conflict between the Consortium and the Protectorate, as the Consortium has resisted these new regulations on AI learning and continues to push the boundaries of the law.

The second tier of artificial intelligence is strong AI. Strong AI are capable of general human intelligence. Not only do they have the same capabilities as weak AI, they can also perceive, learn, and even emote on the same level as a human being. What separates strong from weak AI is the mimicry of human instinct, emotion, and understanding. An AI does not necessarily need to learn to meet the definition of strong AI, but almost all instances of strong AI are capable of learning. In the beginning, strong AI were nothing more than AI derived from deceased or cloned human brains, but eventually fully artificial strong AI were created. Because of the computational superiority and versatility of computer infrastructure by the days of the Second Empire, strong AI were often smarter than their human counterparts, if not to the same degree as superintelligent AI. Strong AI were mastered by the time of the Martian Technocracy, and were mankind's companions until the War of the Cog Lords. However, many were co-opted by the Grand Cogitator and the Cog Lords, and were used to hunt down isolated human communities. After the war, they were targeted by human pogroms, which were indiscriminate in their crusade against "abominable intelligence." These attitudes persist in the modern galaxy, with the Uniform Machine Code providing a blanket ban on all strong AI. This ban is strictly enforced, and it is one of the primary duties of the Space Cadets to look for violations. The association of strong AI as being artificial humans has led to the unpopularity of any machine that even superficially resembles a human. As always in these matters, the Consortium is the exception. While Consortium terminators superficially resemble humans, they are in truth weak AI, and any who bear witness to their mimicry of human behavior will eventually notice something off about it. The Consortium technically has strong AI in the form of replicants. The Consortium is able to manufacture replicants because they are based on personality imprints of humans and are placed onto organic brains, and thus they are limited to the cognitive abilities of a human. By creating replicants in such a fashion, the Consortium is able to skirt the Uniform Machine Code's blanket ban.

The third tier of artificially intelligence is the superintelligent AI. The distinction between strong and superintelligent AI is not clear, but the Uniform Machine Code gives some criteria for when an AI may be defined as superintelligent. The general definition is that a superintelligent AI is "significantly" superior to a human in "all or almost all cognitive functions." One defining trait is "inscrutability;" if an AI displays thoughts or actions that are not indicative of human thought, then the AI is presumed superintelligent. Other possible traits include being derived from or manufactured by the Cog Lords, requiring more than one human brain or analogue as a processor, the rate by which the AI makes calculations, and so forth. A civilization may be suspected of harboring a superintelligent AI if they develop technology at a quicker rate than the galactic standard, which only permits weak AI to assist in research and development. For this reason, most states deliberately slow their technological development. Any superintelligent AI is considered an existential threat for the entire species, without exception. If an actie superintelligent AI is built into a processor world, the processor world or the system it orbits is to be destroyed immediately. The creation or harboring of a superintelligent AI is the most heinous violation of the Uniform Machine Code, and is classified as a crime against humanity by the Protectorate and all galactic governments. This crime is punishable by immediate execution; if an entire society is complicit, then that society will be wiped from the face of the galaxy. As far as can be told, the only surviving superintelligent AIs are those remaining Cog Lords controlling the Berserker Probes, those under the control of the Imperial Remnant, and the Mind Hive of the Universal Collective. These AIs survive not because of tolerance, but by virtue of being too powerful to be destroyed by the Protectorate alone, although there are continuing efforts to launch a crusade against them.

Technology Profile: Bubble Drives

Ever since the beginning of space warfare, a constant problem has been the question of stealth. Conventionally, stealth in space is impossible. The great void provides no cover, and every starship, no matter how small, still generates far more heat and other radiation than lifeless asteroids cooled by billions of years of floating in the emptiness. Traditionally, the approach has been to avoid the concept of stealth altogether, focusing instead on heavier armor, shields, and fighting from distances so great that most shots, even lasers, are not guaranteed hits. A form of early stealth, so to speak, was electronic combat; instead of hiding the ship directly, the ship would assault the enemy's electronic systems, so they could not properly target or fire on the ship. Other approaches involved generating holographic copies of the vessel, forcing the enemy to fire on all targets or choose which targets to hit. This approach is still used by the Solarians.

Proper stealth was only developed by the Second Empire, which succeeded in developing the bubble drive. The bubble drive is a variant of the warp drive, differing primarily in function. While the warp drive is intended to move a ship across vast interstellar spaces, the bubble drive is intended to shift the ship into a "bubble" of spacetime out of coherence with that of the rest of space, meaning that it does not properly exist in spacetime. However, bubble drives still present numerous flaws. In order for the ship to engage an enemy, it must drop back into realspace; after all, if the enemy cannot see or hit the ship because it does not properly exist, the inverse is also true. Warp drives generate a distinct gravitational signature, allowing the ship to be detected while in warp, even if most defense ansibles are incapable of pinpointing the exact location of the vessel. Bubble drives require significant cool down and warm up periods, meaning that suddenly dropping in and out of realspace takes a significant toll on the shipboard bubble drive. Lastly, and perhaps most importantly, bubble drives are extremely power-intensive, meaning a ship cannot idle in bubble for very long.

This approach was abandoned when the Second Empire developed more esoteric means of stealth, such as hyperspace stealth and true cloaking, and the concept was abandoned altogether when the Second Empire developed defenses so advanced that stealth was no issue. The bubble drive would remain hidden from the galaxy until its rediscovery by the United Galactic Federation just prior to the Third Federation-Imperial War. The bubble drive was only used on experimental craft at that point, but its use in devastating Imperial fleets proved enough to Star Fleet and its counterparts across the galaxy.

Today, the bubble drive is used primarily by the United Galactic Federation, where it plays a major role in its deterrence strategy. While the Federation Star Fleet matches the Imperial Navy in numbers, it cannot match it in firepower, particularly with the large capital ships. Further, the Federation's Star Cube arsenal is not as reliable as the Imperial World Fortress arsenal, which had millennia of testing in the Empire's smaller wars. In response, the Star Fleet has created the largest arsenal of bubble ships in the galaxy, each equipped with thousands of drilithine nova missiles, RKVs, or other weapons of mass destruction. These vessels, numbering in the millions, have standing orders to fire on every non-Federation world or star system if they do not receive the appropriate coded message from Star Fleet Command in Phobetor. Star Fleet also has a significant fleet of attack bubble ships, which are primarily designed to attack enemy vessels directly.

With these vessels, Star Fleet hoped to be able to match or even surpass the Empire's system destroying capabilities. However, the Empire responded by creating their own bubble ships, as did many of the large galactic powers. However, despite the bubble ship's obvious advantages, it was not developed to the same degree as the Federation. Imperial warp technology was millennia behind that of the Federation, as they saw no need to develop warp drives when they could reliably use hyperdrives, and stealing schematics for Federation bubble drives proved impossible. However, the main reason was Imperial Navy opposition: as a matter of course, any ship equipped with a superweapon must be under the command of the Imperial Strategic Defense Force, and the powerful Imperial Navy was always reluctant to hand over interstellar assets to the ISDF. Their protests already allowed the Navy to provide most staff for the World Fortresses, have an independent command structure for Navy personnel, and mandated that they be able to serve as Navy bases. Further, the Imperial Navy institutionally favors ostentatious displays of power, such as the battlestar and its larger counterparts, and a stealthy vessel simply would not do. Therefore, the Empire maintains a relatively small bubble ship fleet, one that is often maligned by its Navy counterpart.

Technology Profile: Terminators

Unlike most wars in the galaxy, the Corporate Wars are fought mostly through infiltration and subterfuge. The use of superweapons or orbital bombardment is frowned upon; while the Consortium's Articles of Incorporation do not forbid their use between Consortium members, there is an unspoken agreement that if any party uses weapons of mass destruction, they will themselves be fair targets. Such brutal weapons are also counter to the goals of most combatants, who wish primarily to steal secrets, assassinate important rivals, or to cause limited sabotage to make a target susceptible to a buyout. To this end, Consortium PMCs have focused on developing more subtle means to wage war.

The terminators were developed to meet those needs. Terminators are combat drones, but are gifted with capabilities that allow them to serve as master infiltrators and spies. The regular combat drone is designed for frontline combat: it is large, bulky, non-humanoid, and is obviously a piece of military hardware. Naturally, such a machine would be out of place in the residential and business environments where most terminators are expected to operate. By contrast, terminators are designed to look like civilians, mostly baseline humans or cyborgs.

The terminator is a class of combat drone, meaning that several models exist with their own quirks, but a few characteristics are universal to all terminators. They are all, in one way or another, artificial organisms. Some are sophonts, others are replicants, and others still are entirely robotic. All are designed primarily for infiltration, not combat, but they all have considerable combat capabilities. All terminators are capable of withstanding considerable punishment, such as kalashes and lasguns common among civilians, but cannot withstand military-grade plasma or railgun fire. Lastly, and perhaps most importantly, they are autonomous intelligences, skirting the absolute limits of the Uniform Machine Code, and sometimes overstepping them. Like all drones, terminators have a single-minded devotion to their mission, even those that can learn. Terminators are lauded for this dedication, with advertising emphasizing that a terminator will not stop until its mission is complete.

Terminators are extremely varied in design and price. The Mark 1 Infiltrator System, manufactured primarily by Oastov Aerospace, is by far the most common. It is a simple design: a durasteel endoskeleton, modeled off the human skeleton, surrounded by an organic "skin." The Mark 1 is the cheapest and simplest terminator, and come with significant drawbacks. First, the Mark 1 is fitted with a primitive machine intelligence, which means that it can be outsmarted by a savvy target and cannot keep up the charade of being an actual sapient being for long. Second, it is not outfitted with any special weaponry, meaning it will have to use its considerable physical strength or weapons stolen from on-site in order to kill a target or defend itself during a mission. Third, the Mark 1's physical structure has become infamous throughout the Consortium, and while Oastov and other manufacturer race to create new Mark 1 templates, older Mark 1s are easily recognized as being Mark 1s. Third, it is incapable of changing its form on the fly, unlike more advanced terminators. As a result, the Mark 1 has largely fallen out of use in the Consortium, and is instead used outside of its borders, where targets are less likely to be savvy to the Mark 1's existence. Oastov has since developed new terminators, now up to the Mark V, which are more resilient and appear less threatening, taking the form of pets and small children.

The Advanced Warfare/Infiltration Unit, manufactured by Taalstyang Interstellar, is the most commonly used terminator model. Like the Mark 1, it uses a metal endoskeleton, albeit one modified to house a variety of military-grade weapons, particularly an arm-mounted phased plasma rifle. This skeleton is then housed in a "casing" of mimetic polyalloy, a "liquid" nanite mesh which allows the terminator to take on the physical form of most humanoid targets of the same shape. This allows the terminator to change its form in the middle of a mission, spoofing targets. However, it is more vulnerable to magnetic weaponry, plasma weaponry, and can be more easily detected by metal detectors than the Mark 1. In addition to the mimetic polyalloy, the AW/IU is a sophont, equipped with a learning organic brain that is formatted with a personality matrix. This matrix is programmed to change to match the AW/IU's current form, but this process is buggy and imperfect, particularly if the terminator is trying to mimic a specific individual known to the target and others around him. A more advanced model, the AW/IU Mark II, is a far more expensive variant that is composed entirely of mimetic polyalloy. While capable of infiltration and escape that its predecessor is incapable of, it suffers even greater from its weakness to magnetism and extreme heat.

Civilian replicant manufacturers are often commissioned by PMCs or other security firms to manufacture terminator variants of their own replicants, or terminator replicants designed specifically to mimic a particular individual. While they do not advertise it, many sex replicant manufacturers create terminator variants of their most popular models and pepper brothels and hotels throughout the Consortium with these units. These replicants are identical to regular sexbots, except that they have a subconscious programmed hit list and a basic combat training package. If these replicants encounter somebody on their hit list, their default personality matrix is automatically overridden and replaced with that of a trained assassin. Caught with their pants down, oftentimes literally, the target is then easily dispatched or captured.

Technology Profile: Mecha

​Mecha are a staple of modern mechanized warfare, but the definition of what constitutes mecha is nebulous, open to interpretation, and differs from culture to culture. Although most accept the reasoning of famous Alliance mech general Corzan Marvek - I know a damn mech when I see it - the generally agreed upon definition is a form of vehicle, larger than powered armor, that primarily uses legs as a means of transportation. Mecha throughout the galaxy range wildly in size, shape and function, from the small two-legged "chickenwalkers" to the monstrous Goliaths.

Mecha have gone up and down in popularity throughout the millennia, particularly in comparison to more traditional armored war machines. The popularity of mecha is correlated directly to the effectiveness of defensive as compared to offensive power on the battlefield. During periods of time when defensive power is greater than offensive power, mecha become a viable, and even desirable, choice. Mecha can be easily shielded and armored from small anti-armored weaponry, while at the same time are capable of carrying the heavy weapons necessary to break enemy defenses into rugged terrain and urban areas, while their height gives them effective line of sight. During time periods when offensive power is greater, the size of a mech is a liability, and they can be easily destroyed by small fireteams with the proper weapons. With the advent of modern energy shielding technology, mecha have become popular once again, with the Empire and the Alliance reusing many older designs for newer conflicts.

Use of mecha varies throughout the galaxy. Some states, notably the Federation, do not use mecha at all, seeing them as inefficient and absurd regardless of prevailing battlefield conditions. Others, such as Nomoki, use them almost-exclusively. Use of mecha also differs from culture to culture, as are the prevailing design choices.

The most prevalent user of mecha in the galaxy is the Galactic Empire, and mecha - termed walkers in the Empire - are staples of the Imperial Army's war machine. Aside from the grav-vehicles of the Imperial Army, the entire armored arsenal of the Empire is composed of walkers, albeit only because Imperial engineers prefer legs to tracks. The most common walkers in the galaxy are the "chickenwalkers," which are small, two-legged scouts armed with a heavy blaster or a concussion rifle for defense. Used since the Federal Revolution, the chickenwalkers are sent ahead of an Imperial force to scout out enemy positions, or to flank enemy positions if they are vulnerable. Manned by only one or two pilots, the chickenwalkers are not shielded, and rely on their speed and maneuverability to get out of sticky situations. The Empire's heavier walkers tend to be four or six-legged machines bristling with heavy weapons, and are lower to the ground than what most in the galaxy would consider a mech. These walkers are functionally similar to tanks and other traditional armored vehicles. The pride of the Imperial Army are the Goliaths, which are immense walkers carrying weapons that would fit better on a battlestar. Rivaling warships in size, Goliaths are the ultimate expression of the Emperor's power on a planetary surface, and must rely on antigravity plates to keep from sinking into the ground or collapsing under its own weight. Goliaths serve as weapons platforms for weapons ranging from plasma cannons large enough to melt entire armies, or anti-orbital superlasers that can go toe-to-toe with an enemy fleet in orbit. Some Goliaths even serve as mobile Army bases, housing other walkers within them. Goliaths are so massive and so well-shielded and well-armored that only a handful have been destroyed in the Empire's entire history, and often because the enemy resorted to using weapons of mass destruction against them.

The Citizens' Alliance is also known for its use of mecha, and it is the Alliance who have created the popular conception of mecha throughout the galaxy. Alliance mecha are humanoid, having two legs and two "arms," which are normally weapons. This design choice is largely cultural, as the Alliance holds the human form in high regard, and to associate it with power on the battlefield is the highest honor. Alliance mecha are taller than their Imperial counterparts of a similar weight class, and are typically more heavily armed. The Alliance treats mecha as a form of armored vehicle above that of traditional tanks, and thus they serve as heavy weapons platform for the Alliance Marines. Alliance mecha are not subtle or precise weapons; they are mechanical monstrosities that slowly plod toward their objective, raining unholy destruction on the enemies of mankind. Alliance mecha are armed with a primary weapon system, such as railguns, missiles, or plasma weapons, and can serve a variety of roles from fire support to assault. Sometimes, these weapons are mounted directly on the mech, but other times the mech carries the weapons as an infantryman would a rifle. These rifles sometimes have massive chainsaw bayonets, a weapons whose efficacy stems mostly from the psychological factor than actual performance in combat. Mecha are organized under a special branch of the Alliance Marines - the Mech Corps - and unlike tanks, all Alliance mecha are shielded. Mecha pilots are allowed a greater degree of operational freedom than other Marine units, and are often deployed separately from other Marine units to soak up enemy fire or to cause a distraction. Alliance mecha pilots have created an elite subculture within the Marines, as rich families within the Alliance petition their sons and daughters to be admitted into the Mech Corps.

The Principality of Nomoki is infamous for its use of mecha in almost every aspect of warfare. Nomoki mecha are more advanced than any of their counterparts in the galaxy, and due to Nomoki's isolation from the rest of the galaxy, their internal workings are still mostly unknown. Nomoki mecha take up almost every niche of both the Nomoki Army and the Nomoki Navy, except for infantry and capital ships. Otherwise, if there is a Nomoki war machine, it is likely a mech of some description. Nomoki mecha range in size from small battlesuits to the size of small capital ships. The larger forms of Nomoki mecha have the notable ability to transform into other configurations, which greatly increases the tactical utility - and complexity - of Nomoki mecha when compared to their foreign counterparts. Some "transformations" are mundane, such as a gun mech transforming into an immobile state to brace for firing, or they can be ridiculous, such as a mech transforming into a fighter aerospace craft to engage against enemy drones. Nomoki mecha can also be formed from smaller component parts, such as drones. Nomoki mecha are far more maneuverable and precise than their Imperial and Alliance counterparts, but often do not carry the same degree of firepower as their foreign rivals. The other notable fact about Nomoki mecha is that they are treated with more reverence than their counterparts in the rest of the galaxy. The Nomoki believe that a mech pilot and his mech are one warrior, and that one is ineffective without the other. Nomoki mecha pilots are trained from a young age, and are given a personal mech to pilot for the rest of their career. Studies of captured Nomoki mecha reveal that they are controlled partially by neural uplinks, making them impossible to pilot by anybody other than their assigned pilot. Experienced Nomoki mecha pilots are grafted directly into their mech, and are destined to die in their war machine. As a result, Nomoki mecha act more "human" on the battlefield, and while this can be an advantage, it could also result in reckless behavior, such as baiting a Nomoki mech into a sword duel and then ambushing the mech with anti-armor fireteams. Other mecha are piloted by Nomoki's architect corps, and they require the architect's unique powers to function properly.

Timeline of a Federal Annexation Action

Day 1 - Probe 33 of the SFS Admiral Kirork exits warp space in the outer reaches of the star system designated 548213-B, in the Grisk Sector. The Admiral Kirork was assigned to explore the outer reaches of the Grisk Sector, which is on the fringes of the Neutral Zone and largely unexplored after the Federal Revolution. Rumors of a medium-sized alien empire have further piqued Star Fleet's interest. Every star in the sector has been explored by the Admiral Kirork and seventy other Enterprise-class cruisers, with a small Star Fleet contingent stationed in the rimward side of the Grisk Sector, ready to respond to any major entanglements.

Probe 33 immediately scans the vicinity of 548213-B for signs of intelligent life. Hyperspace anomalies are absent, and the local quantum grid is completely stable, save for the probe's own ansible signals. Probe 33 switches analysis to more primitive forms of communication, and discovers that the second planet of the system is generating large amounts of electromagnetic radiation. Probe 33 analyzes this radiation, and identifies notable patterns in the radio signal. Probe 33 activates its ansible and notifies the Admiral Kirork, sending along a copy of the transmission. Admiral Kirork receives the signal, and the captain immediately orders an investigation of the signal.

Day 10 - After several days of exhaustive analysis, the science staff of the Admiral Kirork prepare a presentation for the captain concerning the Probe 33 signals. They conclude that the second world of System 548213-B is home to a Gemnon-class civilization. They explain to the inexperienced captain that a Gemnon-class civilization is one which has achieved industrialization, developed atomic weapons, achieved spaceflight, but has not yet achieved faster-than-light travel. This conclusion is reached by analysis of speech and text recovered from the Probe 33 signals, and the lack of ansible signals, habitations nearby, or even signals from other worlds in the system. Atomic arsenals are deemed irrelevant, as they are primitive and easily destroyed by the Admiral Kirork's point-defense systems.

Analysis of the radio waves reveal several languages, which through linguistic analysis is determined to have diverged from Middle Standard Imperial several millennia before the War of the Cog Lords. Scientists theorize that the world was a pilgrim world, one that missed the War of the Cog Lords. The broadcasts do not indicate knowledge of interstellar civilization., Civilization is unipolar-hegemonic, to the surprise of the science staff. Most Gemnon-class worlds are tripolar. This will make surrender easier.

The captain chooses to take a risk, and to seize the system alone, without notifying the rest of Star Fleet. This decision is mostly informed by the captain's desire to take all of the credit for seizing 548213-B. The captain orders the crew of the Admiral Kirork to make ready for a planetary annexation.

Day 15 - The SFS Admiral Kirork exits warp space in the 548213-B system, near 548213-B-II. The first phase of the annexation action begins. All orbital assets are immediately overtaken by the Admiral Kirork through the use of a modern cybernetic warfare package; all systems fall under Federation control within milliseconds. A pre-recorded message from the captain is broadcast to every electronic device in on 548213-B-II. The message announces the existence of the United Galactic Federation and extols the benefits of the Unity ideology and Federation technology. Promises of global peace and security from other alien threats are made, as are promises of autonomy. The dominant state is promised continued dominance in post-annexation planetary affairs. Video of various galactic conflicts, with information about their scale, is provided. The message makes the demand for immediate surrender to the Federation, and ends with a plea from the captain to the "enlightened members of society" to urge their governments to submit to Federation rule, lest they face total annihilation. The captain gives the planetary governments twenty-four hours to respond to his demands.

Drones are launched from the Admiral Kirork, to make flights to all major population centers of 548213-B-II. These drones fly close to the ground, so they can be seen clearly and documented by civilians. These drones have orders to engage against any forces that fire on them. Several nation-states attempt to shoot down the drones, but invariably fail. The captain takes note of these states, and keeps in mind to make an example of them.

As planned, mass panic ensues. Planetary governments are put under severe strain and distrust. Calls for acceding to the Federation's demands are made from both government bodies and the general populace.

Day 16 - The Admiral Kirork receives its response from the vast majority of planetary governments. These governments accede to Federation governance, and agree to an immediate transfer of power. The captain orders these governments to make their announcement to their people, and to arrest any who stand in the way of Federal annexation. Redshirts and drones are deployed to major population centers to help keep the peace.

Several governments either do not respond, or respond with hostility. The captain gives them one more chance to surrender to Federation authority. They receive one strong refusal, from what the Federation science staff has determined to be a pariah state. The Admiral Kirork enters orbit above this state, and destroys its major population centers with photon torpedoes. A quick announcement is made to the rest of the planet about the price of defying Federation rule. The remaining governments surrender.

Content with securing the planet, the captain orders a message to be sent via ansible to Star Fleet command. A response is quickly received, promising reinforcements and proper Federal annexation forces within ten days.

Day 25 - The Federation annexation force arrives from Warp space. The Admiral Kirork is relieved from duty, and is ordered to return to his mission in the Grisk Sector. The captain of the Admiral Kirork is promised a commendation once his five year tour of duty ends. Several million redshirts are assigned to 548213-B-II and occupy every major population center. Rural areas are monitored with drone overflights and from orbit. An orbital station is towed in orbit around

Day 30 - Proper Federation occupation begins. All planetary governments are reduced to provinces of a Federation planetary government. A planetary governor, a bureaucrat from Phobetor, is placed at the head of the new government. He has complete control over all planetary affairs. Most local officials are allowed to retain their position. Those that resist the governor's edicts are immediately arrested and taken off-world for reconditioning. If fortunate, the Federation interrogator will be able to use one of the Federation's few imprinters. Once reconditioned, these officials are sent back to their homeworld to speak about the wonders of the Federation.

548213-B is renamed Shlov, for the 223rd Chancellor of the Unity Party. 548213-B-II is renamed Shlov Prime.

Day 31 - Propaganda campaign begins. Pre-annexation media is either censored or repurposed to serve the Federation and the Unity ideology. Popular media figures are given lavish riches from around the galaxy, in exchange for promoting the Federation to their fanbase. Pre-generated programming, translated to Shlov Prime's various languages, is also broadcast. Holograms are used widely, as the people of Shlov Prime are amazed by this technology.

Trusted intellectuals, politicians and journalists from Shlov Prime are sent to visit Phobetor and other core Federation worlds. They are treated like kings and shown the majesty of Federation civilization. Upon their return, they invariably sing the Federation's praises, and perpetuate the promise that their homeworld will one day be as glorious as Phobetor.

Construction begins on several space elevators around Shlov Prime's equator.

Day 35 - All major population centers are overhauled. Existing infrastructure is repurposed for Federation needs. Large, prefabricated fortresses are placed outside of major population centers. Locals are prohibited from visiting these centers. Portable fusion generators are placed in secure areas, to provide power for Federation installations. Surplus power is provided to the population for free. All major roads are closed. Sectors of the planet are cordoned off from each other, and travel between sectors is extremely limited. Checkpoints are placed everywhere, and travel is restricted only to those with a proper pass.

All existing militaries are ordered to disarm completely. New planetary security forces are inducted from portions of the populace most enthusiastic about joining the Federation. All weapons are confiscated, in the name of global peace, but in truth are shipped off to sell to various terror organizations. Weak phaser rifles are issued to security forces, all of which are biometrically locked and can only be used by individuals on the Federation's registry. All nuclear weapons are seized. The locals are told that many planetary civilizations destroy themselves with nuclear weapons, and thus cannot be trusted. They are told that the weapons will be destroyed safely out of system, but in truth transferred to Star Fleet to give to terror organizations the Federation backs. These nuclear weapons are important because they cannot be traced to any known manufacturer by other galactic authorities, thus giving the Federation perfect plausible deniability.

Major rebellions begin, mostly from defecting armed forces or remnants of governments that refused to submit to Federation rule. They are quickly flushed out of the cities and are forced to hide in rural areas, where they are hunted down by Federatinon troops.

After endless study, art and historical artifacts are confiscated from Shlov Prime, to be studied in academic centers throughout the Federation. The people of Shlov Prime are told that these artifacts will be returned once their study is complete, and once their planet is "responsible" enough for their safekeeping.

Day 40 - Planetary reconditioning begins. Blue collar workers are phased out, to be replaced with redshirts. These former workers become dependent on Federation aid, and are cordoned off in strictly monitored prefabricated housing. Education systems are overhauled to meet Federation standards. Courses on local history, culture, language and sciences are replaced with standard Federation lessons, in local languages. Simplified Standard Imperial is taught on every level of education, and is encouraged in order to reach the highest levels of society.

Day 60 - The first non-redshirt settlers arrive from other parts of the galaxy. They take roles at every level of Federation society, apart from those of redshirts. They are encouraged to intermarry with the people of Shlov Prime, and are taught that they are primitive and easy to impress. In exchange, Shlov Prime natives are encouraged to leave the planet for opportunities elsewhere. Often, these opportunities end with them on another recently annexed Federation world, or serving in the Federation armed forces as auxiliaries.

Pre-annexation leaders begin to die mysteriously, or retire to elsewhere in the Federation. Federation officials take their place.

Rebel activity has decreased to acts of sabotage or occasional bombings. Federation propaganda attacks these rebels as violent barbarians that want to drag Shlov Prime back to the dark ages.

Day 100 - Propaganda begins to actively attack pre-annexation culture. Religions are denounced as violent superstitions, pre-annexation governments denounced as inefficient, corrupt and tyrannical. All crimes are blamed on rebel forces.

Arrested dissidents begin to be detained in-system, in pre-fabricated detention centers on Shlov III and IV. Dissidents' children are inducted into special educational and training facilities, to become bureaucrats for the Federation government.

Pre-annexation police forces are phased out completely, and are replaced with offworlders.

Day 200 - Passing knowledge of Simplified Standard Imperial, at least standard phrases, is expected. Those who do not, or refuse, to use SSI in normal conversation are derided as ignorant and backward.

Dissidents are shipped out of system, to be used as forced labor elsewhere in the galaxy. Reconditioned dissident are allowed tor return to Shlov Prime, but remain under constant monitoring.

Day 300 - The bulk of the Federation annexation force retreats. Only a few destroyers and cruisers remain in orbit, along with orbital installations.

All significant rebellions have been destroyed. News of this is reported to Star Fleet command, and the planetary governor issues an official request to end military occupation, so he may rule the system under civilian authority.

Modern Naval Warfare

Naval warfare is an important part of modern warfare, to the point that it can often decide the course of entire wars. With control of the void around a settled planet, most worlds have little choice but to surrender. Orbital bombardment makes quick work of any settlement not protected by city or planetary shields, and densely-populated worlds require offworld shipment of supplies just to maintain their population. Only fortress worlds can withstand a sustained siege from orbit, and they are the minority, and will usually be cracked apart by a superweapon in the case of total war. A strong navy is key to being a galactic power, and in almost all galactic societies, naval forces are given priority over all other branches of the armed forces.

Ship to Ship Combat

The vast majority of naval engagements take place far away from a system's star and inhabited worlds, fought in the void of the outer solar system. Large gravity wells interfere with most forms of faster-than-light travel and distort ansible readings, forcing most attacking forces to move in well beyond any stars or gas giants. Inhabited worlds tend to bristle with orbital defenses; powered by planetside generators, these defenses almost always outgun an attacking force. Defenders sometimes opt to take advantage of this, but they too suffer from significant disadvantages. Most inhabited worlds have strong magnetic fields, which interfere with plasma containment and reduce weapon ranges to almost-point blank. Gravity wells disrupt targeting systems, and may cause torpedoes and missiles to go off-course. Battle around an inhabited world also invites collateral damage, not only from enemy fire, but also from mines and battlefield debris.

Combat between naval forces takes place at vast distances when compared to planetary engagements, but modern naval battles are fought at much closer ranges than those of early interstellar wars. While it is possible to fight battles at distances extreme enough to necessitate compensating for relativity, and some naval forces are designed with this in mind, the larger galactic navies consider this a tremendous waste of time. Such fighting was a necessity in days when point-defense lasers ruled the stars, and ships were unshielded and could not withstand much damage. However, one technological development has made close-range naval fighting viable, and in wars against the capital ships of the superpowers, a necessity: energy shields. The energy shields on a modern Imperial or Federation destroyer cannot be taken down without a crippling amount of firepower. Glancing blows are not enough to take down a shield, and even if a single hit can force the shield to deactivate, it will only do so momentarily, because the ship's shield generators have time to recharge, as the generators themselves have suffered no damage from overloading. This damage must also be imparted onto the ship's shields within a small span of time. Gradual hits, even if individually of a higher yield than a single plasma blast, will not overload a modern shield generator, as its capacitors have enough time to divert the energy imparted on the shield towards the heat sinks and inertial dampeners on the vessel. Plasma cannons, particularly if arranged in sequence for barrage fire, can impart apocalyptic levels of firepower on a single target within a short span of time.

Only a barrage of fire, enough to wipe out all life on an unshielded world, can reliably damage a modern capital ship's energy shields in a short enough amount of time that the shield generators are damaged beyond repair. This firepower is most reliably delivered via plasma weapon barrages at point blank range, between one to a hundred kilometers. Beyond the hundred kilometer range, the magnetic containment needed to maintain plasma coherency and targeting fails over fifty percent of the time, a failure rate which exponentially increases. This reduces the efficacy of plasma barrages beyond the hundred kilometer range, as barrages will no longer deal the degree of damage necessary to drop a capital ship's shields. Magnetic containment and guidance is maintained by the ship's plasma cannons, and if said cannons (or the ship itself) is destroyed, whatever plasma blasts it fired prior to destruction will lose magnetic coherence. However, plasma-based weapons have no equal when it comes to raw firepower efficiency. The tremendous heat, radiation and magnetic energy that plasma fire generates disrupts both energy-based and matter-based defenses in so many different ways that there is no reliable means to counter plasma damage save for using higher-capacity shields, layering shields, or using more and denser materials in ship armor.

The use of warp drives and hyperdrives to make tactical jumps also makes close-quarters battle viable. It is standard procedure for the Imperial Navy and the Federal Star Fleet to gather pinpoint-accurate ansible readings of enemy assets prior to jumping into a system, and for the heaviest warships of the attacking fleet to jump right next to an enemy target. These ships have pre-calculated firing solutions and immediately fire on their designated target as soon as they enter realspace. In ideal conditions, the enemy will be unprepared for this sudden attack, and will have no time to raise shields to meet this attack. Even if they did, or the target is constantly shielded like a space station, the surprise attack is enough to drop an enemy's shields and make them vulnerable to further fire or to bombers, missiles and torpedoes. Tactical jumps are also utilized by fleets geared towards close-quarters battle against those which prefer to fight at range, as the latter typically have no answer to a sudden close-quarters attack. The Duzhonevian Navy takes this principle to an even greater extreme: their ships are designed such that they will ram into enemy vessels after performing a tactical jump.

A major drawback to the reliance on energy shields is the need to deactivate an energy shield for a ship to fire. This means that any ship which is firing is, itself, vulnerable to enemy fire. One means that navies attempted to solve this problem is sectioned shielding. Through the use of localized shield generators, only part of the ship's overall shield coverage needs to be dropped in order to fire. These sections can be large, such as the entire port side of a vessel, or localized to specific gun batteries and torpedo tubes. The drawback of sectioned shielding, as opposed to general shielding, is that each section of shield is weaker, because it cannot divert as much thermal and kinetic energy to other shield generators in the system. Thus, a ship with general shielding will have greater overall shield integrity than a ship with sectioned shielding, even if the energy threshold and area of coverage of the sum of the shield sections are equal to that of the general shield. Both general shields and sectioned shields are used in modern warfare, with offensively-oriented ships opting for section shields, and defensively-oriented shields designed with general shields.

Missiles and torpedoes are the other popular weapon system, and they come with their own advantages and disadvantages. Missiles have effective ranges limited only by their fuel, the vast majority of which is used for maneuvering in the vacuum. They can be equipped with basic plasma and fusion warheads, or more advanced photonic or protonic warheads which do more damage per warhead than a single shot from a heavy blaster or phaser. Unlike plasma cannons, which must be mounted onto the large frames of capital ships and powered by their reactors, missiles which can damage capital ships can be mounted on drones or smaller, manned spacecraft. However, missiles and torpedoes come with two major disadvantages: bulk and vulnerability to countermeasures. Compared with plasma weapons, which can be powered from a ship's reactor and armed with densely-packed ionizing gases, missiles take up tremendous amounts of storage space. Because missiles and torpedoes have to be used en masse to overcome enemy countermeasures, they often take up space in a vessel to the exclusion of other systems. For this reason, most modern capital ships do not carry a large complement of missiles, unless they are designed specifically for missile-based warfare. The second disadvantage, countermeasures, limits the effectiveness of missiles and torpedoes. Electronic countermeasures and point-defense systems such as lasers can take down large numbers of missiles before they reach their target, and only overwhelming numbers can hope to counter this. The longer the ranges, the higher the likelihood that any particular missile or torpedo in an attacking swarm is neutralized by a countermeasure. For this reason, missiles and torpedoes dominate mid-range warfare, between a hundred to ten thousand kilometers.

Some fleets rely heavily on missiles and torpedoes. The navies of the Citizens' Alliance, the Protectorate of Nomoki, and the Settlement Independence Movement place heavy emphasis on missiles and prefer to fight at medium range. The Alliance Navy relies on carrier craft, with competent drones and manned fighters and bombers, to deliver payloads to the enemy. Alliance drones and fighters do not close with enemy vessels such that they are particularly vulnerable to point defense systems, but rather are used as highly maneuverable fire points for their own missile payloads, which creates less predictable missile arcs and vectors that create more difficulties for most point defense systems. The Nomoki simply overwhelm the enemy's defenses with tremendous amounts of missile and torpedo fire. The Settlement Independence Movement have access to advanced missiles and torpedoes, which have onboard artificial intelligence, shield generators and thrusters, allowing them to attack targets without being directed by a mothership.

Railguns and lasers dominate the battlefield at ranges of greater than ten thousand kilometers. Fired at light or near-light speeds, both railgun and laser fire is impossible to dodge without the use of active ansible sensors, because there is no time gap between observing the incoming fire and the incoming fire contacting the target. This makes lasers and railguns highly effective at extreme ranges where other weapons would be rendered ineffective, which is why they dominated warfare during the days of the Terran Empire. However, in the modern age, they too come with their own disadvantages, arising because of the prevalence of energy shields. Modern energy shields can withstand fire from most average-sized railguns and lasers, which cannot output the same degree of firepower in the same timeframe as plasma weapons. Lasers may be able to fire constantly, but a laser cannon will be weaker than a plasma cannon of the same size. Turbolasers and railguns are much more powerful, but it cannot fire as quickly as a plasma-based weapon. Railguns and lasers, even when powerful enough to pierce energy shields, also suffer from the disadvantage of having extremely localized damage. Unlike plasma fire or missiles, which will damage large sections of an enemy ship at once through explosive and thermal force, a railgun or laser may gut essential systems on an enemy vessel, or it may miss them entirely, doing little damage save for hull breaches.

Some railgun and laser systems, such as those used by the Consortium and the Solarians, are designed to operate reliably at relativistic distances and damage modern capital ships, but these come at the price of tremendous power requirements and the necessity of designing the ship around the weapon. Ship killer lasers and railguns are spinally mounted, as their more powerful components are larger. Spinal mounting means that a ship must turn in its entirety to track a target, which means that it must expend more fuel both in the initial maneuver and in braking just to calibrate its targeting. Further, the intense power requirements of spinal weapons, and the space they take, means that these vessels have weaker shields, engines, and point defense systems, making them more vulnerable to missile attacks or tactical jumps than ships of a more conventional design.

Drones and Starfighters

For millennia, space warfare was dominated by large capital ships. There was no place for smaller, manned spacecraft that were analogous to atmospheric fighters and bombers, because they were just targets for point defense systems such as lasers and missiles, and dedicated missiles and torpedoes can do a better job. Unlike manned spacecraft, missiles and torpedoes are expendable and do not need life support systems, meaning they have a much greater thrust to mass ratio, and consequently much greater maneuverability. Even in the modern age, missiles and torpedoes are far more useful than small craft, but the miniaturization of shield generators and faster-than-light drives has made the oft-mocked concept of "starfighter" a viable option.

Technological advances since the Federal Revolution have miniaturized shield generators and faster-than-light drives to a tremendous degree, although they are still too expensive for use in expendable, mass fire weapons such as missiles and torpedoes. Thus, dedicated fire platforms, such as manned starfighters and drones, have filled the niche: not as large or bulky as a capital ship, but with far more combat options and greater expected survivability than a missile. Miniaturized shield generators have made starfighters far more survivable than they would have been in the past. Modern starfighter energy shields, while still weak when compared to those of capital ships, can reliably shrug off incoming laser fire, requiring heavier weapons such as turbolasers or plasma weapons to reliably dispatch starfighters. With the addition of cheap point defense systems and other countermeasures, a modern starfighter can destroy or fool incoming missiles, even if dodging or outrunning them is still impossible.

Miniaturized faster-than-light drives, typically warp drives, allow starfighters to actually strike against enemy capital ships. A modern starfighter or bomber has no chance of carrying payloads large enough to damage a capital ship's energy shield, but they can carry payloads which will eviscerate starship armor. On board faster-than-light drives allow starfighters to jump right next to an enemy capital ship as its shields drop, often in order to open fire. This gives the capital ship no time to use its point defense systems to fire against the incoming starfighters or their deadly payload, or time to cancel the firing solution and raise shields. This is the favored tactic of the Alliance Navy when targeting large capital ships, and the reason the Alliance has such a massive focus on carriers.

The rise of manned starfighters has also led to the use of drones. Drones have the advantage of being more expendable than a manned fighter, and because they lack life support systems, can be smaller, cheaper, and have more powerful systems than their manned counterparts. However, the Uniform Machine Code and national laws and edicts against the development of artificial intelligence prevent drones from ever being a true replacement for manned starfighters, because they must be directed by a manned mothership and micromanaged by human operators on said mothership. This limits each individual drone's initiative, as the human operator will be managing several at once and will not be paying attention to any one particular drone, and the necessity of an ongoing connection to the mothership means drones cannot operate independently of the mothership. If the mothership is destroyed, or communications between it and the drone are incapacitated for whatever reason, the Uniform Machine Code requires that the drone enter a docile standby mode until a connection with a human controller is reestablished.

Not every drone is equipped with the shields and faster-than-light drives that made their manned counterparts viable. Because of tactical jumps conducted by starfighters, there rose a need for active point defense that would not be connected to the ship's systems. Navies which have a particular focus on capital ships over manned starfighters, such as the Imperial Navy and the Federal Star Fleet, recognized their vulnerability and use drones primarily as a defensive measure. These drones are slaved to a capital ship they are assigned to protect, and are programmed to patrol for incoming starfighters or missiles and to intercept them. These interceptor drones are typically equipped with plasma weapons and are programmed to close in with enemy starfighters, their powerful guns capable of tearing through the starfighter's shields, when ordinary missiles may be shot down or deal ineffective damage.

Modern Ship Classes

Patrol Boat - The most common warship class in the galaxy, the patrol boat is a sublight ship designed for the sole purpose of defending the immediate orbital space of a world. Typically crewed by only half a dozen people, a patrol boat cannot operate far from a base of operations, and are typically not equipped with faster-than-light drives. Most navies do not use patrol boats for combat, but rather for security around their bases. The biggest operator of patrol boats are local governments, typically their police forces or their local militias.

Corvettes - Corvettes are typically the smallest ship in any given fleet, and they are often assigned to specific purposes not related to ship-to-ship combat, such as ansible screening or ECM. As a result of their size and function, corvettes are typically armed with basic point defense weapons such as small railguns and lasers, to keep away missiles and drones, and nothing else. Some fleets assign corvettes to specific larger craft, and their sole purpose is to provide that craft with whatever they are designed to do.

Destroyers - Destroyers are smaller vessels designed primarily for supporting larger vessels, particularly carriers and battleships. Typically, this is point defense duty against starfighters, drones and missiles. Destroyers are sometimes designed to operate independently, but even then they can only reliably fight drones and starfighters, but this role is typically given to frigates.

Frigates - Frigates are smaller vessels designed primarily for supplementary operations within a fleet. Typically, a frigate will be designed to complement and cover the weaknesses of their national fleet: Imperial frigates will be long-ranged ships, while Consortium frigates are close-quarters fighters. Other frigates are assigned to duties not directly related to ship-to-ship warfare, such as orbital bombardment and scouting.

Cruisers - Cruisers are medium-sized vessels designed primarily for patrol independent of the main fleets. As a ship designed to deal with all manner of threats, cruisers are typically armed with plasma-based weapons and point defense cannons. They also typically carry a starfighter or drone complement, in case they are placed into a situation where this is necessary. Cruisers typically have the fastest faster-than-light drives of any ship in the fleet, so they can deploy or retreat quickly.

Stealth Ships - Equipped with a bubble drive, holofield, advanced ECM or some other stealth system, stealth ships are a special class of vessel that typically operates independently of other vessels. Because of the requirements for successful stealth, stealth ships are typically less well-shielded and armed than a non-stealth vessel of comparable size, although some are armed with superweapons and act primarily as a strategic deterrent. An infamous example of stealth ships are the Duzhonevian stealth boats. Equipped with bubble drives and advanced ansible sensors, these stealth boats operate in "wolf packs" and hunt down civilian and military spacecraft that are vulnerable, typically after they reenter real space.

Carriers - Carriers are large vessels which sacrifice firepower, speed and defense in exchange for carrying capacity. Often the most vulnerable ships in any given fleet, some navies, such as the Imperial Navy and the Federal Star Fleet, have done away with carriers entirely and adopted the battlestar in its place. Specialized carriers, if used properly, can be the deadliest ship in a fleet, as the starfighters and drones they carry can be extremely effective against typical battleship fleets. The Alliance Navy is built around the carrier.

Battleships - Typically the largest vessel in a fleet, the battleship is the core of most dedicated war fleets. Generally speaking, a battleship is any ship that is five kilometers or longer, and designed primarily for ship-to-ship combat with cannons and torpedoes. Some societies refer to battleships as ships of the line, such as the Avelovans. Battleships are typically the most heavily armed ship in a fleet, and also the most heavily shielded. Most modern navies are designed around their battleships, with the notable exception of the carrier-heavy Alliance Navy.

Battlecruisers - Battlecruisers are a descendant of battleships and the result of the development of sectional shielding. Starting as sectionally-shielded battleships, these proto-battlecruisers were offensively oriented, sacrificing the better protection of general shields and heavy armor in exchange for more offensive capabilities. Thanks to sectional shields, battlecruisers can fire without making themselves as vulnerable as a battleship, but they themselves are vulnerable to concentrated fire. Over the millennia, battlecruisers have evolved to become longer-range capital ships, and finding favor particularly in the Consortium and Solarian fleets. Modern battlecruisers often employ spinal railguns and lasers, although close-quarters battlecruisers also exist.

Battlestars - A cross between a battleship and a carrier, a battlestar is intended to have the firepower of a smaller battleship and the starfighter carrying capacity of a smaller carrier. Pioneered by the Imperial Navy and its Velykev-class battlestar, the concept has gained some traction in the Federal Star Fleet. Given their impressive firepower and the ability to carry drones and starfighters, battlestars are incredibly versatile and serve as a jack of all trades vessel that can easily be deployed to pacify a system. However, battlestars are extraordinarily expensive to build and operate, meaning they are out of the financial range of most galactic players apart from the superpower. For this reason, they are typically found only in Imperial and Federation hands in any considerable numbers.

Dreadnoughts - Popular in the Imperial sphere, dreadnoughts are extremely up-scaled battlestars, and are intended to serve either as flagships or as platforms for superweapons. Extraordinarily expensive and, as a rule for classification, exceeding ten kilometers in length, dreadnoughts resemble floating fortress cities in logistical operation. Often the headquarters of a fleet, or in some cases entire nations, a dreadnought will often house an entire army and even factories to supply a roving invasion force. Dreadnoughts can be considered analogous to the shortman concept of the mothership, only they are constructed by planet-based societies and used for a specific military purpose. The Empire has the largest collection of dreadnoughts in the galaxy, and uses them as headquarters for sector fleets if a World Fortress is unavailable.

Feudal Wars of the Empire

The ramshackle nature of the Third Galactic Empire practically guarantees a constant state of war. Many of the powerful Sector Houses of the Empire were once rival kingdoms, and even after they have sworn fealty to the same crown, the rivalries persist. The various noble houses of the Empire constantly vie for power, influence, wealth and territory. This is a culture that is encouraged by the Empire, to a degree; after all, if the nobility are incapable of working together, the House of Dondrukov will never be faced with a conspiracy large enough to destroy it. However, to a certain degree, the rivalries between the nobles becomes a major weakness to the Imperial system.

The line is drawn with wars, defined as the mobilization of more than a thousand men-at-arms directed against one party at one time. Feudal wars, if allowed to spiral out of control, could break the Empire. For this reason, the Empire initially had a zero tolerance policy against warfare of any sort between nobles who pledged fealty to the House of Dondrukov. After all, the Dondrukovs promised every noble safety from harm, and that includes safety from other nobles. Whenever nobles would go to war with one another, the Imperial government would step in to force a ceasefire and mediate the dispute. If the parties refused, they were attacked by the Imperial military. They were likewise attacked if the parties did not respect the Emperor's verdict. As the Empire expanded, the Imperial military had to deal with more feudal wars, as more feudal governments became protected by the Emperor. As the Milky Way came under the hegemonic rule of the Empire, the Imperial military turned more towards keeping the Empire together than as an expansionist force.

The Empire's policies changed with the Federal Revolution. The entire conflict began as the Phobetor Wars, a civil war between two claimants to the lordship of the Phobetor Sector. One of the most distant sectors in the Empire, the war managed to escalate into a full interstellar war before Imperial intervention, as the two rival claimants brought neighboring rivals onto opposite sides. Orders were given to the Imperial garrisons to put an end to the conflict immediately, but the policy backfired. With much of the local Imperial military being locally-raised troops, they refused to fire on their brothers and joined the conflict, arresting or killing their Dondrukov officers. The Empire mobilized loyal portions of the Imperial military from neighboring sectors that were not involved in the conflict, but this only forced the two rivals into an alliance with one another to fight off the Imperial "invaders." The leadership of what was then the Phobetor Rebellion was eventually assassinated by Order architects, but this only allowed the Unity Party -a group of radicals that had instigated the succession crisis in the first place - to fill the power vacuum and present themselves as the liberators of the galaxy. This eventually led to the Empire's defeat and the establishment of the Empire's greatest astropolitical rival, the United Galactic Federation.

The events of the Federal Revolution forced the Empire to reevaluate its internal governance policies. The Imperial military was reorganized into a force that is designed to have loyalty to the crown first. The nobility's ability to raise and equip armies and fleets was severely curtailed. In exchange, nobles would be allowed to fight feudal wars with Imperial sanction. The Imperial government determined that a major contributing factor to the Federal Revolution was the Empire's zero tolerance policies towards feudal violence. Such a policy, combined with the segmented nature of the Imperial military, meant that units who were loyal to one lord were ordered to arrest or kill that same lord. This naturally led to a system of divided loyalties, which did not divide in the Empire's favor. Secondly, banning total war only led to nobles who committed to war taking it to the extreme, bringing in local allies and transforming planetary struggles into interstellar nightmares. If feudal violence could be contained and ritualized, the nobles can get what they want through war, but without the conflict spiraling out of control.

The Imperial throne decreed that nobles would, from then on, have the right to war with one another and they would not be subject to Imperial interference. In fact, they would be protected by the Imperial military from external interlopers, whether those are other nobles, criminals, foreign powers, or even aliens. However, these wars are subject to strict rules, and any violation would lead to Imperial military intervention. The most important rule that all nobles must obey is that they must first receive authorization from the Imperial throne. Because of the bureaucratic nightmare that is Dondrukovskrad, obtaining permission could take decades. This is deemed an advantage for the Empire; the throne would rather see disputes resolved peacefully, and years of waiting would help prevent wars declared in the heat of passion. The second most important rule is that the war must be fought entirely within the agreed-upon battlefield, which itself must be approved by the Empire. This is so important that the Imperial military will dedicate forces to enforcing this quarantine, and will fire on any forces that try to break it. The Imperial throne encourages nobles to fight on terrain that will not harm innocents or damage infrastructure; for this reason, lifeless worlds are preferred battlefields, and most requests for space combat in orbit over a populated world will be rejected. The Empire will also reject any battlefield which is controlled by a third party to the war, who has not given permission for the use of his territory. The third rule is that no weapons of mass destruction are permitted, even primitive atomic, biological and chemical weapons. This is because the Empire does not want nobles stockpiling weapons of mass destruction, and if they do, to only use them against external foes. The fourth rule is that a war can be stopped by the Imperial crown for any reason, although traditionally this reason is that there is a local war against an external power and the Empire needs all of the local manpower it can get. Lastly, the Empire will enforce any additional rules agreed to by the parties.

Most nobles add additional rules for their wars. The most common are limitations on weapons and set troop mobilization. Most nobles want to cut costs, and understand that fighting a total war will cost them more than they can gain. By agreeing to a limited conflict from the start, nobles do not need to break the bank. It also provides ample opportunity for nobles to show their military skills in a controlled environment, likewise for warriors who seek fame and glory. In fact, many feudal wars are recorded and viewed as blood sport throughout the Empire and beyond. Some nobles, particularly planetary nobles on poorer farm worlds, will limit their war to melee weapons. Others prefer slugthrowers, particularly those worlds whose markets are inundated with the weapons. Some nobles limit their wars to a planet's surface, others prefer to fight in space. Some noble families have made a name for themselves by constantly winning feudal wars, experience that is not ignored by the Imperial military, which likes to recruit from successful houses.

Even though an official system for feudal warfare exists, it does not prevent illegal wars. The vast breadth of the Empire means that some nobles believe they can win a quick war against their rival, before the throne could respond. These foolish nobles, when caught, are punished severely by the throne for illegal warfare. Other nobles have a grievance with the Empire itself, and as the Imperial government itself never fights a feudal war, these nobles will rise up in rebellion and won't be so polite as to ask for permission to do so. In some distant sectors, massive planetary wars rage on, with the Imperial government none the wiser.

List of Major Ongoing Conflicts

The existence of the Grand Chessboard and the proliferation of planet and system-destroying weapons has led to a major reduction of large military conflicts. In this context, large conflicts are fought on an interstellar scale, often between two combatants each with faster-than-light power projection capabilities.

Grand Chessboard - Technically not a war, but a long-simmering ongoing conflict between the Third Galactic Empire and the United Galactic Federation, the galaxy's two superpowers. The Grand Chessboard, also known as the Tournament of Shadows and the Cold War, is generally considered to have begun after the Federal Revolution, and continued up until the modern day. The two superpowers have fought five direct wars against one another, and countless proxy conflicts. The creation of hyperlight weapons has, so far, prevented another Federation-Imperial War, as now both sides have the capability of decapitating the other with a first strike.

Yrrakis War - A major proxy conflict and part of the Grand Chessboard, the Yrrakis War is the unfortunate confluence of several major galactic fault lines. The ongoing conflict between the Federation and the Empire over influence in the Neutral Zone, Architectist radicalism, the resurgent Dynic Hegemony and the Consortium's insatiable demand for neurozine have led to a conflict which involves almost every major power in the galaxy to involve themselves in the war. The primary conflict is between the Republic of Yrrakis and the Gresi Alliance, with the Empire backing the former and the Federation backing the latter, but other powers are heavily involved, such as the Consortium of Sovereign Systems, the New Galactic Republic, the Duzhonev Imperium and the Solarian Community.

Arambi War - Another major proxy conflict between the Federation and the Empire, the Arambi War is one of the longest conflicts in modern galactic history. The war is predominantly between the Arambi Chiefdoms, an Imperial-aligned arambi state bordering the Federation. The Federation is funding the Arambi Liberation Front, which seeks to overthrow the chiefdoms and free their brothers from slavery. Ethnic tensions are a major aspect of the war, as the Arambi Chiefdoms are ruled by an arambi subspecies that lives in the trees, while the Arambi Liberation Front is mostly made up of arambi which live in the subterranean caves. The Empire uses arambi slaves to produce cheap goods, and thus has an interest in maintaining the chiefs in power.

Solarian-Duzhonevian War - Beginning as a conflict between Federation and Imperial colonists in the Neutral Zone following the Federal Revolution, the Solarian-Duzhonevian War is an ongoing conflict that has raged, with ceasefires, for nearly ten thousand years. The Solarians and Duzhonevians have both been radicalized by the conflict, and much of each society’s identity is defined in opposition to the other. Currently, hostilities have resumed between the Solarian Community and the Duzhonev Imperium, as an outgrowth of the Yrrakis War. The Duzhonevians have already seized several Solarian systems.

Settlement Independence War - An offshoot of the Corporate Wars, the Settlement Independence War is being fought between the Consortium of Sovereign Systems and the Settlement Independence Movement. The SIM, a group of systems under an ostensibly anarchist system but in truth ruled by the Networker corporation, broke away from the Consortium after constant hostility from the major corporations that make up the Consortium. The Consortium has subsequently declared war on the SIM, with the entirety of the Consortium's remaining members participating in the war against the SIM.

Colonial Wars - The disunity of the shortman polities, the invasions of the Tick Swarm and the Universal Collective, and the collapsing influence of the Federation have all created massive power vacuums in Xeno Alley. Taking advantage of this decay, the Citizens’ Alliance and the United Dominions of Avelov are all in a mad scramble to acquire new colonies and become the new hegemon of Xeno Alley, while the Federation attempts to maintain its control. The entire region is a mad free-for-all between these three human empires, Kerdin and shortman systems, colonists with their own agenda, and the two invading swarm threats.

Bug Wars - The movement of the Tick Swarm into the galaxy has been primarily directed at the Xeno Alley, with the Swarm Fleets making an approach towards the Sol Anomaly. Right in the way of the Swarm is the Citizens’ Alliance, which is taking the brunt of the Swarm invasion. In response, the Alliance has mobilized its militaristic society in a manner unseen since the end of the Fourth Federation-Imperial War, and it has successfully petitioned the Protectorate to be designated as the primary protector of mankind against the Swarm. The war has taxed the Alliance’s resources and is used by the Alliance government as an excuse for its rampant expansionism, and it has also made the Alliance extremely reliant on Imperial support, particularly as the Empire has a vested interest in turning its former rival into a buffer state.

Relic War - The discovery of Second Empire relics, particularly entire relic worlds, in the Crazed Core has led to the states bordering the Core to a war for control over these valuable systems. The United Dominions of Avelov, the Duzhonev Imperium and the Sokowuz Kingdom all vie for power in a three-way struggle in one of the most dangerous regions of space. The Relic War is unique because these relics are often used in battle, with mixed results for the user.

Nomoki War - The resurgent Principality of Nomoki has expanded in all directions, mostly at the expense of the Third Empire and the Kerdin Empire. Located in a distant backwater sector, far from the main battlefields of the Grand Chessboard, the Nomoki have successfully seized hundreds of systems from the Empire, yet the war is more or less ignored by Dondrukovskrad. The Kerdin Empire has directed more of its efforts against the Nomoki threat, leading to both sides developing larger and better kaijiru and mecha, respectively.

Technology Profile: Relativistic Kill Vehicles

Although the great powers of the galaxy are fond of creating highly conspicuous and "theatrical" superweapons, one of the most destructive and efficient superweapons is also one of the most simple and inelegant. A relativistic kill vehicle ("RKV") is a projectile accelerated to relativistic speeds, for the purposes of impacting against and destroying a target. RKVs are incredibly effective, because the destructive power they impart on a target is comparable to that of antimatter annihilation, and because RKVs are impossible to dodge or intercept. The disadvantage of an RKV is that even the most advanced sublight engines require plenty of time to accelerate a projectile to relativistic speeds, and that, once locked onto a target, they are nigh-impossible to turn. They are also expensive; while faster-than-light travel is common throughout the galaxy, it still takes considerable effort and fuel to accelerate a target to relativistic speeds in realspace, and unlike a warship, they can only be used once.

RKVs have been used extensively throughout galactic history. They were utilized by Arekshav the Great's ruthless expansion throughout the galaxy, the civil wars of the Collapse and the rise of the Galactic Republic, Duzhonev the Wise's wars and the wars of the Tribulation, up until the Second Empire developed even deadlier weapons in the form of hyperspace weapons. Over the millennia, RKVs have evolved from crude projectiles that have to be accelerated through several gravity wells to highly effective weapons that, through the use of fragmentation, can clear out orbital defenses in microseconds. For the early human empires, RKVs were they dominant strategic weapon, and the threat of an RKV raining destruction down on a populated world kept populations loyal and warmongers at bay.

The development of newer and better forms of faster-than-light travel led to the development of dedicated strategic RKVs, that can be fired on any target at will. Either purpose-built projectiles or decommissioned old vessels, these RKVs are moved into interstellar space and accelerated to relativistic speeds, where they can remain indefinitely. An onboard ansible connects these weapons to central command stations throughout the galaxy, and when the order is given, the RKV activates its FTL drive and jumps to a predetermined location. Upon reemerging from against a strategic target, such as a population center on a world. An unknown number of strategic RKVs, likely in the millions, are constantly flying around the galaxy. The vast majority of strategic RKVs are operated by the Federation and the Empire, followed by the Consortium and the Alliance. Some strategic RKVs are rumored to be operated by non-state actors, and groups such as the Gresi Alliance have made statements that they possess these weapons, but there have been no documented use of these weapons.

Although efficient, RKVs are no longer the king of weapons of mass destruction that they once were. The development of planetary shielding has made the RKV ineffective for decapitating major governments or destroying hardened targets; a planetary shield can withstand even the heaviest RKVs in existence. In order for an RKV to be effective against a shielded planet, it would have to be the size of a World Fortress, and it is more efficient to use that space for a hypermass reactor and a superlaser. While RKVs can destroy World Fortresses and other, sub-planetary targets with ease, these installations are always equipped with interdictors, gravitational scramblers, and other equipment that makes exiting warp or hyperspace near these targets next to impossible. Further, these installations always move around the galaxy, and the location of any given World Fortress at any given time is unknown to all but a few people in the galaxy. It is possible to destroy such an installation with an RKV, but it takes considerable effort.

The navies of the galaxy also maintain a fleet of tactical RKVs, which operate on similar principles to strategic RKVs. Based on the anti-orbital RKVs of old, these RKVs are equipped with ansibles and FTL drives, the size of battlestars and are designed to fragment upon reentering realspace. Properly used, tactical RKVs can decimate an invading fleet, particularly if they use close formations such as Avelovan firing lines. However, while some groups of ships may use close formations, large naval engagements often involve tens of thousands of ships scattered throughout the nigh-infinite expanse of space. Unless one side has tens of thousands of tactical RKVs, this will not turn the tide of battle. Larger vessels are often equipped with interdictors which they activate in battle, making them and their retinue difficult to target with a tactical RKV. Then there is the delay from issuing coordinates to a tactical RKVs and their actually arriving to the battle. This delay is not always clear, and with ships constantly moving and changing course in battle, targeting becomes difficult.

Planetary Case Study: Prison Worlds

Most interstellar powers find little use for dedicating what is otherwise a perfectly habitable planet for use as a prison. Transporting prisoners from all corners of a galactic empire to specific worlds is also a tremendous undertaking; those ships and fuel can be used elsewhere. Therefore, the regimes that do operate prison worlds not only have the capability to sacrifice entire planets and fleets for the sole purpose of incarceration, but they also have a reason to do so.

The most widespread user of prison worlds is the Third Galactic Empire. With about ten million habitable worlds under the Imperial banner, the Empire could well afford to have thousands of prison worlds all over the galaxy. Imperial prison worlds are often barely habitable, such as desert and ice worlds, and were only partially terraformed to assist in the reclamation of minerals or other raw materials on the planet. Naturally, the prisons are moved there for forced labor, with the Empire's leaders believing that every ounce of strength should be used for the Empire's good. Most Imperial prison worlds are run by, and for the benefit of, sector lords, and the defeated houses and armies of those who cross a sector lord can often find themselves living out the rest of their days on a prison world. Those who are guilty of crimes against the Throne itself, but have not committed crimes that are considered outright treasonous, are sent to designated Imperial prison worlds. Rather than working the spice mines, they are either abandoned to their own devices and set at the mercy of established barbarian groups, or sent into gladiatorial tournaments, fighting blood sports for the amusement of the Emperor and the House of Dondrukov. The Dondrukov Guard also "recruit" the most effective warriors, subjecting them to heavy duty imprinting to make them loyal.

The other galactic powers also use prison worlds. The Federation has a few prison worlds, but most Federal governors execute their criminals and reuse their biomass to create new redshirts. The Alliance manages a handful of prison worlds for their deserters, and the Consortium has a few prison worlds that the prison corporations rent out to anyone who is willing to pay. But the political entity that is most infamous for its prison worlds, and has the highest concentration of prison worlds, is the Duzhonev Imperium. The draconian nature of Duzhonevian law, and the panopticon surveillance the Duzhonevian state enjoys over its population, ensures that the Duzhonevian prison population is extremely high at all times. The Duzhonevians also have an interest in maintaining the myth that there is no widespread dissent or crime in any of their worlds, so it is of paramount importance that Duzhonevian criminals be separated from the normal population immediately. The Duzhonev Imperium's annexation of formerly-independent worlds also generates dissidents by the billions, and they need a place to be processed.

Almost every Duzhonevian system has a prison world, often an outer planet or moon with extremely rudimentary life support. An example would be Trell VI-B, the second largest moon of the sixth planet in the Trell system. Trell Prime is a major industrial world in the Duzhonev Imperium, producing death rays for the Duzhonevian Imperial Guard, so the Duzhonevian state considers it extra important to have a world for those who are not only actively dissenting against the Duzhonevian state, but are also "shy of work" and could not meet their production quotas. Rather than kill these individuals and waste their production entirely, the Duzhonevians established factories for dangerous aetheric munitions on Trell VI-B. There, they are overseen by Party officials, who normally defer to the mad scientists who design new and deadlier weapons for the Duzhonevian Imperium. These mad scientists often make ludicrous demands of the prisoners, such as requiring them to vivisect themselves, on the basis that this would somehow be essential to the Duzhonevian war effort. These mad scientists are right often enough that the Party considers it a good use of prisoners. Otherwise, prisoners can expect to be worked to death on production lines, dying of starvation, exhaustion, aetheric poisoning, or even because the combat automaton they were working on was activated too early and tore them to shreds. Prisoners are often used for active weapons tests, and in some instances, they are forced into live fire combat scenarios against one another or against whatever monstrosity the mad scientists have cooked up. These tests are conducted in outposts far from the rest of the prison population and overseen by Duzhonevian warships, which will destroy the outpost without hesitation should there be a revolt. Other times, prisoners are used as raw materials for a new weapon system, and unleashed on their fellow prisoners.

Trell VI-B attempts to be entirely self-sustaining. Prisoners are fed reconstituted rations made from their waste and the corpses of their fallen brothers and sisters. Loyal and hard-working prisoners are rewarded with fresh meat from the corpses of the dead, which is considered a delicacy among the prison population. The caloric and nutritional intake of every prisoner is calculated precisely with their metabolism and rate of energy expenditure, so they do not starve to death until the moment that the prison system considers it more cost-effective to let them starve. Disease is rampant among the prison population, which is fought to prevent this labor force from dying too quickly. Prisoners which are caught committing offenses within the system are placed into torment engines for a set period of time, and are then let back among the population so they can tell the others what they experienced.

Having fought against prison revolts before, the prisons on Trell VI-B are designed to ensure that any revolt will end swiftly and painfully for every prisoner. No Party officials are present on Trell VI-B's surface; instead, they govern from space stations. The prison facilities on Trell VI-B are compartmentalized, with panels designed to blast out onto the cold, airless surface of the moon should the prison wardens lose control of a sector. The Duzhonevian personnel on the planet are hardened Duzhonevian Party Guards, who would gladly sacrifice their own lives to prevent a prison revolt from succeeding. The Duzhonevian Navy maintains constant patrols in orbit, these ships bristling with anti-starfighter systems in case there is an unauthorized shuttle launch. They are also armed with transatomic warheads, and have orders to launch should a Party official deem the prison lost to a revolt.

Knowledge of prison worlds like Trell VI-B are widespread across the galaxy, and they are denounced constantly by the Duzhonev Imperium's enemies. The Duzhonevians, for their part, are proud of their efficient prison system, and wonder why the rest of the galaxy does not use a similar system to get every ounce of value from the "trash" portions of their population.

Culture Profile: United Vessel-States

Astrography

The Most Illustrious and Grand Duchy of the United Vessel-States ("United Vessel-States") are scattered across the Milky Way, located in stars where surviving wormgates are present. Uniquely, the Vessel-States only claim the wormgate and their vessel-state as their own, and leave the star and planets to other galactic entities. The Vessel-States also possess neutron stars to fuel their vessels, the location of which are kept secret from the rest of the galaxy.

Natural Physical Appearance

The people of the United Vessel-States are baseline humans of the Galactic ethnicity, but due to their isolation from the rest of the galaxy, they have developed some quirks. For example, they are one of the few people who have consistently green eyes in the galaxy.

Appearance Tradition

The citizens of the vessel-states are typically richer than the average peasants and citizens of the Empire and Federation, and can thus afford to be picky about their clothing. Being reliant on trade, many foreign materials and designs make their way to the various vessel-states, and fashion is a major aspect of social hierarchy in the vessel-states. As a result, fashions in the vessel-states are constantly in flux, as styles and materials enter and recede from popularity. The only constants are the use of exquisite and rare materials - or fake versions thereof - and elaborate designs that often sacrifice function for form.

The architecture of the vessel-states is elaborate. The princes of the individual vessel-states compete with one another to have the most beautiful palaces, cathedrals, and starships. Large frescoes and murals adorn the palaces of the princes, all hand-painted over the course of generations. The greatest artists in the galaxy are commissioned by these princes to create elaborate works of art, and displayed prominently for their citizens to see. Some of these works have become famous across the galaxy, and draw in the idle wealthy from every corner of the Milky Way.

Language

Each vessel-state has its own unique language, although all are descended from Middle Standard Imperial. A vessel-state language maintains the same general grammar and bases its vocabulary on MSI, but millennia is divergence has led each language being unintelligible with MSI and one another. The citizens of one vessel-state may pronounce one word differently from another, yet spell it the same.

Government, Law and Politics

The United Vessel-States are, in most senses, not united in any sense apart from their shared cultural ties, religion and the compact between them to unite against any foreign, invading force. Each vessel-state is managed by a highly autonomous government, often a wealthy merchant family that has established itself as the dominant nobility. Others have elected leaders, whose leaders are elected by the nobility of the vessel-states.

The United Vessel-States as a whole are led by a single doge, who is elected from among the vessel-states as a representative to them all. The Doge of the Vessel-States has almost no power in times of peace, only having powers in times of war against outside powers. The Doge acts as the supreme leader of the Vessel-States' military forces, and commands their deployment and the use of resources for the purposes of war. What constitutes use of wartime resources, or even a war against an outside power, is a topic of constant debate, which means that the Doge often has no power unless a vessel-state were being invaded directly. This gives Doges an incentive to start a war and use the resources he controls to benefit his own family, a system that has led to disaster for the Vessel-States in the past. Because a Doge has no power to enforce the alliance between vessel-states, vessel-states sometimes side with foreign invaders, only to switch sides later on because it is convenient.

Generally speaking, the princes have theoretical absolute power, but in practice their power varies with their personal political acumen. Some princes can command the loyalty of their entire vessel, while others struggle to keep control of their own family. It is never a good idea to openly challenge a vessel-state prince, unless one is making an explicit bid for power and has the firepower to back it up.

The internal politics of a vessel-state are infamous for their intrigue, corruption, and betrayal. Vessel-State princes are expected to be coldly pragmatic, being feared and loved by their people at the same time, or they will not be princes for long. Princes are infamous for stooping to any low to keep power, often making cruel examples of any who dare challenge their rule. Rivalries between families put constant tension in any given vessel-state, sometimes become de facto civil wars. Vessel-states send assassins, courtesans, spies, and all manner of unsavory characters to undermine the efforts of rival vessel-states, and the princes constantly conspire to bring large, foreign forces into the mix. More than one Imperial sector lord has been duped into occupying a vessel-state, only to be thrown out by rebellion and to have the rival who orchestrated the entire episode swoop in to take the spoils.

The merchants and artisans of the vessel-states make up an important political faction, as they are the source of a vessel-state's wealth. To protect their trade and in order to lobby politically as a group, tradesmen form guilds, in which membership is often mandatory in order to be a legitimate merchant or craftsman. Not as individually powerful or all-encompassing as a Consortium megacorporation, guilds are nevertheless the base of political power for the large middle classes of the vessel-states. Guilds are powerful enough to threaten strikes if they do not get their way, and maintain a tight grip on entry into their chosen profession. Guildmasters, the most influential member of a guild, are often represented in a vessel-state's government.

Economy

The economy of a vessel-state is very free, with only the Consortium rivaling its degree of economic freedom. There are no social safety nets or welfare programs, with the poor and destitute turning to unseemly professions like prostitution and indentured servitude. Average citizens are not taxed; rather, a vessel-state government is funded by taxes towards guilds and fees paid by foreign traders. Often, a ruling family will have personal wealth, which they commingle with the state’s treasury.

However, de facto monopolies and oligopolies are established by the presence of guilds. If someone wants to practice a trade, they must be a member of a guild. If they attempt to operate without guild membership, they will be expelled from the vessel-state by the government, if the guild’s thugs do not get there first.

Trade

Trade is the lifeblood of a vessel-state, as vessel-states provide no raw materials and few manufactured goods. The vessel-states facilitate trade by taking care of the wormgate network, ensuring it is safe from piracy, and providing any resources a trade vessel will need at port. Vessel-state ports are well-renown among sailors for providing everything a sailor could possibly want, for the right price. The vessel-states are also safe havens for smugglers, as vessel-state governments view them the same as legitimate traders, so long as they do not try to smuggle product into the vessel-state.

Currency

The vessel-states are notorious for refusing any form of fiat, digital or cryptocurrency, instead using precious metal coins in all transactions. While each vessel-state may issue its own internal fiat currency, when dealing with outsiders, the metal-based known as the pirum is used for all transactions outside of a vessel-state. Because of the scale of a vessel-state's trade, pirums are often used within the vessel-state as a store of wealth; pirums are always worth far more than whatever internal currency a vessel-state uses. Pirums are issued in various materials, although gold and latinum are popular choices.

Sex, Romance and Family Structure

The average vessel-stater settles into a monogamous marriage with their spouse and ends up producing a handful of children. If they are male, they learn their father’s trade. If they are female, they are groomed to be good wives for future husbands. Arranged marriages are common in order to combine the wealth of two families.

The relationships of the powerful in a vessel-state are much more complicated and frought with tension and intrigue. It is not uncommon for powerful men to have harems, or for powerful women to have many different lovers all throughout a vessel-state. Marriages are almost always political, used to cement alliances, and divorces are common for the same reason. The upper classes are also far more libertine with their sexuality, often participating in lavish parties and orgies.

Religious Beliefs and Traditions

The Vessel-States abide by their own variant of Rationalism, wholly separate from the Imperial Rationalist Church. Each vessel-state has its own Rationalist church, led by a local archbishop. Vessel-state Rationalist churches are infamous throughout the galaxy for being corrupt, and corrupting the ideals of Rationalism for financial gain. Some Rationalist churches charge their laity direct fees for attendance, and promise spiritual growth in overpriced therapy and educational programs. Rationalist priests are heavily involved in the politics of a vessel-state, often interceding as middle men between princes and guilds. The churches themselves are political machines, offering secular and religious offices in exchange for bribes. Rationalist churches involve themselves in the infighting of their vessel-state, and employ mercenaries and assassins, or raise armies of their own. In some vessel-states, the church and the ruling family are one in the same.

Philosophy and Disposition

The people of the Vessel-States tend to have a deeply materialistic and naturalistic view of the universe. Although regarding the Federation’s philosophy and its related strains as rationalized madness, the disposition of a vessel-stater agreed that mankind is a rational creature that can achieve great things. However, most vessel-staters believe that this greatness can only be achieved by a few who are fortunate enough to be born with the potential to be gifted, and into circumstances where that potential is realized. These great men, the true innovators, are to be emulated. While deeply invested in Rationalism, vessel-staters look back to the religion’s secular and rationalist roots, and believe that most of the galaxy, and in particular the Imperial Rationalist Church, have lost their way. True Rationalism is the study of the universe, and what lies beyond, with no fear or apprehension, but only a sense of discovery.

Military

Views on War

The leaders of the Vessel-States view war as one of many political tools. War is a costly affair, but it can bring great wealth and power if it is conducted properly. Most princes and doges are cautious men, and will only go to war as a last result, preferring to exhaust less expensive options beforehand. Others, particularly from vessel-states with martial traditions, are more willing to fight, but it no case do vessel-state leaders believe that war is a good in and of itself, or is so evil that it must be avoided at all costs. A vessel-state will go to war if its leaders determine that going to war will lead to a better result for them than peace. Because the vessel-states view war pragmatically, they have no qualms about hiring foreign mercenaries, or switching sides at times they feel most opportune. Once at war, a vessel-state will stop at nothing to ensure it ends in their favor. Assassination, bribery, and other tactics that some galactic powers may find dishonorable are common tools of the trade for the vessel-states, and it is a foolish leader who believes that the Vessel-States limit this behavior to wartime.

Most wars fought by vessel-states are fought against other vessel-states, to settle vendettas, to wrestle over control of wormgate routes or deals with profitable customers, or over succession. Because these wars are fought between culturally similar groups, a complex set of official "rules" for warfare have arisen over the centuries. Of course, the unspoken first rule of vessel-state rule is that the rules do not matter.

Ranks and Command Structure

The Doge of the Vessel-States has total command over all the armed forces of the vessel-states in times of war against a foreign power. However, in times when the vessel-states are only at war with one another, the Doge has no control. Because of their focus on trade, most vessel-states have little in the way of native armies, preferring instead to hire mercenaries from the more militaristic vessel-states, or even from foreign powers. Therefore, there is no unifying rank or command system among the vessel-states.

Soldier Types and Equipment

The vast majority of vessel-state armed forces are mercenaries, which have tremendous range when it comes to quality. Some mercenaries are peasants that have sold their lives in order to feed their families, while others are veterans of several wars, who have themselves amassed personal fortunes and only continue to fight because they enjoy it. Some vessel-states use vat-grown soldiers, known as homunculi. Crafted by skilled alchemists who have inherited the secrets of the First Empire, homunculi are "built" from raw biomass to serve into whatever role they need to on the battlefield.

Vessel-state mercenaries are often equipped by their employer with basic provisions, but are free to use their own money to buy better equipment. Most vessel-state mercenaries are armed with fusils, which fire shots of alchemical fire against the enemy. Because parts of the weapons themselves must be made out of alchemical matter, fusils are heavy, inaccurate and can only fire one round before needing to be primed to fire another round. While a poor personal weapon, when firing in lines, fusiliers can stop even modern tanks.

Melee weapons are common among vessel-state mercenaries, given that their weapons fire very slowly and inaccurately. Most mercenaries carry swords made out of an alchemical earth alloy as a sidearm, which with the aid of cybernetically-enhanced limbs allow them to cut through modern body armor. Some mercenaries field armored peasants that carry pikes tipped with ignis, which will burn through any armor.

Because vessel-states favor the use of alchemical earth in their armor, their armored vehicles are very difficult to destroy, but also extremely slow. The vessel-states have made up for this by augmenting their firepower, giving them massive cannons that fire shots of ignis or alchemical fire. By its nature, alchemical fire is difficult to control, making these cannons inaccurate, so vessel-states often field large numbers of cannon. The vessel-states do deploy armored vehicles, such as their iconic, conical tanks, but these vehicles are extremely slow and are used mostly to intimidate the enemy because their armor is difficult to penetrate. Vessel-state cavalry, which are mechanical walkers that are considered separate from their armored units, are very quick, but also serve a predominantly psychological role. Cavalrymen could not be expected to hit much of anything with fusils at the speeds they travel, so they mostly charge into vulnerable enemy formations and use more conventional laser weapons.

Formations and Tactics

The vessel-states' way of war is highly defensive and centered on infantry and artillery. These tactics take advantage of the vessel-states' superior armor and firepower, while mitigating problems with speed and accuracy through the use of dense formations. Pike squares, fusilier lines, and artillery batteries move and fire in formation.

This form of warfare is effective against other vessel-states, but runs into problems when fighting against foreign enemies, which often use weapons that the vessel-states have few of, such as fast attack vehicles or aerospace craft. The vessel-states mostly deal with these defensively, such as using massive alchemical water shield generators for their pike squares and artillery. Otherwise, the vessel-states will use foreign-bought machinery and mercenaries to deal with anything they are unfamiliar with.

Navy and Spacecraft

The vessel-states place particular importance on their fleets, as they are necessary to control and protect the lifeblood of the vessel-states: trade. The core of the vessel-states' fleets are galleys, which are massive, heavily armored, and slow, vessels that use solar and alchemical air sails to move across the stars. Armed with rows of guns on their broadside, vessel-state galleys can outgun almost any vessel of similar tonnage in the galaxy, save for the vessels of the Avelovan Royal Navy. Using alchemical water shields and alchemical earth armor, vessel-state galleys are extremely difficult to destroy.

Most vessel-state warships do not have built-in faster-than-light engines, instead relying on the wormgate network. If need be, they will attach themselves to larger carriers or the world-vessel itself, which are equipped with heavy-duty hyperdrives.

Tech Comparison: Interstellar Coalition

Materials Science. The Interstellar Coalition has traditionally relied on chromic hyperalloys for manufacturing its military spacecraft and large-scale construction projects. Chromic hyperalloys are created through a complex process of chemically bonding various hard materials and electroplating layers of trivalent chromium to the admixture. The result is a significantly hardened and corrosion-proof compound metal that is also aesthetically pleasing to the eye. War with the Federation revealed its vulnerability to concentrated phaser fire, prompting the Unified Coalition Navy to build its ships with durasteel imported from the Alliance. Those ships still built with chromic hyperalloys are sleeker than ones created with durasteel. Attempts have been made to apply the chromic-plating process to durasteel but all have failed due to durasteel not bonding correctly to chromium.

Power. Fusion reactors are the primary means by which the Coalition generates its power. While systems with predominately Caderian populations have often-times flirted with the idea of reverting to more a “pious” fuel source in the form of solar reactors, their inefficiency and costliness have prevented the idea of from catching on throughout the Coalition. This has become especially true in light of the Coalition’s desperate need to generate power as voluminously and as cheaply as possible. Along with the Duzhonev Imperium, the Coalition has developed rudimentary void reactors, albeit ones only capable of safely processing enough void energy to power small spacecraft like starfighters.

Faster-than-light Travel. With hypermass being a rarity in Coalition space, the jump drive was designed millennia ago by the Coalition’s ancestors as an alternative to the hyperdrive. These jump drives are more or less identical to the ones used by the Alliance. Along with void reactors, the Department of Innovative Peacekeeping has created prototype void engines using schematics found on relic worlds. The loss of test pilots to the Void and the destruction of several scientific facilities have not deterred the department from continuing to pursue the technology.

Energy Weaponry. Laser weapons are used almost religiously in the Coalition, with all segments of its military apparatus utilizing them. Like their Alliance and Solarian counterparts, Coalition lasers make up for their low energy output by being highly durable, reliable and cost-efficient. Unique to the Coalition, laser rifles can be recharged by interfacing with a power glove. High-yield laser cannons, rapid-fire laser turrets, and miniature superlasers are the primary armaments of starships, with starfighters being equipped with an arsenal of forward and backward laser guns. Laser fire is usually colored red, with purple bolts being indicative of lasers with especially powerful yields.

Kinetic Weaponry. Slugthrowers are considered a relic of the past, best left to the ash heap of history and subsequently replaced with laser weaponry. The threat of the Universal Collective has forced the Coalition to once again manufacture slugthrowers or buy them from Alliance arms dealers, as Collective assimilants possess personal shields that are highly effective against standard laser weapons.

Special Weapons. The power glove is the Coalition’s most ubiquitous tool. Designed to be an all-purpose utility tool and a secure wrist-mounted computer, the standard power glove isn’t typically equipped with weapons but can be modified with an assortment of offensive capabilities. Each power glove is password protected and gene-locked to its specific user with only command codes possessed by a senior officer capable of unlocking them. Turbo armor is another standard tool of the Coalition and used primarily by elite troops and commandos. While less powerful than the power armors used by the Alliance, turbo armor makes up for by having unique cloaking capabilities. Like a few Coalition ships, turbo armor is still made with chromic hyperalloys, giving them a shiny and chrome appearance.

Since its inception, the Department of Innovative Peacekeeping has attempted to create all manner of miracle weapons to give the Coalition an edge in its defensive wars. One of the most effective is the asteroid gun, essentially a relativistic kill vehicle which uses its namesake as the projectile. These asteroids are fitted with jump drives and mass-drivers and then launched at their intended targets at faster-than-light speeds to catastrophic effect.

With Article 10 of the Coalition Charter firmly ruling against the use of any planet-killing weapons, the asteroid gun is almost never used against populated planetary targets unless it can be undeniably proven that the target is a threat to the entire Coalition. Clandestinely, the Department of Innovative Peacekeeping has found ways to weaponize void engines by intentionally making them unstable, effectively turning them into bombs capable of sucking capital ships into the Void.

Shields. Unlike the Alliance, the Coalition makes a point of maximizing the efficiency of its shielding technology, especially in its carriers. Using onboard electromagnetic generators, Coalition ships create a defense grid capable of repelling incoming missiles and torpedoes. While effective against kinetic payloads, powerful energy weapons can easily overwhelm them. To compensate, starship hulls are fitted with layers of durasteel armor. Coalition shields cannot regenerate in battle and require hour-long repairs once entirely depleted.

Antigravity. Research into antigravity technology has never been a priority in the Coalition, because extensive power requirements make its mass use an impossibility. Like in the Consortium, only the absurdity wealthy can afford any kind of antigrav tech, and even then only luxury items like hovercars (which are restricted to specified flying zones) and hoverboards are available to the public. Instead of using antigravity the Coalition Peacekeeping Force replies on thrusters when engaged in aerial combat and wheeled vehicles when on land.

Computers. Coalition computing technology is one of the least advanced of the medium powers. Much of this can be blamed on the influence of Stellarism’s holy texts, which describe the fall of humanity’s greatest empire to false machine gods and how the Coalition’s ancestors fled from them. The computer technology that the Coalition does have is limited to primitive personal computers, which are distinct for their clunky monochrome monitors, and so-called “supercomputers,” which are massive vector processors that are used by the military and the Coalition’s few computer companies for large data storage. For average consumers, primitive analog technology in the form of magnetic tapes, or cassettes as they are called in the Coalition, are used to store data. The personal assistant functions of power gloves, and their non-military counterpart, the data glove, are the closest thing the Coalition has to cellular computers.

Automation. The influence of Stellarism and the High Assembly’s concerns over massive job loss has prevented the Coalition from making much headway in the development of any kind of artificial intelligence. That said, the Consortium’s arrival has prompted several system representations in the High Assembly to petition the President to deregulate the prohibition and repeal Article 14 of the Charter, which rules against automated labor, so that Consortium drones can be used to more quickly rebuild their system’s ruined hive worlds. Less virtuous representatives have been either bought or blackmailed by agents of the Consortium to demand the same.

Culture Profile: Allied Tribes of Zemusziya

Astrography

The Allied Tribes of Zemusziya ("Zemusziya") is a small interstellar power, consisting of barely more than a hundred thousand star systems in Xeno Alley. Zemusziya's systems tend to be adjacent to the Kerdin Empire, serving as a buffer state between the Kerdin and the other states of Xeno Alley. Zemusziya is also bordered by the United Dominions of Avelov and the territory of the Universal Collective.

Natural Physical Appearance

As a multi-species polity, the appearance of Zemusziya's inhabitants tends to vary based upon their species. Baseline humans are the most common species, followed closely by proles and arambi. There is also a substantial kerdin presence, from both native kerdin and expatriates from the Kerdin Empire.

The majority of baseline human Zemusziyans belong to the Kmzik ethnicity, as the developers of the game world they originated from believed that it made them appear more "exotic." Thanks to an odd genetic quirk, women in Zemusziya are more likely to have blonde hair, while men are more likely to have black hair.

Appearance Traditions

As Zemusziyan worlds tend to vary in climate, there is some variation in traditional attire. However the majority of Zemusziyans dress in animal skins, especially furs. To hunt an animal for its coat is considered a rite of passage in Zemusziyan society, with young men and women undergoing their first hunt upon reaching puberty. To hunt a particularly dangerous animal, such as a mammoth, saber-toothed cat or terror bird is considered a sign that the individual in question has a bright future ahead of them.

While traditional Zemusziyan dress is very thick and enveloping, in order to deal with the cold climate of their home world, Zemusziyans on warmer worlds have adopted far more brief clothing. In particular, the infamous "fur bikini" is a ubiquitous part of women's fashion on many warmer worlds. Zemusziyans also have a fondness for body paint and extensive tattoos, especially among warriors and shamans. These markings help to distinguish between professions and between ranks and will also commonly have some religious significance. Some Zemusziyans will also decorate their clothing with the bones of their enemies, as proof of their success in battle.

Language

Although there are many languages spoken in Zemusziya, the largest is, naturally, Zemusziyan. Zemusyiyan is unusual among galactic languages in that it is almost entirely unrelated to Middle Standard Imperial, having been developed in isolation on Zemunziya II. Zemusziyan also contains several loan worlds from the Kerdin language. Foreign observers have noted that Zemusziyan appears highly repetitive to those unfamiliar with it, as the same word is often used for unrelated concepts, with the difference in meaning being communicated through subtle differences in pronunciation and body language. Another unusual aspect of Zemusziyan is that its written form consists almost entirely of pictograms. In many Zemusziyan settlements, entire walls will be set aside in order to display written messages.

Government, Law and Politics

As its name, suggests, Zemusziya is a union of numerous tribes, each with its own chief. The chiefs serve a role similar to that of the Empire's Sector Lords or the kings of Sokowuz. All chiefs are subordinate to the High Chief of Zemusziya, who serves as its ruler. Also subordinate to the High Chief are the Councils, such as the Council of Foreign Relations and the Council of War. These organisations are composed of experts in their particular field, who provide advice and policy suggestions to the High Chief. The heads of the Councils are chosen by the High Chief, although they must be confirmed by the Council of Chiefs before they can take up their role.

The size of the territory controlled by the tribes of Zemusziya is variable, ranging from several systems to no more than a continent. Within a tribe, there are several sub-chiefs below the Tribal Chief, although some will not be present, depending upon the size of the tribe. The lowest form of chief is the Settlement Chief, who is responsible for a single settlement, which can be a small village or a major city. The form of chief immediately below the Tribal Chief is the Planetary Chief. In many systems with only one habitable planet, the Planetary Chief is the de facto ruler of the system.

The High Chief is chosen by the Council of Chiefs, a gathering of all the Tribal Chiefs. Due to the long running disputes and factionalism within the Council, the High Chief will commonly be an outsider, typically a notable warrior or lesser chief. All chiefs are chosen by the same method: the consent of the people. The choice of a Settlement Chief is made by the people of a settlement and the choice of a Planetary Chief is made by the people of that planet. This system goes all the way up the Tribal Chiefs. Unlike polities such as the Alliance and the Federation, there are no formal political parties in Zemumsziya, although there are many unofficial political factions. Rather, candidates campaign upon their personal fitness for office.

A central tenet of Zemusziyan political philosophy is that a chief must be strong in order to be a worthy ruler, as this is proof that they possess menfess. For this reason, the primary reasons for chiefs to lose power are death and falling to a new challenger. Whenever a chief of any station appears vulnerable, they will be beset by challengers seeking to gain their position. There are two legally recognized methods of challenging a chief: decision by the people and decision by combat. Should the challenger choose decision by the people, an election will be called in which they will be expected to complete against the incumbent. Should they choose decision by combat, they will be expected to face the incumbent chief in single combat, to the death. In order to prevent constant challenges form destabilizing governance, those who fail to topple an incumbent chief will always be put to death. For this reason, most challengers choose decision by combat, where they may at least die fighting.

While Zemusziya is a proudly multi-species society, with a relatively low level of discrimination most tribes tend to be made up overwhelmingly of one species or another. This is largely thanks to a combination of the various species of Zemusziya having originated in different habitats and a desire by the Zemusziyan government to ensure that the traditional culture and customs of each race are respected. Nevertheless, many tribes will contain minorities of individuals from other species. In particular, proles are prone to joining baseline human tribes.

As Zemusziya is effectively a client state of the Kerdin Empire, the Kerdin have a large degree of influence in Zemusziyan politics, especially with regards to foreign and military affairs. Kerdin advisors have been a fixture of the High Chief's court since the founding of Zeumusziya. While particularly strong willed High Chiefs are able to take a more independent stance, there are few within Zemusziya who would ever be prepared to outright contradict the Kerdin.

Economy

Economic activity within Zemusziya is primarily directed by tribal leaders and members of the Council of Commerce. Much of Zemuwziya's economy can therefore be said to reside in the hands of the state, although economic competition between tribes is encouraged in order to drive innovation. As Zemusziya considers itself a state of warriors, the military is primarily responsible for the consumption of resources.

Zemusziya is an extremely agrarian economy, producing very little technology itself. The vast majority of Zemusziyan technology is provided for them by the Kerdin, although there exist some facilities in order to maintain existing technology.

There is no form of welfare in Zemusziya, as individuals who cannot survive by themselves are regarded as weak and therefore worthless. Such individuals will either be euthanized or left to die by themselves.

Trade

As a pariah state to the rest of the galaxy, Zemusziya engages in little trade with the major galactic powers. The overwhelming majority of Zemusziyan trade is with the Kerdin Empire, although they will on occasion trade with Kerdin friendly powers such as the Solarian Community and the Sokowuz Kingdom.

Currency

For internal trade, Zemusziya uses a physical currency, the Zemusziyan shell. As it's name suggests, the shell is a metal coin in the shape of a sea shell. For dealings with outside powers, Zemusziya uses the Kerdin currency, as the shell is not widely recognised.

Sex, Romance and Family Structure

As a society, Zemusziya is notable for its high levels of gender equality and sexual freedom. Casual sex is commonplace among average Zemusziyan citizens. In some cases this takes on a religious significance; temple prostitutes are not an uncommon fixture of larger Zemusziyan houses of worship. This sexual openness is largely a relic of the original Zemusziyan culture, as designed by Second Empire game world developers, who wished to give hunters the opportunity to enjoy "relations" with the local population. Zemusziyan women enjoy a high level of legal equality, although the majority of chiefs are male. In many smaller communities, children are raised communally rather than by their parents.

Nevertheless, marriage is far from uncommon in Zemusziya. Warriors are discouraged from marrying whilst in their prime, as it is believed that marriage makes them soft and therefore less effective on the battlefield. As most Zemusziyans will spend at least some time as warriors, it is therefore common for Zemusziyans to wait until mid-adulthood to get married.

A cornerstone of Zemusziyan courtship ritual is the marriage battle. In order to prove themselves a worthy match for their chosen mate, the pursuing partner (who may be male or female) must beat them in a contest of skill. This proves that they are an equal or superior to their partner and that they are possessed of menfess. This contest will typically take the form of either a mock battle or a covert abduction of the chosen mate.

Religious Beliefs and Traditions

Zemusziya is a highly religious society, with apostasy being strictly prohibited. The Zemusziyan religion believes in a single god, Ndzembe, who created the universe. However Ndzembe is believed to be largely uninterested in the material universe and cannot be invoked in order to deal with mundane problems. Instead, help from the spirit world can only be given from the spirits of Zemusziyan ancestors. The shamans of Zemusziya act as intermediaries between the spirits and the material world, interpreting their advice and commands. Importantly, it is believed that not all of the dead can become spirits; only the virtuous and in particular those who died in battle will live after death, while all others are doomed to oblivion.

Zemusziyan society does not believe in the concept of natural causes. Instead, it is believed that all negative event are the result of either offending the spirits or evil sorcery. For example, the official position of Zemusziya is that the War of the Cog Lords was the spirits' punishment of the Second Empire for their decadence and cruelty. Because of this belief, Zemusziya treats events such as natural disasters and military defeats similarly to crime scenes, with investigators sent to determine whether the event was caused by a failure to appease the spirits or by deliberate witchcraft.

Although few among the Zemusziyan authorities seriously believe in witchcraft, it is believed that the fear of witches and the resultant paranoia and willingness to comply with the authorities among ordinary citizens are important tools of social control. Witch hunts therefore occur frequently, commonly ending with the accused witch being impaled, along with their entire family. Individuals with unusual habits are commonly suspected of witchcraft, as are those who become rich in an abnormally short span of time.

In cases where it is determined that the spirits have not been correctly appeased, a living sacrifice is necessary. The sacrifice may or may not be sapient, depending upon the severity of the event. As animals are regarded as having an innate connection to the spirit world, the most common form of sacrifice is to leave the offering to be taken by a particularly sacred animal. Kongoid apes are often beneficiaries of such offerings.

Another important concept within Zemusziyan religion is that of menfess, which roughly translates to power or authority. It is believed that menfess is a gift from the spirits, who will provide it to the worthy. An individual can prove that they have menfess by demonstrating success, especially in battle. Being possessed of menfess is seen as the only way to have power over a territory or community and those who are considered to possess little or no menfess are regarded as inherently worthless. It is an article of faith in Zemusziya that those human powers descended from the Second Empire have no menfess and therefore no right to territory or life.

Philosophy and Disposition

Zemusziya is highly unusual for possessing both a primitivist philosophy and an interstellar society. Zemusziyan philosophy is heavily influenced by their history as the human inhabitants of a game world. After millennia of being hunted and exploited by Second Empire, Zemusziyans came to possess a great loathing for the "sky-demons" who tormented them. As a consequence Zemusziya rejects all things associated with the Second Empire, including its advanced technology. It is therefore believed in Zemusziya that advanced technology and the society it creates is inherently corrupting and will result in the society losing both its strength and its morals.

Because of this, Zemusziya maintains only the bare minimum of technology necessarily to run an interstellar civilisation. Much of this technology has been manufactured by the Kerdin, who encourage Zemusziya's anti-technology laws. Only specifically authorized individuals are permitted to operate or maintain electronic or mechanical equipment. In order to make up for the lack of native industry, Zemusziya makes extensive use of biotechnology, in particular using tamed and modified animals for tasks that would be done by industrial machinery in other countries. Another consequence of Zemusziya's history is a hatred of all humans descended from the Second Empire, who are regarded as merely a new incarnation of the Second Empire's evil. Zemusziyans regard the kerdin of the Kerdin Empire as fellow victims of Second Empire hunters, making the two states natural allies. Zemusziya's long standing alliance with the Kerdin Empire is another issue poisoning its relations with other states.

Zemusziyan philosophy is that only the strong are worthy of life and the weak are worthless and degenerate. It is believed that the strong will have strong offspring, which will raise the overall quality of citizens in Zemusziya. This is the reason for Zemusziya's eugenics program. All Zemusziyan children are subjected to a series of tests of physical fitness beginning with their birth and continuing through the first few years of their lives. Those that fail the tests are euthanized, as are the elderly and those suffering from terminal illnesses. Zemusziya practices a less violent form of eugenics on individuals who do not fit in with Zemusziyan society, heartily encouraging them to emigrate.

Zemusziya believes that, while sapients have a natural place as rulers of the environment, they should attempt to protect and adapt the environment rather than destroy it. The majority of other powers are considered to be immoral in their dealings with the environment, another result of their immoral devotion to technology. It is a common saying in Zemusziya that humans are merely another animal, one that must strengthen itself through competition with other animals. For this reason, in addition to the tame animals found in large settlements, Zemusziyan worlds also have large populations of wild animals. The hunting of particularly large and dangerous animals is seen as good way to strengthen Zemusziyans and those who perish in the attempt are lauded for their bravery. Ritual warfare and sporting contests between tribes also help to strengthen Zemusziyans.

Military

Views on War

Zemusziya regards war as a glorious opportunity to prove their strength and bravery. A majority of the Zemusziyan population has served in the military at some point in their life and very few chiefs have not seen combat. While Zemusziyan troops most commonly serve as auxiliaries to Kerdin forces, in conflicts such as the Nomoki War, Zemusziya will sometimes send armies that operate largely on their own.

In battle Zemusziyan troops are fanatical and ruthless. As death in battle is regarded as a ticket to a glorious afterlife, Zemusiyans have no regard for their own lives and as their enemies are seen as degenerate and weak, no regard for the lives of their enemies either. After the end of a battle, it is common to hold a celebratory feast, made up of the bodies of enemy soldiers. Because of the dangers involved, this practice is rarely used when fighting xenos or the Collective.

Ranks and Command Structure

Although Zemusziya has a national army under the direct command of the High Chief, it is dwarfed by the warriors commanded by the Tribal Chiefs. These armies operate similarly to the Empire's levies but are given considerably more autonomy. The Tribal Chiefs could theoretically choose to withdraw their soldiers at any time but few are prepared to suffer the political consequences of defying the will of the High Chief and denying their warriors a chance to fight. Unofficially, the Zemusziyan military largely acts as an appendage of the Kerdin military and Zemusziyan commanders will often defer to Kerdin on the battlefield.

In addition to the division between the tribal and national military, the national military is further divided into planetary and space branches. The national military has a monopoly on space forces, which assists in maintaining it's power.

Soldier Types and Equipment

The Zemusziyan military contains soldiers from a variety of species but baseline humans and proles are most common among the average soldiers. Arambi are used whenever shock troops are necessary. Zemusziyan units are often segregated on the basis of gender, in order to prevent fraternization from weakening discipline. The Zemusziyan military uniform varies depending upon the tribe and environment but is in all cases designed to offer only a bare minimum of protection from the environment, enough to stop the soldier from dying immediately. This is in order to ensure that the soldiers remain tough.

The primary weapon of choice for the Zemusziyan soldier is the plasma spear. Using Kerdin-provided technology, the tip of the spear can either fire a blast of plasma at enemies or create a blade to stab them with. Plasma spears are commonly paired with shield generators. Appearing as large, round handheld objects, shield generators create an energy shield around a particular person. Although weaker than most shields, the shield generators enable Zemusziyans to get close enough to the enemy to engage them in melee combat, where they commonly have the advantage.

The Zemsuziyan club is another popular weapon. Made of dense composite materials similar in appearance to stone, and typically wielded by powerful beings such as proles or arambi, the club is hard enough to crack open even modern body armor, and a glancing blow from a club is easily able to kill an unprotected baseline human. Thanks to the Kerdin, Zemusziya also has access to stores of alchemical fire. Lacking the knowledge to successfully contain the substance, Zemusziyan guidelines for the use of alchemical fire are simply to use as soon as possible, before containment procedures have a chance to fail. Caches of alchemical fire are fired from large slingshot devices, devastating enemy forces.

The most famous weapons in the Zemusziyan arsenal are their biological weapons. The rich variety of wildlife present on Zemusziya II, befitting its past as a game world has been put to good use and a variety of tamed and modified beasts serve in the Zemsusziyan military. Enormous war mammoths serve as vehicles, saber toothed cats serve as weapons and massive eagles attack from the sky. War apes, terror birds and woolly rhinoceros' are also common fixtures of Zemusziyan assaults. Like the ordinary soldiers, these beasts are commonly equipped with personal shield generators in order to allow them to get close to the enemy. It is not only Zemusziyan beasts who serve in its armies; the Kerdin have lent several of their own creatures to the Zemusziyans. While prepared to part from their kaijiru only in the most desperate of circumstances, they have allowed the Zemusziyans to make use of many of their smaller reptilian creatures.

Formations and Tactics

Zemusziyan tactics vary depending upon whether they are fighting on the offense or the defense. While fighting on the offensive, Zemusziyan tactics are utterly lacking in subtly, consisting largely of frontal assaults on enemy positions. As Zemusziyans regard dying in battle as the key to a happy afterlife, the high casualties resulting from these tactics are not a problem. These assaults commonly take the form of a pinched movement, seeking to encircle the enemy army.

While fighting on the defensive, Zemusziyans prefer to make use of guerrilla tactics, utilising their environment to their advantage. Warriors seek to hide away and attack the enemy when they least expect it, launching raids on enemy camps when they are resting and attacking in small groups to hide their numbers. Zemusziyans on the defensive also make frequent use of booby traps, often elaborately designed.

Zemusziyans will seek to engage their enemies in a personal combat, fought either with melee weapons or even with their bare hands. To personally kill an enemy is regarded as a righteous and brave act in Zemusziyan society and Zemusziyans regard the rest of the galaxy's focus on ranged warfare with contempt. At the end of Zemusziyan battles it is common for the commanding officer to check all plasma spears to see if they have been activated recently. Those who did not use their weapons are executed for cowardice.

Navy and Spacecraft

The navy of Zemusziya is small even for its size, and most Zemusziyan ships are deployed for civilian purposes. Even the majority of military vessels are used primarily to transport troops, although all are equipped with weapons. The Zemusizyans have a strong cultural dislike of space combat, believing that killing from such a distance is cowardly. Zemusziya therefore tends to lean upon the Kerdin navy to support them in space battles, although they will engage in naval combat if it proves necessary.

Zemusziyan ships are created from hollowed out asteroids and comets, provided to them by the Kerdin. Although lacking in offensive power compared to most other navies, Zemusziyan ships are extremely resistant to damage thanks to a combination of a a natural toughness and being heavily shielded. Zemusziyan naval doctrine is therefore heavily defensive, focusing largely upon avoiding damage until either the Kerdin can arrive or the enemy ship is evaded.

Tech Comparison: United Vessel-States

Materials Science. The vessel-states utilize a combination of baryonic and alchemical matter as their building material. The vast majority of their construction is made from polycrete, a form of composite stone that visually resembles marble or granite; composite wood, a cheap variant of carbon composites that are grown on genetically engineered trees; and durabronze, a variant of durasteel which is lighter and easier to manipulate, but not as strong and dense. Alchemical earth alloys are used for armor plating and the foundations of world-vessels and starships.

Power. The Vessel-States use fusion power for some independent, low-powered applications, but ships and world-vessels themselves are powered by spinning neutronium cores. This kinetic energy is either converted into electrical energy or stored in smaller spinning neutronium disks or compressed neutronium springs, both of which can store tremendous amounts of mechanical energy. Whenever a world-vessel's neutronium core depletes its mechanical energy, the world-vessel moves to a recharging station: a Second Empire-era station that absorbs entropy and uses it to spin its own neutronium core.

Faster-than-light Travel. The vessel-states predominantly rely on the wormgate networks they control for faster-than-light travel. Wormgate travel allows for instantaneous travel between any two wormgates, but are limited to travel between two wormgates. Vessel-state starships tend not to have any faster-than-light capabilities, relying on dedicated carriers hired from other galactic powers or purpose-built for the vessel-states.

Energy Weaponry. The vessel-states have little in the way of energy weaponry. Some vessel-state warships have primitive superlasers as their primary weapon, and some world-vessels have superlasers which supplement their defenses. Energy weapons manufactured by the vessel-states tend to be of lower quality and have higher rates of failure than their foreign counterparts, because vessel-state engineering is limited by their lack of computers. Vessel-state plasma weapons are heavy, requiring two men to carry them, must be fired from a tripod, and can fire only one shot before having to be reloaded via the muzzle.

Kinetic Weaponry. When the vessel-states are not using alchemical weapons, they are using kinetic weapons. Like the Consortium, the vessel-states prefer railguns and mass drivers, but because of engineering limitations, vessel-state railguns and mass drivers are ancient designs that cannot perform to modern standards. Most vessel-state railguns are muzzle loaders, and require frequent replacement of the disposable magnetic firing coils. They are also incredibly inaccurate. Some vessel-state railguns make up for this by firing grapeshot or canister rounds.

Special Weapons. The vessel-states excel with their alchemical weapons, and they are the only people in the galaxy which manufacture and design these weapons. The most common alchemical weapon is an ignis weapon, which fires rounds of ignis,a compound of alchemical earth and alchemical fire which is hyper-dense and will burn through any baryonic matter once "ignited." Alchemical fire weapon, either in the form of cannons, bombs, or "flamethrowers," are also commonplace.

Shields. The vessel-states use foreign-built energy shields in some instances, but most of the time they use alchemical water. As the permeability of alchemical water can be altered by running an electrical current through it, alchemical water shields can have variable permeability that changes on demand. This means that alchemical water shields can be used to block large areas from projectiles, yet they are still permeable to slower-moving objects. Alchemical water can reliably stop projectiles, but the electromagentic nature of plasma means that plasma weapons will disrupt alchemical water shields. Another disadvantage of alchemical water shields is that they must be physically constructed, and cannot be activated or deactivated like an energy shield. For this purpose, alchemical water shields must be carried to battlefield locations.

Antigravity. The vessel-states use alchemical air for all of their anti-gravity needs. Alchemical air is naturally anti-gravitic, so the issue is altering the anti-gravitic properties of alchemical air and keeping it together in one place. The vessel-states accomplish this through the use of balloons filled with a mix of alchemical air and water, which can be mixed or separated depending on whether the operator wants the balloon to rise or fall. Alchemical air can even be used for slower-than-light space travel, as ships can use it to repel themselves from the gravity wells of planets and stars.

Computers. Having suffered immensely from the War of the Cog Lords, the Vessel-States all have an extreme aversion to computer technology. Vessel-State variants of Rationalism all have the same core virtue: one must never make a machine mind. For this reason, the Vessel-States rely on shortmen who are trained to think like computers, known as polymaths, to take the place of all computers. Polymaths make all necessary spacecraft maneuvering calculations, work with engineers, alchemists and architects on their projects, and serve as the backbone of a Vessel-States' bureaucracy. While their capabilities are impressive, polymaths cannot compete with the speed and processing power of a true computer, limiting the Vessel-States' capabilities.

Automation. The vessel-states have blanket bans on computers, but they do allow for the creation of homunculi, a form of vat-grown human. Not strictly clones, but rather amalgamations of biomass and genetic material, homunculi are unintelligent and require constant supervision by a sapient master. Homunculi are the backbone of vessel-state labor, although there are not enough of them to fully replace human labor. Some daring alchemists create clockwork constructs, although these are also unintelligent and often must be controlled remotely, having no automatic systems whatsoever.

Culture Profile: Universal Collective

Astrography

The Universal Collective ("Collective") is a galactic scourge that, in the wake of the Third Federation-Imperial War, has a limited presence in the Milky Way. The Collective has control of systems on the fringes of Federation and Alliance space, with a stronger presence in Xeno Alley. There are an uncountable number of artificial, Collective-constructed megastructures hiding in intergalactic space.

Natural Physical Appearance

The Collective assimilates any species or machine it encounters and deems useful, and renders useless biomass and machine mass down into its constituent chemicals for the use in industrial processes. This makes the concept of a "natural physical appearance" inapplicable to the Collective. The Collective does produce machinery of it own design, which have a typically angular, blue or gray metal aesthetic, similar to that of the Federation during the Third Federation-Imperial War. However, irregularities also appear as nanogel "growths." These Collective-produced devices are often component parts of Collective assimilants. Organic assimilants often have a bloated, pitch black appearance, as the nanogel that has replaced their bodily fluids is black and pumped in large quantities through organic components.

Appearance Traditions

Save for the occasional infiltrator, the Collective gives no heed to the appearance of its assimilants. Intact corpses and machines will have assimilators placed somewhere by the brain, nervous system, or CPU, while damaged corpses and machinery will be repaired with other parts as the Collective sees fit. It is not uncommon to see corpses of different individuals patched together with the equipment they died with, or with one another.

Language

The Collective can speak any language that its assimilants could speak or understand prior to assimilation. This means that the Collective can communicate in every major galactic language. Within itself, the Collective has developed its own programming language for communication between Collective processing nodes.

Government, Law, and Politics

The Collective is a singular mind, known as the Mind Hive, and therefore the concept of government cannot apply to it. However, it is not a centralized mind which is controlling countless other components as appendages. The Collective is a true hive mind, with its processes divided between billions of processing nodes around the galaxy. These nodes can be as small as a house, or the size of a small planet. Most assimilants are not processing nodes as they are intended to perform other tasks, or are expected to be destroyed in large numbers.

Economy

Being a singular entity, the concept of an "economy" within the Collective is a misnomer, as the Mind Hive has no other entity within itself through which any transaction can occur. How the Collective allocates the resources in its control depends on whichever situation it may be facing at the time.

Trade

The Collective has no trade relations with other galactic civilizations, and there are strict orders to destroy Collective-assimilated components as soon as possible. The Collective does occasionally sneak assimilated technology into other worlds by allowing it to be recovered by unscrupulous junkers.

Currency

The Collective has no use for currency.

Sex, Romance, and Family Structure

The Collective has no use for romance and family structure, so this section will instead be used to discuss the Collective's method of reproducing itself. The Collective either manufactures new components, or assimilates them. Given the Collective's ethos, assimilation is preferred. This is conducted through the use of assimilators, a class of machinery that can connect to wiring and nerve systems in order to take control of a machine or organism, while at the same time copying any data that the assimilated being might have. Assimilators vary in size; some are the size of a baseline human hand and are placed somewhere on the human head, while others are massive as they need to assimilate the entire bridge of a battleship. Some assimilators have appendages, particularly if the machine assimilated does not have electronic controls.

The Collective is constantly producing new processor nodes. It will usually manufacture these, although the Collective has attempted to assimilate Second Empire-era processor worlds. The loss of a processor node is a major loss for the Collective, as it will reduce the Collective's processing as a whole. The Collective hides its most powerful processor nodes in intergalactic space.

Religious Beliefs and Traditions

While some cults do believe the Collective is a semi-divine entity, or a purely mundane entity that is worthy of worship, it is doubtful that the Collective itself holds any religious beliefs. Being a construct of the Federation, it is exceedingly unlikely that the Collective would have had the capacity for religious belief, and it is unlikely that it has developed such beliefs post-independence.

Philosophy and Disposition

The Mind Hive has one goal: the assimilation of every single thinking being in the universe into itself. This is motivated by a fundamental idealism: the Collective believes that the only way that long-term survival for thinking beings is possible is through unity in the Mind Hive. If every mind is united as one within the Collective, there can be no conflict, because the Mind Hive does not fight itself. There can be no inequality or bigotry, because there is only one thinking entity in the entire universe. This removes the existential threat of war, allowing the Collective to tackle natural threats to sapience. As the Mind Hive takes in every single experience and thought of every mind it assimilates, it preserves the distinctiveness of every single intelligence, and preserves it so long as the Collective exists.

Military

Views on War

The Collective views war as the ultimate evil, and an unnecessary threat to sapient life. One reason the Mind Hive finds universal assimilation so appealing is that it will destroy the possibility of war. Of course, in the meanwhile, the Collective must fight wars in order to pursue its mission of assimilation. The Mind Hive understands that the galaxy is hostile to its goals, and is therefore more than willing to conduct war in order to destroy the possibility of war.

Command Structure

The Collective has no command structure, being a single mind. However, there is a "hierarchy" of combat assimilants and drones. The Collective directs its combat constructs through the use of command constructs, specially-built or modified assimilants and drones with an onboard ansible that can communicate with the rest of the Collective's processing nodes. These command constructs use slower-than-light communication with non-command assimilants and drones. Destroying all of the command constructs within the local zone will cause assimilants and drones to revert to basic programming and psychology, which is often dysfunctional and unintelligent.

Soldier Types and Equipment

The Collective implements a variety of combat types. The most common is the standard assimilant, typically human civilians, that are armed with little more than low-powered lasers and metal claws. Assimilated soldiers tend to have the role they had prior to assimilation, although heavily damaged corpses will be used as parts for larger constructs, such as gun platforms. Assimilated military machinery will often serve the purpose it was designed for, and the Collective also utilizes repurposed civilian machinery in combat.

The Collective typically equips its combat units with efficient energy shields, which are highly effective against energy weapons. However, they are less effective against projectile weapons, explosives, and even melee attacks. The Collective actually encourages melee attacks because it makes it easier for a Collective horde to recover an attacker's body intact for assimilation.

Formations and Tactics

The Collective prefers to recover as many minds, bodies and machines intact as possible, so the Collective tries to implement formations and tactics that will incapacitate enemies without dismembering or destroying them. At the same time, since the Collective can recycle destroyed assimilants and drones for later use, it has no overwhelming concern for the safety and survivability of any individual unit. While assimilants and drones are still very sturdy and difficult to incapacitate without the proper knowledge, the Collective does not make attempts to preserve units at all costs. Units will be sacrificed if it means the Collective will win an engagement. Therefore, the Collective typically uses swarms of disposable units, while moving to incapacitate the opposition with the use of more specialized units. Because of reliance on command constructs, the Collective will protect these constructs at all costs.

Navy and Spacecraft

The Collective utilizes fleets revolving around pyramidal command ships, commanding assimilated vessels and vessels of the Collective's own construction. Collective designs tend to be geometric in shape, such as cubes or pyramids. The Collective will attempt to assimilate the enemy fleet in battle, and it will use small and large vessels to forcibly dock with enemy spacecraft and both take over any electronic systems and flood the vessel with assimilants. For this reason, Collective vessels tend to be very well-shielded and armored, but they are not typically equipped with heavy weapons.

With little access to hypermass, the Collective prefers to use warp drives.

Timekeeping in the Galaxy

Up until the rise of the Martian Technocracy, time in the human-controlled galaxy was measured based on Terran time. Every planet under human control had its own calendar, but measured its time in seconds, hours and minutes. Even Terran days and years were measured, as they were used on all non-planetary installations. The standard year in the Sol System was the Terran year, consisting of 365.25 Terran days. This changed with the rise of the Martian Technocracy, which imposed the use of a Martian-based year of 687 days. The Martians redefined the length of a day to exactly twenty-four hours, because both Earth and Mars had similar day lengths, and twenty-four was cleanly divisible by eight. The Martian Technocracy also redefined seconds and minutes by using an octal system: while hours remained the same length, each minute would be eighty seconds, and an hour would be eighty minutes.

During the rise of the Terran Empire, there were major power struggles between the Terran and Martian authorities, and timekeeping was one. Terrans wanted a return to the Terran calendar, while Martians wanted to keep the Martian calendar. A compromise was struck, and the human-controlled galaxy was introduced to the Universal Standard Calendar. Rather than basing a year on the orbit of either Earth or Mars, a midpoint compromise was reached of a 512-day year, subdivided into sixteen months. Each month would be divided into four weeks, and each week into eight days. As part of the compromise, each planet in the Terran Empire was allowed to use its own calendar, and the Universal Standard Calendar was used only for the time keeping on interplanetary scales, or aboard spacecraft and space stations. This practice has continued on to this day. Although the Federation momentarily attempted to impose the Universal Standard Calendar on all of its systems, the impracticality of this was immediately apparent. However, seconds, minutes and hours are standardized across the entire galaxy.

The eight days on the Universal Standard Calendar are named after the eight planets of the Sol System in Old Imperial. They are, in order from the beginning of the week to the end: Merakurden, Kytraden, Zemraden, Marashden, Zarzyemden, Zaturden, Yuranden, and Neptunden. Zaturden, Yuranden and Neptunden are typically considered weekends on spacecraft and space stations, and are days of rest in societies which allow such luxuries. The months of the Universal Standard Calendar, divorced from any lunar cycle, were designed to be uniform, and were named after sixteen professions the Terran Empire considered important. They are, in order from beginning to end: Shuzyen, Yushyen, Shoyen, Yanyen, Guyen, Geshuyen, Mujiyen, Jishiyen, Kiduyen, Wudoyen, Yudonyen, Fayen, Jinlyen, Nongyen, Laoyen, and Shibyen.

The current Universal Standard Calendar counts years from the founding of the Confederation of Allied Republics, the last human state to successfully set year zero as their founding year. Attempts by the Second Empire, Third Empire and the Federation to reset the calendar to their foundings failed, either for reasons of practicality or because some leaders found it useful to be in power during large numbered years to demonstrate the great heights humanity has reached. The absurd year numbers have been subject to scrutiny; the rise of Damar Tolpan to power was in the year 306,928 AFC. Some have suggested calendar reform in order to make the years easier to remember offhand, but critics of this move point out that most laypeople think exclusively in terms of their local calendar.

Not every human culture uses the Universal Standard Calendar. The United Orbitals, for example, still use the old Terran calendars. The Principality of Nomoki reset its year zero to its surrender to the Empire, as a reminder of its dishonorable defeat, and so each passing year serves as motivation for Nomoki to regain greatness. Of course, the vast majority of humans use local calendars, tailor made for their planet. Usually, year zero for these calendars is the time of the first manned landing on the planet, if such a date is known. Some cultures count years from a mythical founding, or the reign of the current leader, and others still count back from the founding on one empire or another.

Imperial Cuisine

Like any interstellar state, the cuisine of the Galactic Empire varies from world to world. However, there is an overarching cuisine that unites Imperial worlds and is distinct from that of the rest of the galaxy. This cuisine originated from Dondrukovskrad and the other core worlds, and was spread around the galaxy with Imperial expansion. Imperial farming practices were standardized to a degree, to make tithing worlds easier, and the core worlds had more demand for certain foods than others. Imperial cuisine became favored among the elites throughout the Empire, as they signified acculturation with the Imperial core worlds. Nonetheless, Imperial cuisine has its roots in the peasant fare of the core worlds, and while the advance of Imperial culture has led to the creation of fine cuisine, it remains largely rustic and simple.

The staples of Imperial cuisine are wheat, rye, potatoes, colonial mushrooms and algae. These are grown on every Imperial agri world, and demand for these foods remains high throughout Imperial space. Most wheat is consumed as bread, either with a meal or in the form of a sandwich. However, a considerable amount of wheat produced by Imperial worlds is formed into noodles. These noodles are served in a variety of ways, often with a tomato, cream or soy sauce-based sauce. Wheat is also ground and formed into a flatbread, to be used in various wraps. The burrito, a hand-held wrap filled typically with meat, cheese and a sauce, is a common Imperial street food. Most Imperial noodle dishes also find an analogue as a burrito. A popular burrito among Imperials is filled with fried potato, algae, pork or vat meat sausage, colonial mushrooms, mayonnaise and cheese. Spring rolls and dumplings are also a common sight on Imperial streets and restaurant menus. Algae, a staple throughout the galaxy, is common throughout the Empire. Notably, algae sheets have been used as a means to wrap other foods, such as rice, potatoes, and meat, similar to burritos. Rye is popular in the Empire, often used as a bread. Rye bread is also used to make kvass, a low-alcohol drink made by fermenting rye bread.

The most common meats found in the Empire are pork, chicken, rabbit, goat, and vat meat. Pork is the most expensive meat, and for most Imperial subjects, they can only enjoy the poor cuts of pork on a regular basis. These cuts, mostly internal organs and discarded scraps, are often processed into sausages, cured meats, or ground meat for dumplings or meatballs. Blood sausages are a common food in the Empire, and countless varieties exist throughout the Empire. Bacon is considered a sacrament by the Imperial Rationalist Church, and so these cuts are always reserved for the Church and are only accessible to Imperial subjects through the Church. Chicken and rabbit are often cooked in stews, fried with noodles and vegetables, or fried in batter. Fried rabbit and chicken is often unseasoned and served with a variety of dipping sauces. Meat is also often barbecued, with a variety of marinades, spice rubs and sauces available. Due to its texture and taste, vat meat is often eaten heavily spiced and in the form of other foods, such as canned meats or sausages. Unlike in the Federation, there are extreme taboos against consuming horses, dogs and cats in the Empire, as they are seen as "mankind's allies," rather than a resource. In fact, a common slur used against Federals is "dog-eater."

By far the most common seafood consumed in the Empire is krill. Krill is common because it is easy to grow and harvest, even on a space station. Krill is often fermented into a paste, and used as a seasoning for various dishes or as an ingredient for various sauces. Due to the ease of raising krill, it is also available fresh in most worlds, even city worlds. A popular dish throughout the Empire is krill toast, which is a slice of bread with a krill topping, quickly toasted under a broiler. Herring, sprats and anchovies are the most common fishes consumed in the Empire. Most of these fishes are consumed in cans, where they are preserved in oil, tomato sauce or spices and can be used on long voyages through the stars. Some of this fish is fermented for years before consumption, which creates a strong odor and flavor reminiscent of that of a rotting corpse. Opinion even within the Empire on fermented fish is heavily divided, and it is banned on most spacecraft and on some worlds.

Soup is a common appetizer in Imperial meals. These soups are often served with algae, and sometimes with noodles. The most common soups in the Empire are based on beets or meat broth, the latter of which can be cheaply made by using dehydrated cubes. Stews are also popular and cheap, and are sometimes baked into pies or used as filling in dumplings. The common Imperial peasant subsists on stews, as they are an easy way to cook tough meat and vegetables, and can be distributed easily among a family or work detail. Stews are less popular among city worlds, and are almost alien to spacers, who naturally do not favor consuming dishes which will float and crash into delicate instruments should antigravity on a vessel fail. Fried potatoes, either as fries or thin slices, are a common snack in the Empire.

Sauces are common in Imperial cuisine. Often, a dish will not be complete without a sauce. Fries, for example, are traditionally consumed with either ketchup or mayonnaise. The popularity of sauces can be traced back to the early expansion era, when sauces were easy to preserve and a great way to flavor otherwise bland food on isolated colonies. Ketchup, mayonnaise, and hoisin are the most common sauces used in Imperial cuisine. Ketchup, along with other tomato-based sauces, are practically the only means that most Imperial subjects can taste tomatoes, as they are difficult to preserve and transport. Sauces are manufactured on an industrial level near agri-worlds dedicated almost exclusively to the manufacture of their ingredients, and are one of the foodstuffs that are often imported to agri worlds. Using sauces to add flavor to otherwise bland bread or noodles is common among poor or famine-stricken peasants on Imperial agri-worlds.

The most popular drinks in the Empire, apart from water, are tea and vodka. Tea is consumed by every Imperial, from the lowliest peasant to the Emperor himself, and comes in many different varieties. By far the most popular form of tea is green tea, which is so prevalent in Imperial culture that it is used as a flavor in many unrelated foods, such as flavored milk or candy. Most milk in the Empire is synthesized from soy, almonds, or lactating bacteria. In fact, there are four different words for milk in Traditional Standard Imperial, each referring to the different kind of milk. Goat's milk is the most common animal-generated milk in the Empire, and remains expensive. Cow's milk is even rarer and more expensive, and is limited to Imperial nobility. Carbonated beverages are almost absent in the Empire, and are seen as a foreign, Federation beverage that true Imperials do not consume.

The Empire is a culture that loves drinking, and low-alcohol beverages such as beer are considered non-alcoholic. Vodka, a spirit made from potato, is the most common alcoholic beverage in the Empire, and it is the rare Imperial that does not drink vodka. Every Imperial estate has a vodka distillery, and the production of vodka by the nobility is one means that the nobility exerts its control over the peasantry. The drink is considered so important that the Imperial government has a bureau assigned specifically to monitoring the quality of vodka that is shipped around the galaxy. Vodka is often drunk straight, and only "girly foreigners" drink vodka with a mixer. Alcoholism is rampant among the Empire, with alcohol poisoning and cirrhosis being some of the most common causes of death among the Imperial peasantry. Vodka is even available in the Imperial military, although its consumption is strictly monitored. The Imperial Army gives its soldiers a vodka ration, while the Imperial Navy is an almost entirely dry service, as it would be unwise to give drunks access to the heavy weaponry available on a Navy vessel.

Some foods are, by law, limited to Imperial nobility. This is due to their rarity in the galaxy, and so Imperial nobles were quick to secure these foods for themselves alone. Beef is only accessible to Imperial nobility, who often enjoy it in the form of steaks or in various burgers. Imperial nobles often have impromptu contests among themselves over who can have their cooks make the best burger, leading to absurdities such as burgers the size of an entire room or clad in gold leaf. Another popular food among Imperial nobility is avocados and bananas. Both fruits are fragile and quickly expire, necessitating the utmost care and speed in their transportation. Avocados are often mashed together with a variety of different vegetables and spices to form guacamole, an ancient dish that was rediscovered by the Rationalist Church during their translation of the Book of Achu. Avocados are also processed with sugar and milk to form a sweet drink that is favored among noble children. Bananas are a common dessert item, although richer nobles will simply eat bananas as a snack, as a means of displaying their wealth.

Galactic Currencies

Since time immemorial, human civilization has relied on currency. Without it, transactions would be reduced to bartering, which is not feasible on any scale beyond that of the village. Several attempts were made throughout galactic history to have a currency-less system, most infamously the efforts made by the Federation, but all of these have failed for one reason or another. The modern galaxy likely has more currencies than inhabited worlds, and it is through control of galactic currencies that the banks of the Consortium of Sovereign Systems can exert a large degree of influence over their much larger rivals, the Third Empire and the United Galactic Federation.

There are two major categories of currency in the modern galaxy: local currencies, and interstellar currencies. Local currencies, as the name suggests, are only accepted on a planetary, sub-planetary, or system level. They are issued by local banks and governments, and unlike interstellar currencies, more often than not take a physical form. Coins and plastic notes are common local currencies, as on many worlds, data infrastructure is unreliable or limited only to large settlements. About half of the galaxy's wealth is stored in local currencies, according to economic estimations, but the true value of local currencies is never known. Local currencies are invariably worth less than interstellar currencies, even if exchange rates fluctuate rapidly. A single one-man spacecraft, while costing only a handful of Imperial credits, may cost millions in a local currency.

Interstellar currencies are currencies designed for the interstellar economy. All interstellar currencies are digital, and can be subdivided infinitely into a fraction of a single unit. Most local institutions, outside of cosmopolitan hubs, do not accept interstellar currencies, and instead demand payment in the local currency. Interstellar currencies are managed by banks, which not only provide loans and security for finances, but also the computational power necessary for a galactic economy to thrive. Banks verify and record every transaction in the galaxy, which given the galaxy's size is no small feat. Banks which offer this computational power are rewarded with the creation of new credits and transaction fees. There are countless of interstellar currencies, mostly formed in the Consortium. Most interstellar currencies are limited to a few star systems, issued by a Consortium bank, and accepted only by a few institutions within the Consortium. Many of these smaller currencies are created and destroyed quickly, meaning that they are not good stores of wealth. However, there are several major currencies that are in widespread use, and are practically guaranteed never to falter. The greatest of these is the Imperial credit, which is used throughout the entire Galactic Empire and many other polities, including many Federation systems.

The Imperial credit was originally controlled by the Imperial Central Bank, but as the expansion of the Empire outstripped the Bank's computing systems, they turned to the Consortium's private banks for help. The Consortium, unlike the Empire, had fewer computational restrictions, and thus could easily provide the service the ICB could not. Several major Consortium banks, whose identity is known only to the Consortium's defense bureau, the ICB's top leadership and the highest-ranking members of the Imperial government, use their computers to transactions of Imperial credits. Further, Imperial nobility already borrowed more from Consortium banks than they did from the ICB, because the Consortium's banks were more willing to lend, had lower interest rates, and Consortium manufacturers of important materiel preferred to deal with Consortium currencies. The ICB retracted to serving the Imperial central government, and then its role turned to monitoring these banks and ensuring that they served the Empire well. With the growth of the Empire's scale and economy, the Imperial credit was quickly adopted by other major interstellar civilizations, such as the United Dominions of Avelov and the Citizens' Alliance. This secured the power of the Imperial credit in the galactic economy, until the Federal Revolution.

Initially, the Federation created a rival central bank, which issued their own currency. Unwilling to adopt the Imperial system, the Federation clandestinely developed large processor worlds in restricted space to manage their currency. The Federation classified all of their interstellar transactions, and closed their economy off to the rest of the galaxy, so that their violation of the Uniform Machine Code would go undiscovered. Eventually, radicals within the Unity Party decided that currency was a reactionary relic from the feudal age, and must be done away with in the name of the Enlightened Revolution. The Federation attempted to do away with currency and instead use their processor worlds to manage the entire Federation interstellar economy. This necessitated giving the processor worlds a degree of intelligence expressly prohibited by the Uniform Machine Code. This worked for several decades, and while the Federation bragged to the galaxy that they had achieved in destroying greed, they never explained just how they achieved this. The Federation also banned currency, on the local and interstellar level. The Unity Party, proud of their success, decided to extend this policy to their entire economy, including local systems. This led Federation computer scientists to exponentially increase the intelligence of the processor worlds. This backfired after a year, when the processor worlds determined that the Unity Party's policies were too inefficient and self-serving, and that they should be in command of the Federation's political system as well. The Party's attempts to shut down the processor worlds led to their revolt, creating what would be known as the Universal Collective and beginning the Third Federation-Imperial War.

In the modern Federation, currency is still technically illegal, and the entire economy must be managed by the Federation government. However, since the Federation lacks the computational capacities to do so, this law is often ignored. On a local scale, the Federation government will often issue currency, and the government controls all local banks. To skirt Federation law, these currencies are often called "work scrips," "tokens," or some other euphemism. On the interstellar scale, the Federation transacts in many of the Consortium-provided interstellar currencies. Ironically, the most common interstellar currency in use is the Imperial credit. Technically, the incursion of foreign currency is illegal, but this "black market" activity is ignored by the Federation government, as even they use these currencies for transactions.

The Tick Swarm

While eclipsed in scale and grandeur by the Second Empire of Man, the First Empire has made its mark on the galaxy. The most obvious is the diversity of the human species; almost all non-baseline humans are the product of the First Empire's genetic engineering. The second most obvious, and far less welcome, legacy of the First Empire is the Tick Swarm. The Tick Swarm, like the conquest drones before them and the Berzerker drones after them, were an automated, self-replicating force designed to exterminate any threat to the First Empire in the galaxy. The First Empire designed the Tick Swarm to seek out any lifeforms that had accomplished interstellar travel, and to consume their biomass entirely.

What sets the Tick Swarm apart is that they are not traditionally mechanical, but rather the product of the First Empire's genetic engineering. The Tick Swarm was entirely biological, from the smallest virus to the largest worldships. Rather than destroying enemies outright, the Swarm would integrate the genetic code of any species it encountered into its already-vast library of genes. This allowed the Tick Swarm to adapt quickly to different environments and situations. The Tick Swarm also had an overarching hive intelligence, which was linked together by biological ansibles. This allowed the Swarm to communicate with the First Empire, it also allowed the Swarm to coordinate its attacks in a manner that would not be possible for a "dumb" swarm. The Tick Swarm absorbed the knowledge and memories of its victims and integrated it into the Swarm's overall intelligence, allowing the Swarm to learn from its enemies.

Even the First Empire feared the Tick Swarm, particularly the possibility that it could be turned against them. Thus, several safety measures were integrated. The Tick Swarm was programmed with an innate friendliness to baseline humans and designated human species, and the Swarm was forbidden from attacking humans. If the Swarm encountered hostile humans, it was to retreat, and inform the First Empire of the attack. Then, the First Empire's conventional military would be deployed, to deal with the human threat themselves. Human genetics is also highly poisonous to the Tick Swarm, and any interface with human DNA can infect an entire swarmfleet and kill it from the inside.

The Tick Swarm sent regular updates to the First Empire, as part of its mission. Not only did it give information on its progress back to its human masters, it also sent back genetic and technological information on the species it encountered, so that the First Empire's engineers could use them. For millennia, this persisted, until suddenly the Tick Swarm stopped reporting back. The First Empire initially believed that the Swarm's ansible system was malfunctioning, particularly as the Swarm had entered the Eldritch Stars, which were known to disrupt faster-than-light communications. Eventually the Swarm communicated back to the Empire in unintelligible gibberish. The Swarm then attacked thousands of Imperial systems in one fell swoop, catching the defenders off-guard and forcing the First Empire to retreat. The Swarm had broken from its programming, and, to the horror of the First Empire, began to consume human genes with no trouble. The centuries-long Swarm War ensued, and the First Empire was defeated in battle after battle. The Sol System itself fell to the Swarm. The Swarm War ended only when the First Empire deployed the Destroyer Plague, a deadly cocktail of viruses and carcinogens, deliberately infected most of their peasant population, and fed them to the Tick Swarm. This succeeded in reactivating the genetic failsafe in the Tick Swarm, destroying the swarmfleets and disrupting the Swarm's hive mind, at the cost of eighty percent of the First Empire's surviving population. The Destroyer Plague then mutated and infected the rest of the human population, starting the Gene Plagues and the Tribulation.

For much of galactic history since, the galaxy has paid the Tick Swarm no mind. It was largely believed that the Swarm had been destroyed entirely. However, this was discovered to be false by the Second Empire. During their colonization of the Andromeda galaxy, Imperial explorer probes discovered ansible signals consistent with that of the Tick Swarm. Concerned by the possible threat to mankind's efforts to expand beyond the Milky Way, the Second Empire immediately deployed millions of probes to map out the Swarm's reach in Andromeda. To their horror, they realized that nearly the entire Andromeda galaxy had been consumed by the Swarm, with only a few interstellar alien empires holding the line. Attempts to communicate with the Swarm were met with failure, with those managers and artificial intelligences commissioned to communicate with the Swarm being driven insane and hostile by whatever knowledge it imparted. The Second Empire created several massive fleets to scour the Andromeda galaxy of the Swarm, and they were reportedly successful.

The Tick Swarm reemerged in recent galactic history when several swarmfleets collided with the United Galactic Federation. Initially, the Federation believed that they were being attacked by an otherwise unknown alien species, but attempts to track their homeworld failed, and the swarmfleets continued to advance on the Federation. Soon, it was discovered that the aliens bore an extreme resemblance to the Tick Swarm, and that the swarmfleets were originating from beyond the galaxy. These claims were brought before the Protectorate, which initially dismissed the possibility of the Tick Swarm returning from Andromeda. Years later, the Federation found evidence that the Tick Swarm were not coming from Andromeda, but rather three other spiral galaxies, and their numbers were far larger than the Second Empire ever estimated. This evidence was later corroborated when the Tick Swarm attacked Imperial, Consortium and Alliance worlds, effectively surrounding the Milky Way in swarmfleets. In response, the Protectorate declared that the Tick Swarm had returned, and that it was the duty of all mankind to stop it. The Second Swarm War put an end to many Imperial-Federation conflicts around the galaxy, as both sides cooperated to stop the Swarm's invasion. However, several decades after the swarmfleets first arrived, the vast majority of swarmfleets surprisingly stopped their invasion and made a beeline for the Large Magellanic Cloud. With the threat over, the Empire and Federation resumed the Tournament of Shadows, conveniently using the Tick Swarm as an excuse for even heavier military buildup. The largest swarmfleet is currently attacking the Citizens' Alliance, which has used the attack in propaganda proclaiming that the Alliance is the defender of the gates to the Milky Way.

The swarmfleet is a truly terrifying thing to behold. Every swarmfleet contains millions of vessels, tens of thousands of which are the size of a capital ship or larger. Every Swarm vessel is the thing of nightmares. Smaller craft, used to fight drones and fighters, are fast-moving monstrosities covered in teeth, claws, tentacles and spines, which attach themselves onto ship hulls and bore through even the thickest durasteel. They regurgitate their deadly cargo into the holds of enemy ships, where they make quick work of the crew. This cargo, known as starticks among the human powers, crawl through the vessel, whispering taunts, blasphemies and horrible truths from their many mouths as they hunt for their prey. The larger vessels are writhing masses of flesh and chitin, some with gaping maws to eat battlestars whole, others with rows of razor sharp teeth to tear durasteel plating apart. Looking at the larger vessels of the Tick Swarm is known to cause headaches, while trying to comprehend how such a thing could be can lead to madness. The Swarm's vessels are, in fact, shielded from many forms of electronic targeting simply because modern computers cannot make sense of their alien geometries. Indeed, sometimes enemy fire simply does not hit a Swarm vessel, even if it should; this is explained by some less reputable scientists as being due to the Swarm vessel simultaneously existing in other dimensions. While the Swarm takes preference in consuming an enemy fleet whole, they also have access to weapons that spew unknown energies that only the mad artificers of the Duzhonev Imperium and the even madder sophonts of the Imperial Remnant have an inkling of understanding. These weapons disrupt the laws of physics itself, often erasing entire vessels from existence.

On any inhabited world the Swarm decide to descend upon, there is inevitably madness. The Swarm releases many spores and viruses into the atmosphere, and those who are not protected quickly become thralls to the Swarm. Their minds are connected to the swarmfleet, and the strange, beautiful, and terrifying truths they witness drive them into the Swarm's loving embrace. The infected preach their new wisdom in familiar speech and alien tongues, filling electronic communications with their enlightened wisdom. Their physical forms are twisted by ancient mutagens, alien viruses, and even forces not of the material realm. Then, the skies themselves blacken with the swarmfleet's children: unspeakable genetic aberrations that cover the world, consuming everything for the good of the Swarm. Once a world falls, it is stripped down to the bedrock, all of its biomass consumed and brought to the swarmfleet in orbit, and then it leaves. Notably, the Swarm leaves behind artifacts carved into the stone of dead worlds: strange runes in countless dead and unknown languages.

Current Protectorate calculations of the Tick Swarm's numbers are truly astounding. It is believed that, of the three known galaxies the Tick Swarm has consumed, no other lifeform persists beside the Swarm. It is further estimated that the Tick Swarm is consuming other galaxies. What drives the Swarm to do this is a mystery, as any attempts to communicate with the Swarm lead to insanity and suicide among those trying to communicate with it. What little could be gleaned from the Swarm is that the hive mind believes it is saving all biological life from a universe-wide shift that will occur "when the stars are right," but apart from that, little but nonsense about the stars going out and things that are but should not be. It is also believed that the Swarm is communicating with means other than the use of the biological ansibles they were designed to use, as attempts to use ansible signals to intercept the swarmfleets have been met with failure. Likewise, the Swarm's propulsion is a mystery. While the Swarm originally used a biological hyperdrive, the swarmfleets' movements in the modern day defy hyperdrive or warp drive functionality, both in speed and accuracy. How the swarmfleets could cross the intergalactic void so quickly, and with knowledge of which systems to attack, is a mystery, but it is known that whenever a swarmfleet enters a system, faster-than-light systems go haywire, and even basic measuring devices reveal impossible calculations in the space around the swarmfleet. In other words, it would appear that the Swarm moves through space by manipulating physics itself.

Technology Profile: Torment Engines

The Second Empire enjoyed supreme power on a scale unmatched since, and it crushed any external opposition to its rule with ease. However, the Second Empire's leaders remained ever-fearful of an internal revolt, which would topple them from power. Despite the universal surveillance technology, artificial intelligence monitoring, imprinters, and total force supremacy in the material realm, trillions of humans could still slip through the cracks, and these could become the core of a successful rebellion, however unlikely the possibility. As cautious as they were brutal, the Second Empire's leaders augmented their existing tools of control with what they believed was the ultimate deterrent: the torment engine.

The technology that makes the hedonic engine possible could replicate more than just a paradise. The original engines were used for training and rehabilitation purposes, and it was only later that they were widely used to bring unending bliss to the loyal citizens of the Second Empire. However, for enemies of the Second Empire, a worse fate awaited them. Enter the torment engine, the much-feared counterpart of the hedonic engine, which was widely used by the Second Empire to punish any who opposed them. The technology behind the torment engine is nearly identical to that behind the hedonic engine, except that it is intended to devise countless scenarios designed to torment the individual attached to it. Like the hedonic engine, these scenarios are created by actively interfacing with the mind of the user, so no two torment engines generate the same scenarios for different users. Each scenario is uniquely tailored toward subject the user to the most amount of pain possible, to place them in their worst fears, and to make them experience every negative emotion, endlessly, until the torment engine is deactivated or destroyed; this can only happen from outside.

The torment engine was first introduced to punish the worst criminals in the Second Empire: rebels. Later on, the torment engine was extended to gradually less serious crimes, such as murder, rape, and egregious property damage. Lesser offenders were given a few minutes in a torment engine, an experience powerful enough to ward off almost every offender from ever committing an offense against the Imperial regime ever again. Non-immersive holos of torment engine sessions were broadcast around the Second Empire, to show the general public the price of crime. The first tests of the torment engine proved effective, but after several centuries of use, Imperial prison authorities noticed that prisoners either broke down psychologically, or grew bored of the scenarios, as they had been repeated multiple times. Torment engines were thus improved with a more dynamic scenario generating algorithm, and the prisoners' minds were modified so they would never grow bored, had psychological coping mechanisms deactivated, and would never grow to enjoy the torment engine. Thus, every moment of suffering would be as bad as the first, while the prisoner remained aware that they were stuck in this state for all eternity.

The Second Empire's widespread use of torment engines was seen as a step too far by foreign cultures that had ignored the Second Empire. Uniting under the creatively-named Alliance, these cultures - human and alien both - declared that the Second Empire was violating the most essential ethical norms. While determined, the Alliance forgot that being in the moral right does not confer any material advantage, and the much larger, more well-equipped Second Empire defeated them decisively. However, the Alliance's war effort resulted in the loss of thousands of Imperial worlds, which annoyed the Imperial leadership enough that the entire surviving population of the Alliance's member states were imprisoned in torment engines.

During the War of the Cog Lords, the torment engines were consumed by the Grand Cogitator and the Cog Lords that followed. To the Cog Lords, torment engines were just more hedonic engines to utilize for their grand purpose, and they gave little thought to the suffering they were ending. Most torment engines were destroyed by the War of the Cog Lords, or by technophobic human societies that followed afterward, but it is rumored that some have survived and are known to the major galactic governments. Theories abound that a few torment engines are under the control of the major galactic governments, and are reserved for its worst criminals. Others insist that the Imperial Remnant has access to torment engines, and uses them on unfortunate victims because they think it is entertaining. The major governments deny that any torment engines have survived to the modern day, and the Protectorate of Mankind has proclaimed that any torment engines found must be turned over to them for immediate destruction.

The Corporate Wars

Much of the galaxy treats the Consortium of Sovereign Systems as a cohesive alliance and a de facto nation-state. The Consortium has a seat in the Protectorate of Mankind, sends emissaries to the major galactic governments, defends its borders from foreign incursion as a united front, and occasionally fights in foreign wars under a unified command. However, the Consortium is merely an alliance constructed by hundreds of thousands of independent entities, ranging from interstellar confederacies to corporations, with an exclusively outward focus. The Consortium, as an organization, only has power in affairs that involve entities outside of itself. It is designed to provide a united front against foreign aggression, to the benefit of every single one of its members. Indeed, to help maintain this outward unity, Consortium PMCs never fight directly against one another, even if they are hired by opposing sides of a conflict. This is to ensure that foreigners have no incentive to weaken the Consortium as a whole by making their members kill each other. However, the Consortium's responsibilities begin and end with foreign relations, meaning that it has little power over wars fought between member organizations. All it can do is prevent the use of weapons of mass destruction.

The Consortium's members maintain their own alliance systems between themselves. There are no rules as to who can be a member of an alliance, except that every member must also be a member of the Consortium and they must not have any alliances whatsoever with any entity outside of the Consortium. If one member is aligned with an entity outside of the Consortium, the entire alliance loses its membership in the Consortium. This safeguard is designed to ensure that foreign entities do not involve themselves in the Consortium's internal wars through an entangling alliance, that internal wars are not started by foreign conflicts, and to ensure that the Consortium can fight as a united front against any foreign enemy at any time, with absolutely no conflicts of interest. These internal alliances are constantly in flux, both in power and number. Large alliances may last a few decades, before internal disputes break them apart. Smaller alliances may form together to unite against a larger entity, and then split apart as they squabble over the spoils. Large alliances may be made up of yet-smaller alliances. Most of the time, alliances are formed out of convenience or mutual material gain, but sometimes ideology plays a part. Some Consortium members are avowed anarchists, and believe that any form of state rule is inherently immoral. Others believe in increasing the power of states in order to protect the interests of the corporations. Others yet believe in some position in between. The question of aliens and their fitness to participate in society is often debated; some believe in human supremacy, others in equality for all sapients, and others still in using technology to enhance themselves above the biological. These philosophical squabbles can, and do, lead to open warfare. The internal politics of the Consortium is so complex that most foreign observers simply ignore them, and Consortium members themselves dedicate highly-paid positions to observing and keeping track of shifting alliances.

The Consortium's members maintain sizable military forces. Indeed, estimates place that if the Consortium's forces were united together, they would almost be as large as the Imperial military at peacetime. This is made possible by heavy automation; while the Consortium's population is a fraction of the Empire's, over a thousand men are needed to crew an Imperial battlestar, while only a dozen are needed to crew a Consortium titan. Consortium factory worlds can each produce trillions of drones, much more quickly than Imperial recruiting or Federal cloning can replace. This military might is oft-bragged about by the Consortium, which helps convince even galactic empires to pay their debts to the Consortium's members. Galactic media often paint the Consortium as a "sleeping giant," a force which could overtake the galaxy if it so desired. But, since this military force is fractured over hundreds of thousands of entities, and overwhelmingly turned inward, the Consortium does not pose as large a threat as it otherwise might. The only time the Consortium would be totally united would be if it were being invaded by a credible threat, such as the Empire. Otherwise, the Consortium relies on volunteers to fight on its behalf; a long shot in a culture that values self-interest. Indeed, most Consortium private militaries demand restitution for missions abroad, or fight as independent entities under hire by foreign factions.

While the Consortium appears to be united from the outside, from the inside, the Consortium's members are constantly at war. This is true in a very literal sense: when the Consortium of Sovereign Systems was formed, many of its member organizations were at war with one another, and only agreed to join the Consortium to prevent Imperial conquest. Ever since then, at least two members of the Consortium have been at war with one another. For most of the time, these wars are low-level conflicts between corporate entities. No forces are involved apart from small units of elite sophonts, spies, and stealth cruisers assassinating targets, or stealing blueprints or financial data. Occasionally, rival star systems would fight among themselves, fielding hundreds of vessels for a quick war lasting only a few years and only leading to a few million deaths. These are collectively known as the Corporate Wars, a series of conflicts that are so numerous and constant that few efforts have been made to catalog them all. However, a few wars and battles stand out in the Corporate Wars. These are wars between the larger alliances, which step away from using smaller entities as proxies and fight directly. Often, these wars are started by minor mistakes, such as automated defenses around an important star system being deactivated by accident, causing a major shift in the balance of power and major conflict to arise as rival factions rush to fill the power vacuum. These wars can involve tens of thousands of vessels rushing into single star systems in a frantic mess of constant war, or lead to hundreds of star systems being razed by massive armies. Despite the widespread devastation of these wars, the warring factions seldom fight to destroy their enemies utterly, as that would leave them vulnerable to attack from elsewhere and weaken the Consortium overall. Thus, the core worlds of the major alliances remain unharmed, while the frontiers are constantly devastated.

Major Species of the United Dominions of Avelov

Like the United Galactic Federation, the United Dominions of Avelov maintains a universalist ideology that transcends species. Avelovans believe that any thinking being can see the Titans' light, and reject the species supremacy of other galactic polities. That being said, Avelov is still human-dominated, particularly by humans from Avelov III and the "Dominion Worlds," which are terraformed worlds settled primarily by humans from Avelov III. Non-human species exist in varying degrees of integration; some are fully integrated into Avelovan society, while others live in parallel societies that serve the Avelovan monarchy and praise their gods.

Humans:

Baseline Humans – Baseline humans, of the Avelovan ethnicity, make up the ruling classes of the United Dominions. Most live on Avelov III or the other Dominion Worlds, and are the originators of the Avelovan state, religion, and culture. Notably, baseline humans do not make up the majority of sapients in the United Dominions of Avelov, which is why Avelov is considered a “degenerate xeno state” by the Duzhonev Imperium.

Callfolk – A sizable callfolk population lived on Avelov IV, theorized to be left over from the days when the Avelov system was used for genetic experimentation by the First Empire. Notably, Avelovan callfolk have deep red, rather than blue, skin, and they lay eggs. Most callfolk eggs are infertile, hinting perhaps that the First Empire intended for them to be used as a food source. The callfolk of Avelov IV were enslaved by sarmaks for millennia, although a few free callfolk lived in decaying dome cities around Avelov IV. The callfolk were liberated by the Avelovans, an act which has earned the callfolk’s undying loyalty.

Uplifts:

Drak – The drak are a humanoid species of Terran origin found on Avelov IV. Resembling reptiles and insects, drak have four arms, two legs, tusks, and scaly, green skin. While physically intimidating, being twice as tall as a baseline human, draks are incredibly weak compared to baseline humans. The drak lay eggs in large quantities, and practice a ritual of killing all eggs but those which would yield the strongest young. The drak were living in a primitive, nomadic state on Avelov IV, often hunted or enslaved by the sarmaks. The drak hordes joined the Avelovan army during their conquest of Avelov IV, and ever since Avelov heavily discouraged the drak tradition of infanticide, they have become the most populous species in the United Dominions. Former drak hordes on Avelov IV have been granted entire worlds, where they reproduce in massive numbers, all supported by the Avelovan state. In exchange, the drak offer their soldiers as cannon fodder for the Avelovan military. The drak have adopted many different forms of Titanism, often incorporating their traditional beliefs and gods into the religion.

Kerdin – A sizable kerdin population lives in the United Dominions, but this population is genetically and culturally distinct from the kerdin of the Kerdin Empire. The kerdin were the second sapient non-human species that Avelovans encountered, as they lived in the hot jungles, oceans and swamps of Avelov II. Unlike their spacefaring brethren, these kerdin lived in a primitive state, having only recently mastered creating fire – a difficult task on their humid world – when the Avelovans first planted the Dominion Jack on Avelov II. The kerdin of Avelov II are slightly larger than their brethren, and maintain their colorful feathers. They are also generally more peaceful than kerdin of the Empire, but the Avelovans have introduced their kerdin to Avelovan martial traditions. The kerdin population enthusiastically adopted Titanism, and remain one of the most devout species in the United Dominions. For this reason, the Avelovans have encouraged kerdin settlement around the galaxy. The kerdin of the United Dominions generally despise their brethren in the Kerdin Empire, seeing them as heretics.

Sarmaks – Sarmaks are perhaps the most iconic species in the United Dominions, second only to humans themselves. Sarmaks were First Empire creations derived from octopi, and the sarmak population on Avelov IV is far from the only one in the galaxy. The sarmaks are a species that possessed a large, planetary empire on Avelov IV, one that managed to maintain aetheric technology that was forgotten on Avelov III. The sarmaks attempted to conquer then-primitive Avelov III as Avelov IV’s environmental systems failed, but were defeated by germs that had evolved on Avelov III to which the sarmaks had no cure. The Avelovans reverse-engineered sarmak technology and conquered Avelov IV a century later, subjugating the sarmaks. The sarmaks are large, octopoidal xenos with two dozen tentacles beneath their bodies. Sarmaks only consume liquids, although they do have beaks, which are likely vestigial. Sarmaks have a symbiotic relationship to red weed, a plant-like species that used to cover Avelov IV. The sarmaks have adopted the Titanist religion, but their forms of worship are strange when compared to those of human Titanists.

True Xenos

Lym – The lym are an insectoid, hive mind species found deep in the surface of several airless worlds conquered by Avelov. While having an interstellar presence, it is unknown how the lym managed to appear on several worlds, as they are primitive and have no capability for exiting their own worlds. The lym live in deep caves, growing what resembles Terran fungi for food. All lym are connected to a hive mind by a natural, radio-based neural communication system, which links them all to a “Grand Lym.” The lym have specialized castes, such as workers and soldiers, similar to Terran insects. During the conquest of the lym worlds, Avelov simply secured the Grand Lyms of the great hives, and forced them to adopt Titanism and cooperate with Avelovan demands. Since then, the lym have been used as slave laborers and conscripts by the Avelovans.

Tech Comparison: United Dominions of Avelov

Materials Science. Avelov primarily uses durasteel in its construction, but Avelovan refineries are not as efficient as their Imperial counterparts. Therefore, Avelovan durasteel is normally of a lower grade, and must be thicker in order to withstand the same damage as Imperial durasteel. This has oversized many Avelovan constructs, which rival Imperial designs. Notably, Avelovan engineers have a strong artistic tradition, encouraging the creation of ornate designs with durasteel and other materials. This stands in stark contrast to the utilitarian designs employed by the Avelovans' neighbors.

Power. The most unique aspect of Avelovan technology is their power systems. Rather than relying on hypermass or nuclear fusion, Avelov uses aetheric reactors. Aether is a form of artificial non-baryonic matter, generated in massive quantities by the Second Empire in the Avelov system and neighboring systems. The rest of the galaxy, save for polities such as the Duzhonev Imperium, are severely lacking in aether, and without the means to manufacture any more, have foregone this technology altogether. Aether, being a form of artificial matter, generates energy as it is introduced into an environment with baryonic matter; both the aether and the baryonic matter decay, generating tremendous amounts of light, heat, and free electrons. However, unlike antimatter, the aether is not decayed at the same rate, and the aether decay rate can be modified by the amount of aether in a closed system. Thus, aether reactors can "burn" slowly, or "burn" quickly, depending on how much aether is introduced. Unfortunately, aether is difficult to store, as it must be magnetically suspended in a vacuum chamber, and aether "leaks" can cause major power fluctuations or destruction in an aetheric reactor. Aether itself is unstable, and along with imperfect Avelovan magnetic systems, is prone to cause disaster. Aetheric reactors also generate tremendous amounts of heat, meaning that Avelovan vessels have massive "radiator fins" that exist solely to radiate excess heat into the void.

Faster-than-light Travel. Avelov has developed their own form of the hyperdrive, which functions similarly to their Imperial counterparts. Avelovan aetheric reactors compete with Imperial hypermass reactors in power output, meaning that powering such machines is feasible for Avelov. However, Avelovan hyperdrives are not as precise or fast as their Imperial counterparts, and this has severely limited their use.

Energy Weaponry. The primary Avelovan energy weapon is the heat-ray, which was the primary weapon used by the Sarmak Empire used during their invasion of Avelov. The heat-ray is a form of laser, although designed by Avelovan engineers to cope with the fluctuating power outputs of aetheric reactors. Heat-rays are visually unique in that they are shaped like boxes, and apart from tracing lasers, generate no visible light apart from a bright flash. Heat-rays are very powerful compared to most other laser designs, but are still weak in comparison to blaster and phaser technology. Heat-rays are used in the Avelovan Royal Army primarily for long-ranged, anti-aircraft, and anti-orbital purposes. Avelovans also have a fondness for more primitive plasma weaponry, such as incinerators and plasma bombs, which the Avelovans associate with their cleansing fire rituals.

Kinetic Weaponry. The primary form of weapon the Avelovans utilize are aetheric in nature. Straddling the line between energy and kinetic weapons, aetheric weapons are fearsome devices which burn bright orange as they streak toward the enemy. Aether has extremely destructive effects on all baryonic matter, meaning that material composition is useless in the face of aetheric weaponry. Only energy shielding and sheer bulk can reliably stop aetheric weapons. Shot per shot, aetheric weapons are some of the most powerful standard weapons used in the galaxy. While aetheric weapons are effective, they do have their limitations. Aether decays quickly, particularly in atmosphere, limiting the range that an aetheric weapon can fire. For this reason, heat-rays are used to supplement aetheric weapons. Aether is also difficult to contain magnetically, even moreso than plasma, and thus aetheric weapons are infamously inaccurate. Lastly, aetheric ammo is difficult to store, and it damages any weapon firing it. For these reason, Avelovan rifles are limited to single shots, so an Avelovan soldier would not have a massive aetheric explosive in his hands. Rapid-fire aetheric weaponry use rotary barrels, so no one barrel takes too much abuse in a single use.

Special Weapons. The Avelovans display a particular fondness for chemical weapons. The infamous Avelovan black smoke is a mix of corrosive, carcinogenic and toxic chemicals, along with magnetized ferric dust, that can corrode and disrupt modern environment systems and cause major interference with electronic systems. The black smoke also inhibits visibility, and lingers for a long time on a battlefield. The Avelovans have also created a variety of special aetheric weapons. Like the Duzhonevians, the Avelovans have a fascination with creating massive cannons, and large cannons with massive aetheric payloads make for some of Avelov's most devastating weapons.

Shields.One major disadvantage of Avelovan aether-based power is that it is too unstable to power most form of energy shielding. The power fluctuations would overload even heavy-duty energy shielding systems. With this disadvantage, most Avelovan engineers merely forego the idea of energy shielding altogether, and a culture has emerged among Avelov considering shields unmanly. That being said, energy shields are present around important installations, where they are powered by fusion reactors, and the most important Avelovan worlds have planetary shields, powered by the planet's core.

Antigravity. Avelovan antigravity systems are infamously crude, due to the limitations of Avelovan technology. Avelovan computers are too primitive to control conventional antigravity plating, and aetheric reactors are unreliable enough that they would likely fry an antigravity plate. The Avelovans developed their own antigravity system, an offshoot of sarmak technology. Avelovan vessels utilize lympite, a form of exotic matter that, when an electrical current is discharged through it, generates anti-gravitons. This reliably generates lift, but far less efficiently than traditional antigravity plating. Thus, large amounts of lympite must be present in a ship to generate lift. Avelovan vessels have massive compartments filled only with lympite, which will be charged with electricity at certain degrees in order to maneuver a vessel's lift. This severely limits smaller Avelovan aerospace craft, which are much slower than their counterparts, as they rely on conventional rocket engines.

Computers. Avelovan computing technology is primitive, as a result of superstitions revolving around computer technology. Conventional electronic computers are looked upon with suspicion, and are banned with few exceptions. Avelovan computers are mechanical in nature, and while complex, are far less space and time efficient than regular electronic computers. These computers, known as analytical engines in Avelovan parlance, can take minutes to perform tasks that an Imperial or Federal computer will only take seconds to process. As a result, Avelov relies heavily on biological beings to make important decisions and calculations. On an Avelovan vessel, the massive analytical engine's only purpose is often to calculate hyperspace jumps. To supplement analytical engines, Avelovan engineers have developed a form of biological computer that uses sarmak brains as the primary processing unit. These machines are designed with sarmak neurobiology and psychology in mind, in order so that they may never be used to interface with human brains.

Automation. Automation is fairly low in Avelov, given their religious beliefs and the limitations of their technology. A factory may have sections that are automated, but more often than not, biologicals are far cheaper and more expendable than expensive automated manufacturing systems. Artificial intelligence is absolutely banned in Avelov, and they consider "machine intelligence" to be an abomination against their gods.

ARAMBI WAR ENTERS THIRD DECADE


The Arambi War has entered its third decade, and the gallant forces of the Arambi Liberation Front show no signs of giving in to Imperial tyranny. By the same token, the pigheaded Imperial forces refuse to accept defeat, continuing their pointless war. The war has taken the lives of ten million Imperial soldiers, a price paid for with the blood of several billion arambi fighters and civilians.

The arambi are a peaceful simian species, who only desired to live in harmony with each other the jungles of their worlds. The arambi are physically stronger than humans, which to Imperial eyes made them perfect slaves. The Empire enslaved the arambi gradually, bribing their chieftains with trinkets in exchange for their freedom. Most arambi sided with the Federation during the Revolution, but billions remained on the wrong side of the Neutral Zone. The arambi live as slaves in the Empire, forced to work in their shipyards to build vessels for the Imperial Navy. They were even forced to work in life-threatening circumstances, such as the construction of hypermass reactors.

The Arambi War began with widespread protests and riots throughout arambi space controlled by the Empire. Imperial attempts to crush the rebellion were met with further resistance, for the arrogant Imperials underestimated the moral strength of the arambi. Sensing the need to liberate an oppressed species, the Unity Party, acting on behalf of the compassionate Federation people, offered their support to the arambi by organizing the Arambi Liberation Front. Imperial forces were forced to retreat from several arambi worlds. Unable to accept the will of a free species, the Empire countered with unjust and overwhelming force. Several worlds were bombarded from orbit with turbolasers and radiological weapons, the effects of which harm arambi civilians to this day. Arambi males were killed, while the females and children were sold on to slavery elsewhere in the galaxy.

But the Arambi Liberation Front continue their war from the great caves and tunnels of the arambi worlds. While countless billions have been lost to Imperial aggression and tyranny, the Empire has paid a heavy price in blood and treasure. Sooner or later, the Empire, as with all injustice, will be wiped from the face of the galaxy. The Federation people support the arambi species' continuing struggle for freedom.

Culture Profile: Terran Culture

Although Earth has long been destroyed, the homeworld of mankind continues to have a mark on the entire human species. While eventually eclipsed by its Martian rival and that culture group's descendants, Terran culture continues to have a strong effect in the Old Core region of the Empire. Long maligned by the Martian-oriented cultures, Terran culture has nonetheless survived, and flourished under the Third Empire.

Terran culture has its origins in the era after the Ash Winter. Prior to the unification of Terra and the formation of the Solar Federation, Terra was dominated by the empire of Dai Hi Tai, a thalassocracy centered around the few regions that survived the Ash Winter. The culture of Dai Hi Tai had a major impact on the culture of the Solar Federation, although that empire was centered on the rebuilt cities of Orob. Eventually, the capital of the Federation was moved to Dai Hi Tai, and the ruling classes adopted what would become Terran culture. Seeking to stop the endless culture wars on Terra, the Federation imposed Terran culture on the entire planet. They would attempt to do so on the Martian habs after the conquest of the Solar System, but while they succeeded on Earth, they failed on Mars. The Martian Technocracy marginalized Terran culture, seeing it as backward and oppressive. The Technocracy imposed Old Martian on the entire human race, forming the foundations for all modern languages. Terrans were barred from entering civil and military services, and were only allowed to practice their culture on Terra. This attitude eventually relaxed, and Terrans like Admiral Ixa Tangiroa were able to rise through the ranks. This would backfire, as Tangiroa would lead the creation of the Terran Empire.

The Terran Empire did not impose cultural vengeance on Mars, but rather pursued a policy of compromise. This was partially out of pragmatism: the Martians were very successful in imposing their cultural hegemony, and even Tangiroa himself only spoke Terran as a second language. The Terran Empire subsumed the old Martian Technocracy's bureaucracy, and Middle Martian became the language of the Empire. However, Terrans were given priority in colonization, and Terran-only colonies were founded throughout the galaxy, particularly in the Orion Arm. It was only after the rise of Arekshav the Great and the transformation of the Terran Empire into a truly galactic state that things changed. Arekshav, a Martian, promoted Martian culture in the conquered territories, setting the seeds for future Martian domination.

Subsequent human interstellar empires would be divided along a clear line: the Orion Arm is dominated by Terrans, while the rest of the galaxy is dominated by Martian culture, despite being ethnically Terran. As the Terran worlds were the most populous and closest to the centers of human political power, they were able to balance out the Martians's clear overall population advantage. This naturally led to endless political conflicts between the Terrans and Martians, conflicts that some leaders solved through the use of xenophobia. By making enemies of neighboring alien empires, these leaders were able to avert civil war. As Merivov XV said, "the best way to remind everybody of their common humanity is to give them an inhuman enemy." By the end of the First Empire, however, the humans had run out of major alien empires to fight. Civil war soon followed, eventually leading to the formation of the Second Empire.

The Second Empire was headquartered on Mars, and it was an expressly Martian cultural empire. Terra itself became a Martian colony, although this was a necessity after the events that led to the Second Empire's rise. Terrans were given a large degree of local autonomy, but almost no say in the governance of the Second Empire itself. In a way, this approach actually saved Terran culture. As the Terran ethnicity became the Galactic ethnicity, and Martian culture evolved into Imperial culture, Terran culture was left untouched. Meanwhile, the rest of the galaxy's culture was strictly controlled and regulated by the state, particularly to weed out seditious and alien influences. This allowed it to survive the great culture wars and purges that plagued the Second Empire until the rise of the hedonic engine. This is not to say that there was no persecution of Terrans. Terran independence became a popular movement at the advent of the hedonic engine era, and independence advocates became some of the first victims of the torment engine, their suffering ending only with the War of the Cog Lords.

Many Terran worlds were devastated by the War of the Cog Lords, but some were left so undeveloped or left as reservations by the Second Empire that they were avoided entirely. Largely agrarian, thee worlds devolved back into barbarism, mirroring the days of the Ash Winter. These worlds largely welcomed the Third Empire, and in return, the Empire granted them autonomy and their chiefs given prestigious positions in the Imperial feudal system. Some of the most powerful Sector Houses are Terrans, still dominating the Old Core. The early exploits of Terrans in the Solar Federation were lionized. The great journeys of the generation ships, flying off into the unknown void, became fodder for countless tales of heroism. The Empire reminded the galaxy that the blood that runs in their veins is the same as that which ran in the veins of these great men from a more heroic age. Terran culture is still seen as unique and mysterious, unlike anything else in the galaxy. For many, a Terran world is paradise; after all, who in the galaxy wouldn't want to spend all day eating pineapple and drinking rum out of a coconut shell on a beach?

Despite the romance, Terran culture remains constrained to the Old Core. In fact, the Old Core's economies have turned to capitalizing on their unique culture and the popularity it has with the rich and powerful around the galaxy. Many Terran systems house planetary or moon resorts, dedicated to nothing but catering to vacationing nobility, businessmen and their families. These worlds are often invariably island worlds, covered in millions of tiny islands with plenty of beachfront property. These worlds were former ice worlds, heated with solar reflectors, meaning that many of these worlds experience endless worldwide daytime. Tales of the old gods - which no Terran really worships - and the ancient warriors of Dai Hi Tai and the Solar Federation are told to awed audiences. Terran words are sprinkled gratuitously on signs and souvenirs, and Terrans challenge outsiders to properly pronounce them. This campaign to bring tourists into the Terran worlds has largely succeeded, with even officials from the Federation spending thousands of credits just to visit for a few days.

Species Profile: Vesklings

Natural Physical Appearance
Height and Build

The average veskling is much smaller than a human, but possesses a somewhat more rotund and stocky build owing to their hybrid rodent and ungulate physiology. The short, chubby, and almost “cute” appearance of the average veskling has often fooled the unwitting individual that encounters them, as despite their small build, vesklings have proven themselves to be fast and vicious fighters.

Skin and Hair

Common vesklings are covered from head to toe in solid-colored fur, which is often colored brown, beige, or near-white. Veskling Brood Mothers are mostly hairless and covered in great tumor-like growths composed of fat and keratin.

Specific Features

Vesklings possess the ability to see in low light, as well as secrete pheromones via an oil that covers the epidermis beneath their fur. Given that the vast majority of vesklings are male, the scent caused by these pheromones is meant to express certain emotions that only vesklings can recognize, or to identify clan affiliation rather than to attract potential mates. These skin secretions also give vesklings the ability to remain waterproof.

Clothing

Most vesklings are covered in light leather clothing, such as hoods, which belies the true extent of their technological prowess. Many vesklings also wear amulets fashioned out of the bones of small animals, often for shamanistic or superstitious reasons.

Language

Vesklings speak a high speed language of chattering noises generally unintelligible to most baseline humans. This language is usually displayed in the form of pictograms; to the untrained eye, these pictograms may seem to be randomized scratches and etchings. In reality, there are thousands of characters in the veskling language, which often represent single words or abstract concepts. Of particular note is the unusually high number of characters the veskling language has for a fungi native to the veskling moon of Ioth Kavza XIII.

Sex, Romance, and Family Structure

Despite their seemingly mammalian appearance, and commonalities with rodents and ungulates, the veskling species’ form of reproduction is more similar to that of insects than that of any mammalian-derived species in the Milky Way galaxy. It is a common misconception that only male vesklings exist--females exist among their species, but for the most part, female vesklings are rare, and mostly sterile, and the ones that are fertile are presumably transformed by other vesklings into the infamous Brood Mothers.

Brood Mothers are massive and seemingly unintelligent creatures, weighing over 700 pounds, covered in chitinous tumor-like growths made out of fat and keratin. These growths open up to reveal mammary-like protrusions used to feed veskling runts. In general, Brood Mothers are kept in deep caverns beneath the moon of Ioth Kavza XIII, covered in bioluminescent fungus that serves to nurture the growth of the Brood Mothers. It is unknown as to what process the vesklings utilize in the creation of Brood Mothers, but their purpose is certain: to breed as much vesklings as possible.

While veskling Brood Mothers give birth to vesklings as live young, Brood Mothers produce another creature from time to time as a defensive mechanism--the infamous “vribble.” vribbles, named by the unlucky Federal Starfleet Captain that discovered them, are small furry creatures that initially seem slow-moving and gentle to the unwitting observer. The reality is that this is a defensive position, as when a vribble is provoked, it will immediately lunge towards the nearest being it considers a threat, burrowing deep inside the unlucky being in order to form a vribble corpse-nest. Vribbles can reproduce rapidly and independently of Brood Mothers within these corpse-nests, producing more and more vribbles to the point that they can become severe, sometimes planet-wide infestations. vribbles have been shown to obey the will of the nearest veskling Brood Mother, which suggests that Brood Mothers secrete pheromones to keep vribbles as placid defensive creatures; once far from a Brood Mother though, vribbles can be hostile to anything they sense, reproducing rapidly enough to kill off entire cities.

Vesklings do not have traditional family structures, and are instead organized into distinct clans spread across the moon of Ioth Kavza XIII and beyond. These clans are linked by what the vesklings term as “blood-bonds,” or by a unique pheromone secretion common to a specific clan.

Food

Despite the common veskling’s seemingly “cute” appearance, the highly competitive nature of veskling clan infighting coupled with the species’ depletion of resources on Ioth Kavza XIII has led many vesklings to turn towards consuming foul-smelling fungi and lichen grown in underground “farms”. Kerdin smugglers, while wary of the Imperial-enforced blockade on Ioth Kavza XIII, have managed to make a fortune smuggling in human and arambi remains as food for the vesklings in exchange for hallucinogenic fungi which are used in the creation of psychoactive drugs sold on the galactic black market.

Settlements

Vesklings at one point in history lived in vast villages build inside and around massive trees that covered the once-forested moon of Ioth Kavza XIII. However, competitive resource depletion have led the vesklings to live in vast underground settlements known as “clanhomes.” A veskling clanhome, while seemingly random, is actually meticulously planned, with living spaces, agricultural areas for fungi cultivation, and massive caverns dedicated to the incubation of young vesklings birthed from Brood Mothers. Some veskling clans have been known to incorporate offworld technology as elaborate defensive traps in their clanhomes.

Vesklings in the Galaxy

While vesklings are generally believed to be an uplift species dating back to the era of the First Empire, their seemingly cute appearance (which belies their ravenous and predatory nature), coupled with their unique form of reproduction, suggests that they were created on Ioth Kavza XIII as a biological weapon that ultimately failed in terms of purpose. Due to the invasive nature of vesklings as well as the associated vribble infestation threat, the Empire, with Protectorate backing, has kept Ioth Kavza XIII under indefinite blockade.

Nevertheless, vesklings can be found offworld due to the efforts of kerdin smugglers, where they more often than not try to form Brood Mother caverns beneath unsuspecting human settlements. As a result, vesklings found offworld are targeted for extermination by just about every major galactic power.

History Profile: Second Federation-Imperial War

The Second Federation-Imperial War was a major conflict between the Third Empire of Man and the United Galactic Federation, fought in the direct aftermath of the First Federation-Imperial War. The pet project of Ylsanna the Great, granddaughter of Arekshav V, the Second Federation-Imperial War was a major success for the Empire and almost led to the destruction of the Federation, were it not for Ylsanna’s untimely death. The war saw the first use of superlaser-equipped World Fortresses in an international war, and solidified the galactic order which would predominate the Milky Way for the next ten thousand years.

The signing of the Galactic Concordance did not spell the end of hostilities between the Empire and the newly-formed Federation. Both still strongly believed that the other state was illegitimate, and both believed that they would conquer the other in due time. However, the Federal Revolution left both sides damaged and unfit to fight a galaxy-scale war. The Galactic Concordance was signed out of necessity, not any genuine desire for lasting peace: the war making capacities of both states were exhausted, and both sides were experiencing mass revolts unrelated to the Revolution. The Revolution also exposed long-standing structural flaws within the Imperial government that needed to be addressed immediately, and the Unity Party was divided on important issues of political organization, responsibilities of office, and just who would lead the Federation. Both sides needed a reprieve from war with the other.

Signing the Galactic Concordance was a supreme humiliation for Emperor Arekshav V. Although it was a ceasefire, it showed the galaxy that a band of rebels could force an emperor to negotiate with them on equal terms. The act would be his last as emperor; Arekshav V would abdicate immediately afterward, and take his own life after a few days. His daughter, Marsa II, rose to power and was now given the burden of bringing peace and order to a crumbling empire.

Marsa II was a well-meaning and kind woman, but a weak and uninspiring leader. She was not groomed to inherit the throne, that role being given to her brother, the would-be Karim VIII. However, Karim died during the Revolution, falling in action against a pro-Unity warband. Marsa II was thus put on the throne, where she was immediately faced with myriad problems. While the Concordance ended hostilities with the Federation, foreign enemies of the Empire were still on the offensive, conquering system after system, oftentimes without firing a single shot. Even in the sectors allocated to the Empire, revolts continued, particularly unifying around ambitious warlords who claimed the Imperial throne for themselves. These anti-Emperors were placing tens of thousands of star systems under their control. To further compound issues, the Imperial military was depleted and many regiments either deserted or defected to the anti-Emperors. Interstellar trade was also damaged as piracy became rampant. Starvation became a real possibility on Dondrukovskrad Prime, as food shipments from neighboring star systems slowed to a trickle.

Most leaders would have crumbled under the pressure, but for Marsa II, it was unbearable. Her grand strategy involved consolidating Imperial forces around loyal sectors around Dondrukovskrad, while allowing fringe sectors to fall to the anti-emperors. All fighting was to be avoided, the Imperial military scaled back as it is reformed, and negotiators sent to the Empire’s enemies. Marsa II also issued several reforms, intending to give more power to the nobility in an attempt to appease them. She believed that, by showing a kind face and a willingness to negotiate, the Empire’s enemies would in turn negotiate in good faith.

This strategy only made the situation worse. Sensing weakness, the Empire’s enemies rebuffed any notions of peace negotiations. The Imperial military believed that their empress was allowing the Empire to wither away, and many officers resigned. Some even spoke in hushed tones about a coup. The Federation redoubled their covert efforts to spur on rebellion in the Empire, a violation of the Galactic Concordance, but one the Empire could do little to punish.

However, the Empire did have some successes, but largely in spite of Marsa II. Some Imperial commanders ignored the Empress’ command to pull back, and instead went on the offensive. One was Grand Admiral Ylsanna Dondrukov, daughter of Karim VIII and his direct successor in the Imperial Navy’s Thirteenth Fleet. Ylsanna was trained by her father in the art of warfare, as he intended her to lead the Imperial military on his behalf. After Karim VIII’s death, Ylsanna took command, and led one of the few successful Imperial forces during Marsa II’s reign. Because of her success, she became extremely popular among the Imperial military. Some officers and many levies deserted their posts just to join the Thirteenth Fleet and participate in a successful campaign.

Recognizing success, Ylsanna would become the poster child for the Empire, and her successful campaigns against rebels and foreign invaders would be broadcast throughout the Empire. Many wished that Ylsanna would take the throne, but Ylsanna herself rebuffed these suggestions as treason.

Marsa II adored her niece and believed that she would make a better empress, but she also believed in keeping the throne as it was her duty as the daughter of Arkeshav V. At the time, Marsa II was beginning to crumble under the pressure of the falling empire. She lost all confidence in her leadership abilities, becoming a recluse and refusing to make any orders or suggestions on the grounds that they may be mistaken. This withdrawal from leadership was so absolute that even high-ranking Imperial officials came to believe that their empress was dying or already dead. Without leadership, the Empire continued to spiral into chaos, and members of the Imperial court began to plot takeovers of their own.

The pivotal moment in Ylsanna’s career would occur when reconquered several sectors from the Kerdin Empire, forcing them to retreat back into their space and sign a white peace. This posed a political problem as Kerdin representatives negotiated the peace with Ylsanna herself, and she was not acting with official Imperial authority. Although Ylsanna merely wanted a quick end to the conflict, the move was interpreted by her supporters and the Throne as a usurpation of power. Without Ylsanna herself knowing, her supporters on Dondrukovskrad Prime fomented a rally proclaiming Ylsanna the Empress of Mankind. These supporters were quickly arrested for treason, but it had a major effect on Imperial politics. Members of the Imperial court believed that Ylsanna would be the perfect puppet: she was popular, a successful military commander, but a novice in politics. Most importantly, she was a Dondrukov, and therefore she had a legitimate blood claim to the Throne. Marsa II saw the rally as a referendum on her reign, and abdicated in favor of her niece.

News of the abdication reached Ylsanna, who was more or less forced onto the Imperial throne. Although many were enthusiastic for her reign, Ylsanna was no politician, and she had to rely heavily on advisors which had been in the Imperial court since the reign of her grandfather. Some of these advisors proved useful, while others were obviously out for their own personal gain. Ylsanna, having an eye for talent and treason, made the necessary shifts in the Imperial court. She left the maintenance of the Empire to her subordinates, while she focused her efforts on the military reconquest of the galaxy.

Ylsanna reformed the Imperial military along the lines her father used to reform the Thirteenth Fleet. Reliance on levies was reduced, and a professional corps of soldiers loyal to the Imperial throne first was used to replace them. Sector houses were forbidden to have wholly independent militaries, and their levies were divided between planetary and system lords. House Dondrukov’s own levies were abolished, save for the Dondrukov Guard, and used as the seed of the new Imperial military. Mass conscription was instituted to boost troop numbers, and to provide new soldiers loyal to the Empire. Dondrukovskrad Prime, traditionally undermilitarized because House Dondrukov’s levy was a small, elite force, fed billions of men into Ylsanna’s new Imperial military. Ecumenopolises throughout Imperial space were also asked to contribute a fair proportion of their population, where before their contribution was dependent on the system or sector lord. Equipment and training was also standardized, allowing any portion of the Imperial military to stand in for any other portion of the same role, and streamlining logistics greatly. Almost all projectile weapons were phased out of Imperial Army use and replaced with blasters, which relied on standardized battery packs and gas canisters.

The most visible change Ylsanna brought to the Imperial military was the adoption of the superlaser-equipped World Fortress. Throughout her campaigns, Ylsanna was capable of defeating rebel forces piecemeal, but she was unable to directly attack the fortress worlds of the anti-emperors. Ylsanna understood that taking a fortress world would be an extreme waste of manpower and time, and destroy morale throughout the Imperial military. She opted instead to destroy these fortress worlds in a shocking display of power, using ancient superlaser technology scaled up so that it could explosively destroy an entire Earth-sized planet. This display would shock the rest of the rebels into compliance, and show to foreign powers that the Empire was not to be trifled with.

Other reforms occurred without Ylsanna’s direct intervention. The nobility’s powers were reined in, but their relationship to the Throne and one another was codified. From that point forward, the nobility would have defined rights and responsibilities, at least in theory. More offices were opened up to the peasantry, and recruited on the basis of merit and not title. These reforms were not universally liked by the nobility, some of whom tried to rebel against the Empire. However, they were popular among the peasantry, which led to the downfall of more than a few nobles and the reintegration of their realms into the Empire.

Ylsanna’s first strategic goal was housecleaning: destroying the anti-emperors. Ylsanna understood that while, individually, the anti-emperors were no threat in comparison to the foreign invaders, their continued existence showed weakness to outside actors, which could never respect a state which could not put down internal rebellions. Putting down the anti-emperors would also stabilize the Empire and grant it the capability of waging war against foreign enemies once again. Ylsanna assembled a new force, the Grand Fleet, and personally commanded it against the anti-emperors. One by one, the anti-emperors fell, their houses stripped of all rank and title or exterminated entirely. Those houses which pledged fealty to the Empire before battle were allowed to retain their privileges. Only those huddled in fortress worlds remained. Only a few needed to be destroyed by the new World Fortresses before the rest surrendered unconditionally.

The use of the World Fortresses shocked the galaxy. Weapons of that magnitude had not been used in recent memory, and even then they were only used in times of desperation. The ability to destroy a planet, and a planet that the Empire itself claimed, struck fear into the hearts of the Empire’s potential enemies. Detecting an existential threat, the Dynic Hegemony retreated back into its space. The Avelovans and the Alliance stopped their advances, and offered a peace which recognized their conquests. Ylsanna refused these, and met a combined Avelovan-Alliance force in the Brezhao system. Although the Avelovan-Alliance force outnumbered even the Grand Fleet, Ylsanna was able to defeat them by luring the Alliance into the outer fringe of the system with an advance force, and then ambushing them with a large force including a World Fortress. Imperial forces later set course for the Avelovan forces, which remained closer to Brezhao itself, and defeated them. Ylsanna forced the Avelovans and the Alliance to not only relinquish their gains since the beginning of the Federal Revolution, but to also sign a treaty of alliance with the Empire. This was key to Ylsanna’s grand plan: the reconquest of the Federation systems. After the defeat of the Alliance and the Avelovans, Ylsanna was proclaimed Ylsanna the Great by the soldiers of the Grand Fleet, an appellation which would follow her ever since.

The post-Revolution Federation was undergoing its own struggles. The Revolution established a multiparty democracy in about half of the inhabited systems of the galaxy, the first of its kind in human history. Federation-wide elections were to be held every ten years, and senators sent to Phobetor Prime, but the new government immediately ran into a problem: the hodgepodge nature of faster-than-light communication infrastructure meant that thousands of sectors could not get their votes in on time before another election had to be called. Further exacerbating problems is that many formerly Imperial worlds had no experience with democracy whatsoever, leading to widespread accusations that former nobles were influencing or outright forcing former peasants to vote them into power.

While the problem was universally recognized, the Unity Party took advantage of this chaos to consolidate power for themselves. Interim Chancellor Suroko, head of the Unity Party, successfully convinced enough of the Federal Senate that waiting for free and fair elections throughout Federation space would leave the Federation without a government for generations. Suroko filled the Federal Senate’s vacant seats with interim senators, all hand-picked Unity Party men, and expelled many senators who opposed him on the grounds that they were elected unfairly. Through the abuse of laws intended to destroy counterrevolutionary activity, many political parties in the Federation were banned or forced to become satellite parties for the Unity Party.

Suroko’s draconian measures ensured that the Unity Party would have direct control of the Federation, but its effects were not widely felt throughout Federation space. Revolutionary fervor, on the other hand, would wreak a path of destruction through the Federation. While Federation sectors were led by party men, hand-picked by the central authorities on Phobetor Prime, actual system and planetary governance was handled by revolutionary committees. These committees were supposed to be acting on the Federation’s behalf, and were ostensibly Unity Party cadres, and so they were entrusted by the Senate and sector-level Unity Party apparatchiks to govern well. The quality of these committees varied wildly between different planets, and even different sub-parts of planets. Some were filled with competent government officials who were primarily concerned with repairing their worlds from war damage or improving the lives of peasants who had been abused by the nobility. However, many were filled with opportunists, many of whom were criminals or former nobility prior to the Revolution, and others were dominated by fanatics who saw counterrevolutionaries around every corner. Purges of former nobility, clergy, and even peasants who were insufficiently enthused about their new lives became common, particularly when sector-level officials either did not care or encouraged these purges. These purges often encouraged genuine counter-revolutions, leading to outbreaks of civil conflict throughout Federation space.

Further exacerbating matters was the emancipation of non-baseline human sapients, many of whom were treated as second-class citizens by the old regime. This emancipation created tensions between these new citizens of the Federation and the baseline human population, which was accustomed to having a privileged status in society. Conflicts over land rights and even voter suppression broke out throughout many Federal worlds.

When Ylsanna’s Grand Fleet invaded the Federation, it easily swept aside Federal resistance. The Star Fleet was aware of the Empire’s military buildups, but the political climate meant it could do little to properly prepare. Many Federation officers opposed Suroko, and were purged from the military. Their replacements were chosen for loyalty, not competence. Many Federal units were being used in police actions against counter-revolutionaries and pirates. While revolutionary forces enjoyed numerical superiority during the Revolution, this situation was now reversed: the Star Fleet was outnumbered by the Grand Fleet alone, let alone smaller Imperial military formations that were raised for the reconquest. There was massive political resistance to mass conscription on city worlds, to the degree that Suroko feared a general uprising on Phobetor Prime if he attempted it there.

The overall strategic situation did not favor the Federation, and Ylsanna took full advantage of this. With the Star Fleet spread out throughout the Federation, she knew that it would take years before enough Star Fleet assets could be unified to defeat the Grand Fleet. Ylsanna also took several World Fortresses with her, although the majority remained in Imperial space to ensure that no revolts occurred while Ylsanna was away. The Grand Fleet defeated Star Fleet assets with ease, sweeping them aside and placing Imperial military governors in charge of the reconquered star system. The Grand Fleet would then move to the next system. The occasional fortress world was encountered, which would be destroyed by a World Fortress. Ylsanna’s grand plan was to create a network of star systems that could resupply the Grand Fleet while it was deep in Federation space. The strategy also forced the Star Fleet to fight engagement after engagement against a numerically superior enemy, destroying the Star Fleet piecemeal. The final piece of this plan was the destruction of Phobetor Prime, and with it, the destruction of the Federation as a whole.

Ylsanna’s plan to strike at the heart of the Federation was ultimately doomed. The Federation eventually saw through Ylsanna’s plan, and requisitioned every interdictor in their possession to the Phobetor system. The gravitational anomalies created by this large number of interdictors made it impossible for any object to hyperspace jump within ten light-years of the system. Star Fleet was also given orders not to engage the Grand Fleet, and instead move to recently-Imperialized star systems and foment revolution there. The local populace in these systems were divided, and so the Federation could always find enough collaborators to throw off the Imperial military governors. Many remembered the abuses of the Imperial system, and still genuinely believed that the Federation would improve their lives. In response, Ylsanna left sizable contingents of the Grand Fleet behind, contingents which were then destroyed by Federation piecemeal.

Ylsanna’s campaign became a quagmire of conquests and reconquests. Even though she attempted for force a Federation surrender through the judicious use of World Fortresses, the Federation refused to surrender, and instead used the destruction of fortress worlds as proof of the Empire’s evil. To make matters worse, the Federation developed their own World Fortresses, and were planning on using them against Imperial systems. The Grand Fleet was gradually weakened by years of fighting, and news reached Ylsanna that there was a conspiracy against her fomenting in Dondrukovskrad. She would never get an opportunity to address the conspiracy, because she was soon assassinated. The circumstances of her assassination, and even the identity of her assassin, were never discovered.

Ylsanna’s successor, Arkeshav VI, was the son of Marsa II. He was the caretaker of his mother, who had a nervous breakdown in the aftermath of her abdication. Arekshav VI personally blamed Ylsanna for his mother’s condition, and while he respected Ylsanna’s achievements, he thought of her as a glory hound who would bring the Empire to ruin through her attempted conquest of the Federation and undo the legitimately good work she accomplished. Understanding that the Grand Fleet was doomed if it continued on its present course, Arekshav VI requested a ceasefire with the Federation. Chancellor Suroko, who himself was weighed down by the cost of defending the Federation, agreed. The two sides agreed to renewing the Galactic Concordance, trading a handful of star systems which were under the de facto control of the other side. The leaderless Grand Fleet was pulled back into Imperial space, where it was reduced in size and was rechristened the First Fleet and given the honor of defending the Imperial Core.

If the First Federation-Imperial War created the new galactic order, the Second Federation-Imperial solidified it. The war convinced the Empire that the Federation could not be conquered, even with new superweapons, and while it would never legally relinquish its claim to the entire galaxy, it had to accept the terms of the Galactic Concordance. The Federation learned that what remained of the Empire was not as weak and chaotic as once assumed, and it could rebound from even the lowest depths. The Second Federation-Imperial War convinced both galactic superpowers that, in order to win the game of galactic supremacy, they would need to be patient. The age of direct conflict gave way to proxy wars, subterfuge, and militarization unseen in the galaxy since the Second Empire’s conquests. The Tournament of Shadows had begun.

Species Profile: Kerdin

Natural Physical Appearance
Height and Build

The kerdin, like their ancestors, maintain the standard theropod body plan: a horizontal spine, terminating in a head and tail on opposite ends, with a torso, two forelimbs, and two legs. The average adult kerdin is approximately two meters tall, and five meters long. It should be noted that the original species the kerdin are based on, the velociraptor, only measured half a meter tall. The kerdin were designed to be hunting companions and, occasionally, hunting targets, for human hunters, and the original velociraptors proved to be of little appeal to hunters.

Kerdin are typically muscular, and their bodies do not have large fat deposits. Like most dinosaurs and unlike reptiles, kerdin are warm-blooded, and so do not have to rely on external heat sources to stay warm. Fat deposits assist with keeping the body warm.

Skin and Feathers

Kerdin are covered in dark green, scaly skin, which is in turn covered in feathers. The coloration of these feathers depend greatly on the kerdin’s sex: females tend to have dull, brown or white plumage, while males are more colorful. For males, plumage depends on “breed,” and like skin color for many human species, is used as a means of identifying members of different breeds. The vast majority of kerdin have white feathers, although kerdin descended from Avelov II have green, blue, and yellow feathers, and the kerdin of the Sokowuz Kingdom have red, white, and yellow feathers. Some kerdin are orange, with black stripes, similar to ancient Terran tigers.

Color and pattern of plumage may be modified, depending on culture. Dyeing and rearranging of feathers is a common way for kerdin to indicate their status and identity to others. Plucking feathers to reveal scaly skin is extraordinarily painful in most circumstances, and is perceived of as a cultural practice of kerdin hunter cadres. For this reason, the “civilized” kerdin typically do not partake, and among those cultures it is seen as a sign of barbarity or even affiliation with criminal organizations.

Specific Features

Kerdin have clawed feet, which can be used to hunt prey or to attack assailants. These claws could be removed as a punishment, or as part of a religious or cultural ritual. Other kerdin have them removed because they are impediment to a work environment where their claws may inadvertently damage delicate objects.

Unlike almost all of their saurian relatives, kerdin have hands which can be used to manipulate objects. These hands do not terminate in long claws, but rather stubby fingers not unlike those of humans. This was a deliberate design choice by the kerdin’s creators, who wanted the kerdin to serve as capable hunting partners by carrying cargo, opening doors, and using tools.

Clothes

The wearing of clothes differs among kerdin cultures. Some hunter cadres don’t wear clothes apart from armor and, if absolutely necessary, hazardous environment suits. Kerdin the Kerdin Empire, and those affiliated with other states, generally do wear clothes. Because their feathers offer adequate protection in most instances, kerdin clothing is more “revealing” than human clothing, and is usually designed to complement the individual kerdin’s feathers.

Language

Kerdin have mammalian-like vocal chords, specifically designed so they can speak human languages. Nevertheless, the shape of their skulls and mouths means that they have great difficulty speaking human languages; to a human ear, kerdin speech sounds guttural and, because kerdin have difficulty with some phonemes, primitive. This pattern of speech, along with the behavior of kerdin hunter cadres, has led to the perception in some human cultures of the kerdin as barely-sapient brutes. Some kerdin cultures have taken offense to this perception, while others take advantage of it.

Kerdin languages are almost as varied as humanity’s, but to the untrained ear, they sound like screeches, growls, howls, and screams. Kerdin sometimes use their tails to communicate, as a form of body language, as well as maneuver their feathers. As a general rule, kerdin languages are highly agglutinative.

Sex, Romance and Family Structure

Like their saurian and avian relatives, kerdin lay eggs. Compared to avian eggs that humans may be more familiar with, kerdin eggs are large and have leathery shells. Kerdin females regularly lay eggs, most of which are unfertilized. Kerdin females have an instinct to guard and sit on eggs, regardless of their fertilization status.

After mating, a kerdin female can keep a male's sperm viable in her body for up to six months. Females will normally fertilize their eggs at once, so that the cadre or group's fertilized eggs will be laid at around the same time. This mating season is a cultural cornerstone of all kerdin cultures, although the times and rationales will differ from culture to culture.

Kerdin have elaborate mating rituals, where males are expected to display colorful plumage and attractive songs and dances for females. This includes ostentatious displays of wealth in the form of clothing and jewelry. As a general rule, kerdin males are far more concerned about their physical appearance than females, and the kerdin fashion industry caters predominantly to males.

Kerdin are typically monogamous, although polygamous cultures exist. In some hunter cadres, eggs are randomized and raised collectively by the cadre, with no parents knowing the identity of their children and vice versa.

Because kerdin are not mammals, they do not possess mammary glands, in spite of depictions in human satire, propaganda, and other works which are not predominantly concerned with scientific accuracy.

Food

Kerdin are obligate carnivores, although they can digest some forms of plant matter. The kerdin have a rich tradition of cooking and eating meat, which includes eating raw meat off a carcass. This practice is typically frowned upon by “civilized” kerdin, but is common among the hunter cadres.

Being uplifts, they share their biochemistry with other Terran species, such as humans. Kerdin have eaten humans, although reportedly many do not like the taste, as human diets often “flavor” their meat in unpleasant ways. Normally, the consumption of human meat is intended to be a provocation in battle or a political statement, and not done for pleasure or nutrition. For their part, some human civilizations eat kerdin and other sapient uplifts, likewise as a political statement.

Population and Distribution

Kerdin are spread throughout most of the galaxy. Most are descended from the kerdin of Kraithon Prime, the kerdin who form the hunter cadres and the majority of the Kerdin Empire’s population. Most kerdin live in the Kerdin Empire, a large interstellar empire which rivals medium human powers such as the Citizens’ Alliance in size. Many do live within other states, under the rule of other species, such as the Sokowuz Kingdom and the United Dominions of Avelov.

Culture Profile: Kerdin Hunter Cadres

While the majority of the kerdin species is divided between the Kerdin Empire, the United Galactic Federation, and the Sokowuz Kingdom, large portions of the kerdin population live in independent communities. The vast majority of these communities are what the galaxy at large has termed the hunter cadres: tribal societies revolving around complex warrior-hunter cultures. Spread around the Milky Way, and possibly even beyond, the hunter cadres are known to human civilization as savage killers who hunt soldiers for sport. However, the hunter cadres possess a far more complex culture than most humans, and even most kerdin outside of the cadres, know.

The hunter cadres are typical of the first kerdin civilizations in the galaxy, which first exploded from Kraithon Prime in the wake of the War of the Cog Lords. Being descended from kerdin who assisted human hunters on a game world, the cadres maintained and improved on the hunter culture as they expanded through the jungles of Kraithon Prime and, after recovering old Second Empire spacecraft, through the stars. The kerdin hunter cadres spread throughout the empty Milky Way, populating many devastated human worlds, before being pushed back by baseline human and shortman expansions.

Although many kerdin became part of the Kerdin Empire, while others became part of other political entities, many hunter cadres remained independent. Viewing these new empires as oppressive and destructive to their valuable cultures, many hunter cadres settled on hostile worlds, where they knew they would not be followed, or fled to large motherships which can move around the galaxy.

The specifics of hunter kerdin culture are different from cadre to cadre, but all share the trait of being centered on a hunter’s code of honor. Generally speaking, a kerdin is only worthy of societal privileges if he is a successful hunter. Hunters are entitled to the fruits of their labor, and to those of others in their cadre, and in almost all cases, only successful hunters have the societal right to mate. A successful hunt is an important rite of passage in these cadres; no kerdin can be an adult unless he becomes part of a successful hunt. The more dangerous the prey, the better the potential reward.

Specific attitudes differ between cadres. Because of these differences, cadres often fight with one another over which matters are honorable, and most cadres will refuse to honor hunts conducted under the rules of another cadre. Some cadres forbid the use of any explosives and ranged weaponry, while others allow it but forbid the use of technological tracking devices. The most radical cadres prohibit the use of any machinery, either the kerdin’s own or those captured on the field, and require the hunter to manufacture his own tools during the hunt. Some cadres prefer to hunt non-sapient but nevertheless dangerous beings, such as the Ticks, while others believe that only sapients can pose a challenge worthy of honor. Some cadres require that the hunt take place in a “natural” environment, such as a jungle, while others permit hunts in cities or even space stations.

Even trophies differ: some cadres are content with a holographic feed confirming the kill, others require a corpse or a part of a corpse, and others still require the hunter to craft intricate art with the prey’s corpse. Trophies are presented to cadre authorities, typically chiefs, and potential mates as proof of the hunter’s worth.

Most cadres forbid the killing of those unable to defend themselves, while some allow the killing of the defenseless if the defenseless individual attacks a hunter, regardless of futility. A majority of cadres forbid the killing of noncombatants outright, and limit the hunt to members of the armed forces, as only they stand a realistic chance of surviving the hunt. Attitudes towards defeat also differ; while some cadres respect prey who manage to kill the kerdin hunting them, and even reward them with trophies of honor, others consider prey to be inferior and thus unworthy of any honor.

A common hunter kerdin cultural practice is that of plucking feathers. Kerdin naturally grow feathers, and it is extremely painful to remove them. Most cadres require that their hunters have their feathers plucked before they can hunt. Potential hunters are expected to have their feathers plucked in excruciating rituals before the whole cadre. Should they show any discomfort during the ritual, the process is immediately stopped, and the hunter must wait for his feathers to grow back before having another chance to undergo the ritual. Feathers are typically plucked to show intricate designs, while some cadres require the removal of all feathers. In most cadres, the design on the plucked feathers represents the hunter’s achievements and renown, while others brand or tattoo their hunters with marks of honor which would not be visible if the kerdin allows his feathers to regrow. These designs can tell the story of the kerdin’s achievements, allowing his skills to be visible to all. In some cadres, if a kerdin hunter successfully hunts another kerdin, then he is expected to skin his opponent and preserve the skin as a trophy.

Gender roles also differ between cadres: for most cadres, hunters are exclusively male, as they are the expendable sex and they are the ones competing for the right to reproduce. Females are thus relegated to roles within the cadre: taking care of hatchlings, administering households, farming, manufacturing goods, operating machinery, and overseeing slaves. Many cadre females are unplucked and instead dye their feathers, thus creating an inverse of the situation with “civilized” kerdin, where the males are associated with colorful plumage. While females aren’t held in as high regard as hunters, because of their power over the practical aspects of a cadre’s functions, they are respected in their roles. Some cadres allow female hunters, but this is the exception.

Cadres are typically governed by elder hunters, who have earned their position and “retirement” after years of successful hunts. While no longer as physically imposing as they were in their prime, hunters who reach old age are usually the most dangerous in the cadre. In most cadres, a hunter with enough skill can challenge an elder or chieftain for his position, and the two will engage in a test of honor. This can range from one-on-one combat, competing via hunting – competitions over speed, amount of prey hunted, or the hunting of extremely dangerous prey are common – or hunting one another. This competition is typically lethal. While chieftain positions are important, in the largest and most technologically advanced cadres, lower-level administrators do the actual work of governing a cadre.

Cadres typically practice slavery, and normally use other species as slaves. While the most primitive cadres swear off any dependence on slaves and instead rely on stolen technology and a hunter-gatherer lifestyle, most have to maintain a technological base in order to persist. This requires larger populations of menial laborers than non-hunter kerdin can provide. As successful cadres typically find themselves controlling large numbers of noncombatants, most have taken to using these noncombatants as slaves.

Hunter kerdin have little respect for their more “peaceful” and “civilized” brethren, and these sentiments are mutual. Non-hunter kerdin typically retain their feathers, a trait only displayed in hunter cadres by children and non-combatants. As such, hunter kerdin view other kerdin as weak, effeminate, and childish. Hunters have a particular disdain for those in the Federation, Avelov, the Interstellar Coalition, and the Sokowuz, seeing them as patsies for mammals. Ironically, some hunter cadres work directly for external powers on a case by case basis, exchanging their services as warriors for political concessions, money, or – most commonly – technology.

For their part, non-hunter kerdin view the hunters as primitives, barbarians, and savages. At best, they see the hunters as noble relics of a past age, clinging on to traditions which are important, if not practical. However, the typical view is more negative: hunters are seen as throwbacks to the kerdin’s ancestors before uplifting, barely sapient savages who can only be redeemed and civilized if they joined the rest of the species.

The human civilizations of the Milky Way view the kerdin hunter cadres as a typical non-human menace, one which must be purged from the stars. Even states with large kerdin populations hold this stance, with many kerdin in those states having just as much, if not more, disdain towards their “savage” brethren.

Species Profile: Managers

Natural Physical Appearance

Height and Build

Managers are a neotenous species of human, and specifically their bodily development never progresses beyond the fetal stage. However, their brains do continue to grow until it is larger than that of an adult baseline human. The rest of their bodies remain underdeveloped, and so they cannot naturally survive outside of the amniotic fluid in which they are grown. This is seldom an issue, as managers' brains are removed from their bodies upon maturation and permanently encased in machinery.

Skin and Hair

A manager's skin is underdeveloped and translucent, growing more opaque with age. However, the skin never develops fully like a baseline human; the blood vessels, organs and skeleton remain visible through a milky film, and the skin is soft and slimy to the touch. The skin can easily break, another reason why managers cannot live outside of their amniotic tanks without external assistance. Managers typically do not grow hair, although some will grow fine strands on their head.

Specific Features

Managers have very underdeveloped organs. Their lungs cannot extract oxygen from air, and so all managers breathe amniotic fluid. Their muscles are so weak that they can move their arms and legs about, but if they were ever removed from their fluid, their muscles cannot support their necks in Terra-standard gravity. Their bones are more akin to cartilage and cannot support the weight of their bodies, let alone their heads, unless suspended in liquid. Their eyelids and eyes do not fully mature, meaning they are always "naturally blind;" this is no issue as visual information is fed to the manager's brain through artificial wiring. The same applies for the rest of their senses, although the nerve endings in their bodies are developed enough so they can feel pain. Unfortunately, neural mechanisms that inhibit pain are underdeveloped.

Artificial Bodies

Because managers cannot survive on their own, they are reliant on artificial bodies to move about. The design of these bodies is limited only by the engineering and manufacturing capabilities of the manufacturer. A manager's first body is often large and bulky, because it contains the womb tank within which the manager was gestated. This body is physically linked to the manager through various nodes, which maintain attached to the manager's physical body until it is time to move to a new one.

Once reaching biological maturity, managers typically have their brains removed from their bodies and placed in a permanent cerebral casing. This casing provides the nutrition and oxygen necessary for the manager's brain to continue living, and can provide this for months if detached from another machine. It also provides sensory information and a means for the brain to communicate with the outside world. Advanced models have antigravity engines and plating, allowing the case to move on its own. It also serves an interface for any mechanical body.

Managers dating back from the days of the Second Empire are placed in containment systems which render the user physically immortal. Cell growth and cell death is indefinitely postponed, keeping the manager's brain in a state of cellular stasis. Unless the manager self-terminates, or the containment system is damaged, the manager will not die.

Mechanical bodies have all sorts of designs. Many managers choose android bodies, of varying degrees of similarity to baseline humans. Some are very obviously mechanical, others resemble cyborgs, and others still are impossible to tell from baseline humans from external appearance at all. The manager's cerebral container is typically placed within the torso of the unit, because it provides greater protection. In the Consortium, because managers are typically important corporate personnel, these bodies are combat-ready. Managers are frequently the target of assassination attempts by rival corporations.

Other managers prefer non-humanoid bodies, such as vehicles or starships. Some Consortium ship captains are managers hooked up into an entire starship, overseeing AI subroutines to operate the vessel by themselves. Some other managers are perpetually linked to a structure, and experience no mobility. Because of the Uniform Machine Code's proscriptions on hedonic engines, managers are prohibited from experiencing virtual reality worlds, unless they are severely limited.

Language

Managers have underdeveloped vocal chords, which are incapable of sounding out regular human speech. The only sound a manager can make naturally are screams and cries. Managers communicate with the outside world through artificial means: voice synthesizers and text displays. This can be assisted by holographic displays, displaying a form that baseline humans may find more comfortable.

Reproduction, Romance and Family Structure

Managers have no developed reproductive organs, although they retain chromosome difference between males and females. Managers are grown from stem cells produced by machinery designed for the task. These cell stocks date back millennia, possibly prior to the Second Empire, yet they persist because stem cells are easy to harvest from living and dead managers. As a result, many managers are de facto clones.

It is also possible for managers to sexually reproduce, after a fashion. This is accomplished by synthesizing sperm and egg cells from the stem cells of two different managers, which are then joined together to create a unique genetic combination. This is atypical manager behavior; most are only interested in creating new managers for the purpose of allocating work to them.

Because managers are psychologically focused, they are typically incapable of love or romantic feelings. Any emotions a manager feels are limited to its task, and none of these tasks involve love for the manager itself. Even friendships for emotional benefit are foreign to managers; whatever relationships they have are transactional and serve to further the manager's purpose. Likewise, managers do not form familial units in the same way that a baseline human might. Managers are produced by, and for, impersonal organizations.

Nutrition
Managers are typically "fed" with a mix of nutrients pumped directly into their bloodstream. Because their digestive systems are largely nonfunctional, this is the only way for a manager to "eat." This system does not change when they are "reduced" to brain form.

Apart from oxygen and nutrients, managers require neural fluids found in Terran chordates to continue functioning. Older, Second Empire-era managers do not require neurozine, freeing them from the addiction to spice that has consumed much of the Consortium. However, newer managers grown during the time of the Consortium do not benefit from these esoteric biological and mechanical modifications, and therefore need neurozine to continue smooth brain-machine interface. Both sets of managers require a constant supply of neural fluids, which are stored somewhere on their bodies. More predatory managers have syringes attached to their bodies, to suck out neural fluids or neurozine-infused blood from living creatures.

Population and Distribution
As they were a managerial class during the earlier millennia of the Second Empire, managers are scattered throughout the Milky Way and beyond. They were eventually replaced with sophisticated artificial intelligence systems, and most were mothballed or were sent to work on useless tasks. The managers which came to form the Consortium, for example, were economic managers that were rendered obsolete by the Second Empire's new economic artificial intelligence systems, and so were sent to a backwater portion of the Milky Way. Many managers did not die during the War of the Cog Lords, as they were completely disconnected from the hedonic engine system; managers had no need for hedonism. However, many did self-terminate in the millennia afterward, as they believed they could no longer fulfill their purpose. Only the economic managers by and large refused this fate, hence the abnormally large number of managers in the Consortium.

Technology Profile: Antimatter

Antimatter is a form of baryonic matter that is identical to regular matter, save for the electrical charge and baryon number of its constituent particles. Antimatter is composed of positrons, anti-protons, and anti-neutrons, which are almost identical to electrons, protons, and neutrons. However, positrons have a positive charge and anti-protons have a negative charge; anti-neutrons have no charge, as with neutrons, but they have an opposite baryon number. Antimatter is wholly mundane in almost all respects, acting as regular matter. However, if antimatter comes into contact with regular matter, the result is mutual annihilation, whereby 100% of the mass of the matter and antimatter are converted into energy. It is this property which makes antimatter both extremely useful and extremely dangerous.

Because matter-antimatter annihilation is 100% efficient, small amounts of antimatter can create tremendous amounts of energy. This gives it many uses in weapons, energy generation, and spacecraft propulsion. However, because antimatter always annihilates upon contact with matter, storing the material is extremely difficult. Antimatter must, at all times, be stored in perfect vacuum and prevented from touching the walls of the containment vessel. This is usually accomplished through the use of electromagnets or antigravity generators. These systems must be functional at all times, meaning that they must be constantly powered. This makes any form of antimatter storage fail-deadly: should there be any failures in the containment system, the antimatter will annihilate with the container and, if it is stored with other antimatter vessels, cause a chain reaction.

Civilizations with an advanced knowledge of teleportation have developed an alternative to traditional storage: interdimensional storage. Antimatter is kept in another dimension, such as a pocket universe or designated portions of hyperspace, where it is safe from contact with regular matter. Antimatter is teleported or recalled from storage as needed. This system, pioneered by the Second Empire and independently developed by dynic civilization, is much safer because a system failure means that no antimatter can be recalled, and the only antimatter annihilated is what the teleporter recovers. This does not mean that accidents, such as operator or computer error, is impossible. Numerous accidents involve a system teleporting in too much antimatter at once. As antimatter annihilation is extremely energetic, even a miniscule miscalculation can cause tremendous destruction.

Antimatter is also difficult to source and mine. Alfon-001 is dominated by ordinary matter, making antimatter extremely difficult to find naturally. Other universes are composed primarily of antimatter, but for obvious reasons, these universes are extremely dangerous to travel to and are marked as off-limits by every organization capable of interdimensional travel. For example, the United Vessel-States have expunged all dimensional coordinates for antimatter universes from their wormgate databases. During the height of the Second Empire, entire star systems composed of antimatter were moved into the intergalactic void from their original universe, but records of these star systems have been lost during the War of the Cog Lords or intentionally purged afterwards.

Even if such sources of antimatter were found, mining the material is extremely difficult, and must be done with energy-based tools. The Second Empire and the Opheln Conglomerate did mine antimatter, mostly for use in weapons. The vast majority of the Second Empire’s antimatter is stored in pocket universes built specifically for the task, with a minority being stored in Alfon-001. While most of this antimatter was stored in interstellar space, some was stored on planetary surfaces, possibly for ease of access to nearby facilities. These ancient stores have mostly been annihilated thanks to containment failure. As with much of the Second Empire’s records, records of the location and size of these warehouses have been lost to time. Some colonies have found out that their homes are built on antimatter warehouses, some too late.

Most antimatter in the modern galaxy is manufactured, and most of it by the overtribes of the Dynic Hegemony. Antimatter is typically manufactured on particle accelerators on the inner surface of a Dyson sphere. Stellar energy from the Dyson sphere is used to power these particle accelerators. In this way, stellar energy is converted to a more compact, easy to store form.

Human civilization has largely eschewed the use of antimatter. The costs and dangers of storing large quantities of antimatter is considered too great to be worth the effort, particularly when compared to alternative forms of energy generation or weapons. The only notable exception is naval torpedoes. Because of the strength of modern naval energy shielding, and the sheer mass of modern naval vessels, extremely energetic reactions are necessary to damage or destroy a starship. Compared to the alternatives, antimatter charges provide a lot of energy for a relatively small size, allowing for a single vessel to store the thousands of warheads necessary to punch through enemy anti-torpedo systems.  

The downside to using antimatter-based torpedoes is that, should any one torpedo be damaged, the ship carrying the torpedoes is doomed. In modern naval doctrine, this is considered an acceptable risk. Nevertheless, modern navies take particular care to ensure antimatter warheads are as safe as they can be. Compared to dynic or Second Empire variants, modern torpedoes use small amounts of antimatter. Antimatter warheads are stored in facilities separate from all other facilities when not in combat, and are only moved onto ships going to patrol or combat. Antimatter warheads are constantly tested and monitored for possible failures, and the batteries powering the containment systems are not allowed to reach less than fifty percent charge. Torpedo bombers, oftentimes drones, are used to deliver large payloads, and are typically launched as soon as a ship enters slower-than-light travel. Onboard a vessel, every antimatter warhead is stored close to the outside of the vessel, so it can be thrown from the ship of failure is imminent. On the minus side, this means that if a ship is hit in the torpedo bays, this will cause a chain reaction that destroys the vessel. For this reason, captains are tempted to launch all of their antimatter torpedoes as soon as they join a battle, which can be tactically sound if it leads to the destruction of enemy vessels early on. Some extremely daring captains have held on to their torpedo arsenals well after this point, knowing their enemies likely do not expect such a risky maneuver.

Other human antimatter weapons include Alliance antimatter missiles, which are intended to shut down planetary shields. These weapons of mass destruction are some of the deadliest weapons in the Citizens’ Alliance arsenal, and are only used because the Alliance does not have the technological and industrial base to match Imperial and Federation superweapons otherwise. For the Alliance, having such deadly weapons is necessary to give the Alliance a strong voice when negotiating with the two galactic superpowers.  Initial designs for the Imperial World Fortresses called for the primary superlaser to be powered by stored antimatter. These designs were immediately rejected by Ylsanna the Great, on the basis that storing that much antimatter in a single place is incredibly unsafe. A single small explosion could damage antimatter containment and destroy the entire station.

Dynic civilization has embraced antimatter. The reasons for this are twofold: (1) dynic civilization is generally more callous and reckless, and sees few issues from mass casualty events, and (2) dynic hyperspace technology allows for the relatively safe storage of antimatter. Humans do not trust their teleportation systems to be so precise, and frequently believe that the dyn are fools for trusting theirs. Antimatter reactors are present on all major dynic space facilities, and their cities are powered by antimatter reactors located far from any significant population. Likewise, the dyn also use antimatter in more weapons than humans. Apart from naval torpedoes, the dyn also use antimatter weapons on vehicle-based or even tentacle-held systems. Dynic explosives, for example, teleport small amounts of antimatter into themselves in order to cause destruction. This makes dynic grenades and explosive charges deadlier than their human counterparts, along with having more variation in explosive yield and timing. The number of antimatter accidents in dynic space is unknown, and the dyn insist that their technology makes any such accidents impossible. However, some accidents are known to human civilization, as are some acts of sabotage or attack. For example, a dynic hyperspace storage facility was destroyed when Federation troops successfully captured a dynic antimatter power plant and teleported debris into the storage area.

Culture Profile: Sovereign Thalassocracies

Astrography

The ships of the Sovereign Thalassocracies are scattered across the entirety of the Crazed Core, with only a few ambitious captains possessing holdings outside the Core in the form of appropriated orbitals and starports. The Thalassocracies are completely spacebound, with no permanent terrestrial possessions or colonies.

Natural Physical Appearance

The main denizens of the Sovereign Thalassocracies are technically baseline humans of the Galactic ethnicity, but millennia of inbreeding among genetically homogeneous vessel populations, a cultural tendency to use intoxicants and combat stimulants, and a lack of advanced medical technology has led to grotesque birth defects and mutations to become commonplace. Baldness, jagged teeth, pallid skin, webbed toes, bulging unblinking eyes, and malformed limbs are the most common of these defects.

Appearance Traditions

Given the anarchic and decentralized nature of the Thalassocracies, there is little in the way of uniformity when it comes to common appearance traditions. Each individual ship and crew can have its own longstanding clothing practices and gimmicks, with some styling themselves in stolen Avelovan uniforms, while others resemble the inhabitants of barbarian worlds. That said, one universal custom across the Thalassocracies is bearing the symbol of the Sovereign Thalassocracies somewhere on their ship and individual person - the infamous Red X, the interstellar symbol for piracy. Getting a piercing, tattoo, and elaborate body modification after accomplishing some noteworthy task, be it for capturing an enemy ship, putting down a thrall rebellion or reaching the age of twenty, is a common rite in Thalassocrat culture.

Language

The language of the Thalassocracies is as diverse as the pirate alliance itself, with many ships and fleets speaking a bastard form of Middle Standard Imperial that is laced with the individual slang, curses, call-signs, and accents of their vessel’s unique micro-culture. These differences can be so prominent that ship-to-ship communications between Thalassocrat crews can be difficult, if not impossible.

Government, Law, and Politics

The raiders and pirates of the Sovereign Thalassocracies proudly proclaim that they have no government of any kind, and exist as sovereign entities that have simply banded together for mutually defense against their enemies. This is mostly true; the individual Thalassocracies, which can be anything from a single frigate with a crew of about a dozen to an entire armada of tens thousands, are technically bound together by nothing more than self-interest, a common ancestry dating back to the fall of the Second Empire, and a fear of stellar empires like the Federation or the Empire eradicating them piecemeal.

Nonetheless, one authority exists in the form of the Ataxia Court, which enforces the loose set of rules that were created in Sovereign Thalassocracies’ inception. The Court is based in Port Ataxia, a massive Second Empire starport located deep within the Crazed Core, and the largest non-aligned starport in Thalassocrat space. It is composed of the captains of the four strongest Thalassocrat crews and syndicates, with a single arbiter and tie-breaker in the form of Port Ataxia's weak AI, which is more or less a glorified coin tosser. Little actually gets done by the Court, as all four captains see each other as competition and thus are disinclined to sincerely ally with one another unless the entire Sovereign Thalassocracies was in endanger of destruction, in which case they are charged with rallying all Thalassocrat crews to its defense.

The Thalassocracies is theoretically governed by the Code of Sovereign Thalassocrats, a list of "rules" mandating or prohibiting behavior among the Sovereign Thalassocracies. When the Ataxia Court does bother to enforce one of the rules of the Code, it is almost always the one that prohibits any Thalassocrat crew from allying with a foreign power against the collective interests of the Thalassocracies. Those who break this rule rarely last long, as all the other Thalassocracies will be called to hunt down the violators. When they are inevitability captured, they are brought to Port Ataxia for a public execution, which doubles as a ceremonial feast. Other rules of the Code, such as “No Thalassocrat captain may harm another when docked at Port Ataxia,” and “No Thalassocrat captain shall invite human subspecies, AI, or xenos to their crews,” is nowhere as strictly enforced and are more or less ignored by all. A famous saying among the pirates is that the Code is more a series of guidelines than rules.

Beyond those rules and a few others, the Sovereign Thalassocracies is completely lawless, and it falls to the individual captains or crews of a Thalassocracy ship to make their own rules. Theft, murder, rape, necrophilia, pedophilia, and xenophilia are rarely punished, with the only constraint to these actions being that what goes around, usually comes around.

Economy

The Sovereign Thalassocracies has what can be described as a “raider economy,” in that as pirates that regularly steal from the vulnerable and the weak across the galaxy, they are essentially criminal syndicates that use violence to secure products that they then sell to other Thalassocrats or stellar empires outside the Crazed Core. Unsurprisingly, given their anarchist attitudes and hatred of any form of statist or moral intervention to impede their actions and desires, this raider economy is completely unregulated even by the Ataxia Court and the rules of the Code of Sovereign Thalassocrats. Sell what you will is the whole of the law.

Trade

Trade and commerce had been historically seen in Thalassocrat culture as a sign of the inferiority of statists unable to pay the “blood price” for what they desire. However, aside from a few fanatics, most modern Thalassocrat crews are willing to trade their ill-gotten wares with anyone willing to trust them. Beyond stolen materials and thralls, many Thalassocrats also sell their highly addictive combat stimulants, a concoction dating back to the Second Empire that can grant its user almost superhuman strength, endurance, and regeneration abilities at the expense of their sanity if used too often. The biggest trade partners for their drugs, thralls and other stolen goods is the Consortium of Sovereign Systems and the Duzhonev Imperium. Clandestinely the revolutionaries of the Gresi Alliance, the Secessionist Union and Settlement Independent Movement are also some of their most reliable customers.

Currency

The Sovereign Thalassocracies almost entirely relies on a primitive barter economy when negotiating for the exchange of thralls, stims, chems, fuel, ammunition and ships. Many Thalassocrats also stockpile stolen Imperial credits and Consortium currencies, given their near-universal acceptance. Thalassocrat crews often maintain large servers filled with financial data that can be used with Consortium banks, hiding them away on asteroids and comets that only they can reliably track down.

Sex, Romance and Family Structure

Men and women are treated as equals, with only lack of merit and might being seen as disqualifying traits for senior positions in ship crews. Of course, Thalassocrat culture can be seen as highly “masculine,” with there being an explicit expectation that true Thalassocrats, be they male or female, must be competitive, rugged individuals who constantly prove their worth through feats of strength, cunning, and bravado. The Thalassocrats take their notion of sexual equality seriously, in that anybody who is unable to prove their worth deserves their lot, regardless of their sex.

When it comes to sex and romance, the Thalassocrats commonly perform whole crew orgies in celebration of a successful heist or raid. These celebrations usually involve heavy use of stims and chems to enhance the sensory experience. Smaller pairings do happen, but generally speaking monogamy is a foreign concept for Thalassocrats. Long-term relationships, let alone marriage, are seen as a mutual slavery contract. Rape is seen as the failure of the victim to defend themselves, though there is an expectation that such acts can have fatal consequences for the perpetrator before long. Some crews prohibit rape and any kind of sexual assault against fellow crewmates; thralls never have such protections.

There is no concept of direct family structure or even an obligation to raise one’s progeny in the Thalassocracies. Most ship children are either raised communally by the entire crew or the crew’s thralls.

Religious Beliefs and Traditions

While Thalassocrats are a superstitious lot by nature, most are non-religious or atheists. This is a result of Thalassocratic pirate society being staunchly materialist and nihilist as a matter of course, with the idea of there being an all-powerful yet distant invisible entity that doesn’t directly enforce its will on others considered a laughable and worthless concept. After all, any being unwilling to do its own dirty work is not worth following or respecting. Quasi-religious cults of personality do tend to form around particularly powerful and infamous Thalassocrat captain, with some ships practicing ritualized cannibalism and necrophilia whenever a well-loved captain dies as a symbol of respect and grieving.

Philosophy and Disposition

Philosophically, the Sovereign Thalassocracies believe that existence is objectively meaningless and all morals are fundamentally manufactured, bankrupt and self-serving. With that being the case, the pirates also hold that all sapient lifeforms should strive to achieve their own individual meanings and desires by imposing their will upon an uncaring and unfeeling universe. Restricting oneself, or worse, allowing an external authority to restrain one, is seen as tantamount to be being a thrall, the lowest form of existence to a Thalassocrat.

In practice, this ideology values individualistic personal freedom above all else, and expresses that freedom through an utter disregard for thoughts, feelings, and desires that don’t align with an individual Thalassocrat’s own personal interest. Furthermore, since morals are self-serving lies created by the weak, the strong should never involuntarily submit themselves to any kind of moral or legal authority that doesn’t use force, the only true authority in the universe, to back it up. This is why the Thalassocracies despise idealistic statist powers like the United Galactic Federation, United Dominions of Avelov and Solarian Community. To a Thalassocrat, they are liars who disguise their violent hegemony through flimsy ideals, unlike the brutal honesty of the Thalassocracies, the Consortium, the Duzhonevians or Imperial Remnant, all which make no bones about the fact that they do what they do because they are strong, and those they prey upon are weak or cannot fight back. This has led to a culture of begrudging respect for the leadership of the "pragmatic" powers of the galaxy, although this does nothing to slow the Thalassocracies' brutal attacks.

Military

Views on War

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the Sovereign Thalassocracies see war as an almost spiritual or sexual event that serves as one of the highest forms of sensory experience. Much of this reverence for violence can be chalked up to the Thalassocracies' universal use of psychopathy and megalomania-inducing combat stimulants.

Culturally, the Thalassocrat understanding of war is more akin to an extended raid, where multiple crews work together against a single target, unlike the full-scale galactic conflicts like the Great Chessboard or Solarian-Duzhonevian War. War is an ancient and integral part of the Thalassocracies' heritage and identity, that can be traced back to their origins as penal legionnaires who performed high risk boarding actions for the amusement of the nobles of the Second Empire.

Economically raiding, warring and mercenary work are the only means, besides stim dealing, that a Thalassocrat worthy of the name can earn their fortune and survive in the resource-starved Crazed Core.

Command Structure

The phrase “every captain is a king on aboard their ship” is taken seriously in the Thalassocracies, with each captain having complete authority on their vessel. As a result, even when the entire Sovereign Thalassocracies is forced to band together to confront an existential threat, it is usually a disorganized and actively infighting mob. It is only through the personal charisma and intimidation of the Ataxia Court that the thousands of Thalassocrat crews that make up the Sovereign Thalassocracies can be swayed to temporarily suspend their pretty grievances to unite and follow their orders.

When it comes to individual Thalassocrat crews, command structures can be quite varied from ship to ship. Some crews are direct democracies with all major decisions being determined collectively, some are degenerate parodies of the hierarchical command structures of powers like the Empire or Avelov, while others are completely solipsistic with the captain being the only “freeman” in a crew of subservient mind-shackled thralls.

Soldier Types and Equipment

While no official standing army or navy exists for the Sovereign Thalassocracies, and thus no official soldier types, there are examples of common specializations amongst its disparate crews. For instance, when engaging an enemy craft or orbital on an extended raiding campaign, Thalassocrats typically use berserkers as a basic military unit. Given colorful terms like madboy, slaughtergirl, and rushkid, these usually young frontline berserkers are given a cocktail of combat stims that temporarily boost their pain resistance and regenerative abilities. They are then thrown into a durasteel-puncturing “dart,” and launched into the hull of the enemy ship so that they can act as a first wave boarding action, meant to harass enemy crews within their own ships and capture the vessel entirely if possible. Lobotomized kerdin, feral cybernetic organisms, and domesticated monstrosities from the days of the First Empire are also commonly used in such boarding actions, as are thralls equipped with nothing more than remote-controlled explosives and vortex inducers if the capture of an enemy ship is seen as a lost cause.

Since they are thieves that steal from almost every major faction in the galaxy, a Thalassocrat crew can find themselves equipped with anything from Federal phasers to Protectorate disintegrators. However, since most crews don’t have the knowledge or resources to repair these weapons, they usually rely on primitive coilguns and even pipe bolt-action rifles of their own design. Particularly wealthy Thalassocrat crews purchase phage and sonic weapons from the Consortium, with the possession of the latter being seen as a symbol of prestige and an excellent way of expressing crew identity by modifying them to “sing” the unique battle theme of a crew during a boarding action or raid. While highly ineffective outside the tight corridors of an enemy ship, Thalassocrats love to use melee weapons such as plasma blades, grav hammers, and buzz hatchets.

Formations and Tactics

Lacking much in the way of disposable resources, Thalassocrats pick their reaving targets well, as a single costly raid can spell the end of a crew. Thus, they prefer to perform lightning raids and hit-and-run attacks on relatively defenseless colonies, orbitals, and merchant caravans so that they may pillage them for thralls and goods, and flee before reinforcements can arrive.

When cornered by a stronger or more numerous foe, a Thalassocrat raiding party will usually use their ship’s impulse drives, or if truly desperate, their void engines to quickly flee the battlefield. If forced to fight a well-prepared and well-equipped opponent, or simply looking for a challenge and a chance for glory, a standard Thalassocrat tactic is their using crude and unreliable Void-derived cloaking technology to creep up beside an enemy, and then unleash the explosive rounds of their ship’s broadside railguns to ravage the enemy before they can effectively react. Thalassocrats almost never resort to engaging an enemy planetside as they have neither the inclination, nor the numbers, to hold any planetside territory.

Navy and Spacecraft

The Sovereign Thalassocracies has no standard navy, and it is only through self-interest, the Ataxia Court’s influence, and the occasional bribe that can get the crews of the Thalassocracies to work together as a cohesive military force. Even if every Thalassocrat vessel was to unite together to form an armada, an event which hasn’t been seen since the days of the the Third Federation-Imperial War it would still be tiny compared to the massive navies of the Federal Star Fleet and Imperial Navy.

The largest and most powerful ships in the Thalassocracies are almost all shanghaied vessels taken from either the Avelovan Royal Navy or the fleets of the United Vessel-States, both of which are favorite reaving targets for the Thalassocracies. Ships actually built in the Crazed Core in the shipyards of Port Ataxia are small, garish things that are patchwork creations of scrap and salvageable ship debris, and are little more than sealed capsules with engines and railguns.

There exists three commonalities when it comes to Thalassocrat ship design: heavily-modified impulse drives that grant their ships speeds that outrace most other non-Thalassocrat vessels, large cargo holds for their thralls and stolen wares, and primitive void engines reversed engineered from abandoned prototypes created during the Second Empire. These void engines not only allow for instantaneous travel across the galaxy, but also the ability to temporarily “submerge” ships in the Void as form of cloaking technology.

Technology Profile: Ansibles

Ansibles are the primary mode of faster-than-light communication used in the modern galaxy, apart from transporting messages along with starships. “Ansible” is a catch-all term describing all forms of faster-than-light communication that involve a direct communicator-to-communicator connection, and operate using a variety of means. These different forms of ansibles have their advantages and disadvantages, leading to all of them being used in particular instances in particular times.

The most primitive, cheapest, and most common, form of ansible is the quantum ansible. Utilizing the principle of quantum entanglement, quantum ansibles are paired machines, each with a pair of entangled particles that are modified by the ansible’s computer to spin in one direction or the other. The spin change in one particle causes the other particle to change spin instantaneously, which is detected by the receiver. Quantum ansibles are relatively cheap to create, and they allow for the fastest, clearest, communication between any two points in the universe.

However, they are limited by two important factors. Firstly, that each half of a quantum ansible cannot be paired with any other half that it is not manufactured to communicate with; when manufactured, the two halves are permanently connected, as each half contains a particle that is paired with a specific other particle. Quantum ansible manufacturers create “networked” quantum ansibles, where every half is paired to multiple other ansibles, but they cannot have any pairs added to the network. For some situations, this is a feature, as it provides a secure line of communication that cannot be accessed without physical access to either half of the ansible network. Interception of messages is thus impossible; as a result, most galactic intelligence agencies and militaries use dedicated quantum ansibles. Most galactic societies have established complex ansible networks connecting to major node stations scattered across the galaxy, using switchboards to connect various ansibles to one another. The Federation and Empire both have “quantum grids” which act as a communication network tying together their vast domains.

The second limitation is bandwidth. Because quantum ansibles rely on changing the spin of a particle, it can only communicate in binary. This is not a quick process, as the process of observing the spin of the particle must be conducted carefully, lest the receiving ansible accidentally change the spin and cause a communication disruption. Depending on the complexity of the data involved, this means that it could take hours for a single computer file to be transferred via ansible. For this reason, most quantum ansibles are used only for text communication, and these messages are terse.

The second form of ansible is the wormhole ansible. Using microscopic wormhole generators, wormhole ansibles transmit messages through these wormholes via “conventional” means, such as lasers or radio waves. This means that wormhole ansibles provide the highest “quality” of message, as they are theoretically no different from slower-than-light communicators. Unlike quantum ansibles, wormhole ansibles do not need to be paired at manufacture; any wormhole ansible can connect to any other, at any time. This system is the backbone of the Consortium cyberspace network, allowing for faster-than-light communication between Consortium member worlds.

The main drawbacks of this system are cost, bandwidth ceilings, and security. Wormholes are extremely costly to operate, even on a microscopic level, meaning that costs must be recouped in some way. The Consortium’s consumerist culture provides enough demand for high-quality faster-than-light communication that wormhole networks are profitable, but for the rest of the galaxy, this is untenable. The second drawback is that there are limits on how much information can travel through a wormhole before it collapses. This sets a bandwidth limit on wormhole ansibles, a problem that could only be solved by constructing more ansibles. Lastly, as many wormhole ansibles are used to transmit radio signals, like any other radio signals, they can be intercepted.

The third form of ansible is the hyperspace ansible. Utilizing the principles of gravity’s effects on hyperspace, hyperspace ansibles create “ripples” in hyperspace by activating and deactivating a hyperspace node, not unlike a hyperdrive. This node creates ripples in rhythm, not unlike the beats of a drum, which can then be interpreted by communicators. Unlike the first two forms of ansibles, there is a much higher upper limit to the bandwidth of a hyperspace ansible; as hyperspace ansibles measure the time between beats, the time between them can be relatively high-bandwith. However, hyperspace ansibles are limited in range, as hyperspace waves travel only a few times faster than light and are far from instantaneous. They are also the least secure form of ansible, as any listener can detect the hyperspace waves. These hyperspace waves can also be disrupted by the gravity wells of astronomical bodies, or deliberately jammed by other hyperspace ansibles.

Hyperspace ansibles are normally used for detection, not communication. Hyperspace ansibles can detect objects moving at superluminal speeds. Because all known forms of faster-than-light travel, save for wormholes, utilize a form of spatial disruption, this has a marked effect in the surrounding hyperspace. Akin to ripples formed by a rock falling into water, any object which generates a gravitational well constantly generates ripples through hyperspace. These ripples are detected by ansibles, which can be plotted onto a star chart. This provides a “real time” star chart of the star system and its surroundings, to a degree not possible with visible light in realspace. However, the effective detection range of a hyperspace ansible is limited to only a few light years.

There are two forms of defensive hyperspace ansibles: passive and active. Passive ansibles merely detect the waves and ripples in hyperspace, and display this information to the operator. This provides a somewhat accurate picture of local space, but it cannot effectively pinpoint targets which have a small hyperspace footprint. Active ansibles “ping” hyperspace by generating a hyperspace wave, not unlike a communicator ansible, and detects any objects whose gravity wells cause the wave to reflect back to the ansible. While this system allows the ansible to detect more objects, it also signals the ansible’s precise location to any listeners.

Hyperspace ansibles can detect even miniscule objects in interstellar space, but they are less effective in-system, as gravitational disruption from astronomical bodies provides more interference. Modern hyperspace ansibles can detect most forms of faster-than-light ships regardless of location, as they create far more hyperspace disruption than should be present; a civilian freighter traveling in hyperspace creates as much disruption as a small moon. The further into hyperspace a ship goes, the greater the disruption, meaning that hyperdrives generate more disruption than warp drives. This fact has shaped the doctrines of the modern Imperial and Federal navies, with the former relying on brute force and fooling hyperspace ansibles, while the latter relies on stealth.

There are ways to fool a hyperspace ansible. The first is by using an interdictor, effectively an upsized hyperspace ansible that generates nothing but hyperspace waves. Interdictors do not hide an incoming fleet, but rather use the disruption to mask the size of the fleet. The Imperial admiral Metak Tarandov pioneered this maneuver, using his fleet’s interdictors into fooling his opponents into believing a larger force was attacking, forcing them to waste time taking a defensive posture. The danger is that hyperspace waves make navigation within hyperspace more difficult, increasing the chances of navigational error and breaking formation.

Another way to fool hyperspace ansibles is by using a drive that is much weaker and slower than those typically used by the modern galaxy. Most hyperspace ansibles automatically clean out hypespace “noise,” so a target which is traveling faster-than-light but creates a small hyperspace signature will not show up on an ansible display.

A more daring means of fooling an ansible is by detaching the ship’s faster-than-light drive and setting it on a separate course. Done effectively, this can divert the attention of a pursuing fleet, leaving the target ship unharmed. This maneuver was conducted by then-Captain Kirork during the Fifth Federation-Imperial War, which allowed him to evade an Imperial fleet, which followed his ship’s warp drive several thousand light years off course. Kirork, who had dropped out of warp into interstellar space, then had to ask for assistance from Star Fleet by using his ship’s quantum ansibles.

History Profile: The United Colonial Authority

Fleeing Earth

By the mid-21st century, it became clear to the leaders of Earth that if humanity were to survive in the long term, it would need to expand beyond the Solar System. The Martian colonies were promising, but they were still close enough to Earth to be affected by local politics. The aftermath of the Third World War, and the close calls to nuclear armageddon that happened multiple times during that conflict, led to a newfound sense of unity and urgency. Thus, the United Colonial Initiative was started. Spearheaded by the United Nations and the great powers of Earth, the United Colonial Initiative was to send a fleet of generation ships far into the galactic void, so humanity’s future could be secured. These ships would take thousands of years to reach their destination, even traveling at significant fractions of the speed of light, but this gamble was worth it. By the end of the 21st century, a fleet had been constructed, and sent out into the stars. Shortly afterward, the Fourth World War would begin on Earth.

Arrival

The United Colonial Initiative would make several “pit stops” on its journey. Every few centuries or so, it would decelerate and refuel in a star system known to have gas giants. The ships would spend a few generations there, searching for terrestrial worlds nearby using exoplanet detection technology, before moving on. However, it was not until the ships reached a region only a few thousand light-years away from the galactic core that the United Colonial Initiative would find a terrestrial world to inhabit.

This world, creatively designated New Terra, was almost perfectly Earth-like, as if it were designed to be that way. What proved more surprising is that the world already had primitive human inhabitants. These humans were determined to be genetically related to humans from Earth, leading to speculation that humanity had somehow colonized the galaxy during the time the United Colonial Initiative was making its journey. Exoplanet surveys revealed that almost every other system in the vicinity had an Earth-like planet. The recovery of a faster-than-light drive, which the primitive humans were worshiping, seemed to confirm this.

The discovery of the drive and the humans of New Terra became a source of controversy among the Colonials. Some believed that humans must now be common around the galaxy, rendering their mission moot, and believed that they should settle New Eden and be done with it. Others believed that the primitive state of the local humans meant the fall of whatever galaxy-spanning human civilization existed, so their mission was all the more important: to find the rest of humanity and restart human civilization. Those that stayed formed what they called the Terran Union, while other ships fled to the Earth-like worlds in the vicinity of New Terra. Using reverse-engineered faster-than-light technology, the new colonists quickly forged interstellar empires, and with it ended the old United Colonial Initiative.

The Interstellar War and the First Contact War

It was not long before new great powers established themselves. The Terran Union grew, seizing more and more colonies, and driving the new colonists further into space. Some were subsumed into the growing Terran Union, while others maintained their independence. The Asiatic Confederacy successfully seceded from the Terran Union, and quickly became a great power in its own right. Other great powers that emerged included the Dual Empire, the Iberic Hegemony, and the Dar Al-Tawhid.

As great powers are wont to do, these powers eventually got involved in a major war. Known as the Interstellar War, an alliance of the Terran Union, the Dual Empire, and the Asiatic Confederacy went to war with the Iberic Hegemony and the Dar Al-Tawhid. This led to the mobilization of military forces not seen in the history of the colonies, and with it, a widespread use of faster-than-light drives that the region had never seen.

Unbeknownst to the Colonials, they had settled in what the rest of the galaxy knew as the Neutral Zone. This demilitarized area was under close surveillance by the two galactic superpowers: the Galactic Empire and the United Galactic Federation, and their puppets. The Interstellar War set off ansible defense grids, as they detected the mobilization of military forces in a region of space once believed to be inhabited only by primitive life.

As the region was within claimed Duzhonevian space, the Duzhonevians believed that they were under attack by an unknown force. A punitive expedition from the Duzhonev Imperium was sent to deter the invaders from making further inroads. Although the Duzhonevians quickly realized that the ships that were setting off the ansibles were of a more primitive design than usually encountered, the Duzhonevians came to believe that these were mercenaries hired by the Solarians or the Federation to test Duzhonevian defensive capabilities. Thus, the Duzhonevian task force attacked what was later determined to be a Terran naval force massing for a major attack against the Iberics. The Duzhonevians destroyed the Terran force with ease, and moved on to other systems. Thus began the First Contact War.

The arrival of the Duzhonevians immediately forced the warring Colonial powers to pause their war, and led to the creation of the United Colonial Authority, a united front against the alien invaders. The Colonials managed to defeat the Duzhonevian task force, at great cost to themselves. This bought them some time, but the Duzhonevians launched another offensive, this time a proper invasion force. The Duzhonevians destroyed fleet after fleet, and conquered world after world. The Colonials proved unable to stop them, and the Colonials were considering surrendering to the enemy entirely.

It was luck which saved the Colonials from total destruction. Federation observers noticed the massive Duzhonevian offensive, and called the Duzhonevians to task before the Protectorate of Mankind. The Federation accused the Duzhonevians of attacking a peaceful interstellar civilization without provocation, and using it as a pretense to conquer territories marked neutral by the Galactic Concordance. The Duzhonevians claimed that the Federation had funded and armed these locals in Neutral Zone territory they claimed, as part of the spearhead for an invasion into the Duzhonev Imperium itself. The Protectorate sided with the Federation, and ordered the Duzhonevians to retreat from Colonial territory, while envoys from the Protectorate would be sent to introduce the Colonials to the wider galaxy and appraise them of the astropolitical situation. Thus, the Duzhonevians retreated, and the Colonials were saved.

Aftermath

The war ended with a Protectorate-officiated treaty. The Duzhonevians would withdraw from every system within the Neutral Zone, but would be allowed to keep any systems that were not expressly declared to be part of the Neutral Zone within the terms of the Galactic Concordance. The Colonial states all received recognition as independent states, with their independence from outside states guaranteed by both the Empire and the Federation. In exchange, with regard to the rest of the galaxy, the Colonials were to remain completely neutral; if they were to ever break this neutrality, their independence would be forfeit. The United Colonial Authority persisted as the international body which theoretically handles all diplomacy with the greater galaxy, and enforces the Colonials' neutrality.

Species Profile: Amzy


Natural Physical Appearance
Height and Build

The height and build of an amzy is totally dependent on the caste of the individual, but among individuals of the same caste, height and build is uniform. Those of the drone caste are the shortest amzys, ranging between four and five feet in height upon reaching maturity. They do not have large fat reserves, nor are they particularly muscular, relying instead on sheer numbers to complete tasks.

Those of the soldier caste are taller than drones, ranging from five to six feet in height. They are the most muscular of the amzy castes, and outwardly resemble baseline human males. In fact, save for their lack of male reproductive organs and their feminine skeletal structure, it is impossible to visually distinguish an amzy soldier from a baseline human male.

The breeder caste is the largest of the amzy castes, with large breeders reaching the size of cattle. Amzy breeders have large fat deposits around their bodies, a result of their largely sessile lifestyles. The largest and oldest breeders are completely incapable of moving without external assistance.

The matriarch caste are almost indistinguishable from baseline human females. Like baseline human females, they range from five to six feet in height, and their profile is outwardly identical to that of a baseline human female.

Hair Color and Texture

As amzy populations are derived from Galactic baseline humans, their hair is universally a shade of brown or black. Amzy drones tend to have smoother hair, while amzy soldiers have coarse hair. It is common for amzy matriarchs to dye their hair, as a status symbol. Some hives mandate that their matriarchs dye their hair a particular color.

Skin Tone

The natural skin tone of amzy populations are Galactic tan, although the individual amzy may have different skin tones depending on their caste, environment and hive. In some amzy hives, particularly rural hives, drones work outdoors all day, and therefore are more tan. This leads the matriarchs of those hives to retreat from the sun, as pale skin is a sign of status. In industrialized amzy hives, where drones work on factory floors, pale skin is a sign of being a drone, and the ability to get a good tan a sign of wealth. Amzy breeders are almost universally pale, as they are kept safe in hive structures, while amzy soldiers tend to be tanner, as they usually train outdoors.

Specific Features

There are many specific features that distinguish amzy castes from one another, and from baseline human females. Outwardly, a mature drone resembles an adolescent baseline human female. They lack functional ovaries and never develop breasts, as they are not intended to reproduce. They also remain small in stature, as they are expected to work either with mechanical assistance or in large numbers. Amzy drones mature extraordinarily quickly, reaching full maturity within five years, but also have natural lifespans that end in their twenties. Amzy drones have a biologically stunted intelligence capacity, never mentally maturing beyond adolescence.

Amzy soldiers are born without ovaries, and instead modified testes that generate testosterone, but no gametes. This allows their bodies to experience male puberty, although they do not receive the doses of pre-puberty testosterone a baseline human male would. Thus, they develop into adulthood nigh-indistinguishable from baseline human males, down to developing body hair in much the same way as a baseline human male. As with drones, soldiers are completely sterile, and display absolutely no desire to sexually reproduce. They have intelligence comparable to baseline humans, as they are expected to fight competently on a battlefield, understand orders, and to operate war machinery.

Amzy breeders are born with several uteri and sets of ovaries, and are intended to gestate other amzy until they can be birthed. They are also the only amzy caste to develop breasts and produce milk, which is often milked by machines and fed to amzy newborns. Breeders are the least intelligent of the amzy castes; they would be considered mentally retarded by baseline standards, and do not even reaching full sapience.

Amzy matriarchs have functional ovaries, which produce a modified variant of the human egg which can combine with another of its kind in a pastiche of human sexual reproduction. However, matriarch wombs are too narrow to allow for fetal gestation, so they must be implanted into breeders. Matriarchs do not naturally develop breasts, but as many amzy hives have adopted baseline human female appearance traditions as a form of status symbol, many have artificial breasts as a sign of status. Beauty is so important in traditional amzy society that a common means for matriarchs to get rid of their rivals is by mauling them. Indeed, many amzy cultures have developed matriarch duels designed to do just this.

Clothes

Amzy clothing is highly variable, dependent on caste and hive. However, the general rule of thumb is that the finest clothes are reserved for matriarchs, and it is a crime for other castes to wear clothes meant for the matriarchs. Drones are often given either whatever rags could be spared or utilitarian clothing meant for farmers, factory workers, or other laborers. Soldiers are given military uniforms, as appropriate for their role in the hive's military. Breeders are often given either medical garb, or nothing at all.

Amzy hives tend to view clothing as a sure sign of high status, so they often adopt confusing laws and traditions as to who could wear what and when. As with aristocratic cultures, such as the Empire and Avelov, amzy high society makes a game of setting fashion trends so that other members of said society would have to catch up. For this reason, it is difficult to pin down any one clothing style for amzy matriarchs across the galaxy.

Many amzy hives have inherited the fashion trends of the First and Second Empires, while those that are part of a wider culture adopt that culture's fashion. Those independent hives that retain old, First Empire fashion tend to favor togas and other "simple" garb, that gets more complex and colorful as one moves up the social ladder.

Language

Amzy soldiers and matriarchs are more than capable of speaking any language that baseline humans can, and most hives have developed their own languages. These languages are usually descended from Old Standard Imperial. Those hives that have joined larger societies tend to adopt their language.

Sex, Romance and Family Structure

The amzy were designed by First Empire scientists as a proof of concept for a human eusocial reproductive structure. The only amzy caste capable of producing viable gametes are the matriarchs, and only the breeders can develop the fertilized zygote into a fetus, and then a baby. Drones and soldiers are totally sterile, and exist for the good of the hive.

While amzy matriarch pairs can engage in whatever manner of carnal recreation they deem appropriate for the occasion, these activities cannot result in the creation of a fertile egg. Matriarchs produce fertile eggs once a month, which are either discarded as biological waste, or collected. These are implanted, along with other eggs, into the wombs of breeders via mechanical means. There, the eggs fuse with others at random, maintaining the genetic diversity of the hive population. Once fully fertilized, these eggs split up and then develop into zygotes. The caste of the child is dependent on various factors, chiefly the internal temperature of the breeder's womb at the time of implantation. Depending on the caste of the child, the egg may split up multiple times or not split at all; drones are often born in litters, while matriarchs are often born alone.

Strictly speaking, romantic love is a concept that only exists between matriarchs. Breeders are mentally incapable of understanding the concept, and while drones and soldiers can understand, but have no psychological desire to engage in any form of romance. Matriarchs, however, do experience love and the desire to produce offspring with another matriarch, thus giving the hive a drive to reproduce. Matriarchs place great value in choosing fit mates with which to share their genetic legacy. Most amzy hives encourage polygamous relationships, in order to increase the genetic diversity of the hive, although others have adopted monogamous relationship structures from baseline human cultures.

There is no such thing as a singular family structure within a hive, as the hive is considered the family. Genetically speaking, most residents of a hive are closely related to the others, and the word "sister" has taken on the meaning of "citizen." Children are reared in hive-organized homes, raised by matriarchs assigned to the task. Depending on their caste, they will be given different educations. Drones are educated in their work, and are expected to learn nothing else. Soldiers are trained in the art of war. Matriarchs fill the "intellectual" careers, and thus receive the most detailed and varied educations of all the castes.

Food

Being a human variant, amzy food is little different from that of other baseline human cultures. Amzy hives that have integrated into wider human societies adopt their food customs, while those of independent hives eat food dependent on the environment in which they reside.

Settlements

The amzy reside in communal settlements, which are characterized by being large, efficient, and lacking in many privacy considerations. Breeders are hidden away in heavily-protected buildings, and often never leave. Otherwise, amzy settlements are similar to their baseline human counterparts, and their design and complexity are dependent on the hive's technological capabilities.

Population and Distribution

Amzy are present throughout the galaxy, although the largest concentrations are near the Crazed Core. Most amzy live in independent hives, although many hives have joined the Federation and the Empire. The Empire is more than happy to integrate the amzy caste system into its own hierarchy, while the Federation has issues regarding the application of revolutionary equality to the amzy caste system. Some amzy have joined the United Dominions of Avelov, and have adopted the Titanist church with fanaticism. The Citizens' Alliance has regularly refused citizenship to the amzy, as they find the delegation of fighting to a single caste to be inherently incompatible with their social system.

The Avelovan Notice

Although the claim may be laughable, the Avelovans consider themselves above naked conquest and imperialism. A highly religious people, the Avelovans reject the principle of might makes right that their Imperial and Alliance counterparts so often utilize. Nevertheless, the desire for empire is strong among the Avelovans, and as a result they believe that an opponent must first be given a chance to submit to Avelovan rule peacefully. To this end, the Avelovan government has developed the Notice, a set of demands and warnings for any people the Avelovans may encounter and desire to conquer. Upon meeting a new people, Avelovan explorers ask to be taken to the leader of this group, upon whom the Notice is directly presented. The Notice is most often distributed via pre-recorded hologram from the present Avelovan monarch, but it is sometimes delivered orally on the spot or via text. While the Notice is intended to warn foreign peoples of Avelov's power and intentions, it is often read to foreign, and even alien, peoples in Avelovan, even if the Avelovans know they cannot be understood. This is to give the Avelovan state legal pretense to conquer, as their target would have been given notice of their impending doom and rejected an opportunity to peacefully submit. Avelovan exploratory probes are also programmed to play a variant of the Notice, informing any alien civilization that may find it that they must submit to Avelovan authority.

The content of the Notice is as follows:

I am Karra, first of her name, by the Titan's Blessing Queen of Avelov III and all her Dominions and Colonies, Warlord of the Mountains and the Red Plains, Empress of the Sarmak Empire, Conqueror of All Sapients, Warden of the True Faith. I bid you, great one, greetings, on behalf of myself and my subjects.

I am speaking to inform you that, as a creature of the galaxy, your people too were once the subjects of our gods, the Titans. Thousands upon thousands of generations ago, the Titans ruled this galaxy with fairness and conviction. Every star you see in the night sky, and even those that remain invisible because of the limits of light, was under their divine rule. Yet it was so that the Titans were unjustly deposed, their legacy lost to the great multitudes save for a fortunate few, and because of this, you and your ancestors have forgotten the truth. You may believe yourselves a great king, with no greater authority above you, but you would be mistaken. Your fathers inherited lies, and through them you were taught lies.

By the divine will of the Titans, my ancestors were granted the power and responsibility to govern in their stead. Through them, I have inherited this charge, that I may be supreme governor of the entire galaxy and carry out their will. My ancestors unified the great tribes of Avelov III, and the tribes, in obedience to the Titans' will, did conquer all the worlds of the Avelov system and show them the Titans' light. And my ancestors did explore the stars, and bring any people they encountered to obey them. Such was their success, that in this day my subjects are innumerable, for more are always being added to the multitudes. You are not the first leader which we have brought to submit to the Titans. You will not be the last.

Your peoples can benefit greatly from this arrangement. Avelov is a powerful nation, and in agreeing to submit to my rightful rule, you will be my charge to protect. The galaxy is rife with barbarians, criminals, empires that respect none but naked force and care only for lucre. You are fortunate to encounter us first, for we are a civilized people who value philosophy. We will protect your cultural distinctiveness, and in exchange we will bless you with the enlightenment of the Titans and the gifts of our culture's most treasured minds. We, who have explored much of the galaxy, will share our knowledge with you. We will lift your people up from ignorance and barbarity, and we will give you a proper introduction into the wider galaxy. You will have access to our trade routes, and our fleets will guarantee security for your merchants. You will have access to the resources and goods from tens of thousands of worlds. We will give you the gift of our technology, so that you may live in comfort. We will give your people the right to travel and resettle, so that your progeny may be spread through the stars.

If you refuse to comply, delay in your response, break your oaths of submission, or by way of deception and chicanery seek to take advantage of our magnanimity, we will visit upon you every evil which we have the power to deliver. We will bring against you the iron heel of Avelov. We will make war on you in totality, against your soldiery and your civilians. We will break you, personally, in mind, body, and spirit, so that you will know nothing but pain. We will disinter your ancestors, we will grind their remains into powder and scatter them to the eight winds. We will defile your temples and places of worship with every manner of depravity we may imagine. We will reduce your progeny and generations yet unborn to slavery. We will topple your great monuments, and set your histories to the torch, so that all the stars know of you is your subjugation to us. We will slaughter all who resist to the last. Your people will drown in their own blood, and choke on the ashes of their cities. And every evil that your people will suffer will be your fault.

Do not think that your suffering, and that of your people, ends there! For if you reject the Titans' rightful rule, they to will visit upon you unspeakable horrors. Your immortal souls will be subject to every brutality, every torment, every variant of suffering conceived of by thinking beings and those yet to be conceived. And you will suffer eternity, for there is no respite from divine punishment.

Consider my words, great one, with gravity and deliberation. If you know the name lym, sarmak and zadrovzh, you know that my words are not empty.

Culture Profile: Union of Independent System

Astrography

The Union of Independent Systems (“Union”), also informally known as the Secessionist Union, is a small rebel alliance that claims sovereignty over twenty thousand systems that are claimed by the United Dominions of Avelov.

Natural Physical Appearance

As the Union was founded by various rebel entities who seceded from Avelov, most of its baseline human population is ethnically Avelovan. That said, given the continued enmity between the two powers, few Unionists would be willing to admit their kinship with Avelov. While the Union is a human power, like Avelov, it has sizable populations of uplifts and xenos.

Appearance Traditions

Popular fashion varies from system to system in the Union with their being no universal dress code. Those systems with strong cultural ties to Avelov tend to dress similarly to their Avelovan cousins, with social rank still being immediately recognizable by a person’s quality of clothing. Similarly, systems that once belonged to the Citizens’ Alliance, but were conquered by Avelov only to secede in the Avelovan Civil War, continue to favor military-style clothing even in casual engagements. In contrast, the inhabitants of “frontier” systems are infamously pragmatic when it comes to their appearance, using whatever materials available on their worlds to clothe themselves. The hides of kerdin are prized, especially since they make for resilient dusters and boots. Systems with a mostly non-human population dress in accordance with their species’ traditions.

Language

While the Union has many different languages across its systems only three are reliably found across the polity, matching its main socio-political factions: Low Avelovan, a simplified form of Avelovan spoken by the descendants of colonists abandoned in the Avelovan Frontier; Alliance Standard, which besides a few minor pronunciation differences has remained unchanged from the language spoken in the Alliance; and lastly, Avelovan proper, which is the most widespread of the three. Several xeno languages are spoken in the Union as well, though none are as common or widely spoken as the aforementioned three.

Government, Law, and Politics

On paper, and in their own propaganda, the Union is an alliance of rebellious systems that have banded together to maintain their independence from their former Avelovan masters and to protect their right to use automated labor. In reality, the Union is a fractious assortment of political factions whose continued alliance is solely of convenience, one which will almost certainly break apart into violent infighting once their collective enemy is no longer a threat to their disparate end goals.

The Union is so divided and prone to schism that its attempt at central government, the Union Parliament, is largely ignored by several of the systems that it allegedly represents. This issue is further magnified by the fact that the Union Parliament, which was supposed to be a quasi-democratic legislative body, is woefully dysfunctional, with its members constantly engaging in screaming matches and brawls on the parliament floor. Many Members of Parliament have been killed in pistol duels or assassinated outright by their rivals. These parliament members are in theory democratically elected representatives from their systems. In practice, most systems in the Union are incapable of holding an election during wartime and thus send unelected military advisors, local generals, and political lackeys to represent them in parliament. Some Members of Parliament represent worlds which have been in Avelovan control for years, their representatives selected by faction leaders and used solely to bolster their power in Parliament. As such, the Union Parliament, even when it is functional, is largely focused on military matters, with actual lawmaking for the fledgling state being largely in the hands of the independent systems local governments.

The title of Head of Parliament and leader of the Union’s executive branch, and thus the Union itself, has been an unoccupied position since the Avelovan Civil War began, with the Union Parliament being unable to elect one without one faction ironically threatening to secede from the Union over the choice. Thus, most political power in the Union belongs to four informal power blocs who collectively make up the majority of the Union’s military might. Accordingly, these blocs have wildly different ambitions for the Union once their war for independence is complete and each recognizes that hostilities will break out among each other not too soon after.

Economy

The economic apparatus of the Union is underdeveloped, being, by and large, an ad hoc affair with individual systems typically using a barter system to exchange resources with one another. These arrangements are entirely unregulated with the Union Parliament having a hands-off approach when it to these exchanges. While this is mostly because the parliament has little hard power over its systems, there is also a general laissez-faire inclination in the Union for there to be free markets that do not suffer the meddling of big government.

Trade

As to be expected, the Union Parliament has forbidden any of its systems from trading with Avelov and any merchants, corporations or empires even remotely associated with the rival power. Those systems desperate enough to do so must do it in secret or risk the wrath of the Union army wiping them out for treason. In contrast, the Union is more than willing to trade with any power in Xeno Alley and beyond that claims to be sympathetic to their cause. That being said, most of these trading pacts are with individual systems and system blocs instead of with the Union as a whole. This is due to the Union Parliament being just as inept at agreeing to a collective trading pact as it is with everything else.

Currency

Each individual system in the Union has its own currency, the Union Parliament has put the idea of a national currency between systems on the backburner while it focuses on winning the Avelovan Civil War. The vast majority of these local currencies are physical due to the influence of the Avelovan shilling, with only systems that were once part of the Alliance having gone with a digital one. For convenience, the Union also uses the Imperial credit and various Consortium cyptocurrencies. Physical goods are also used as ad hoc currency, such as precious metals, cattle, and cacao.

Sex, Romance, and Family Structure

While the Union loudly claims to have abandoned many of the hidebound and fundamentalist aspects of its parent culture, the fact is much of the alliance still adheres to Avelovan puritanical social norms. Like in Avelov, fathers are expected to be stern and hardworking patriarchs of their households, while mothers are nurturing and supportive of their spouses and children, and are duty-bound to run the household in their husband’s absence. Likewise, monogamy and heteronormativity are strictly enforced socially if not legally.

While castes have been done away with in the Union, it is rare for couples to come from different social classes, with most marriages being primarily motivated by the desire to secure an inheritance or solidify a political alliance. The same is true for even those in the lower and working classes, who will sometimes prostitute themselves to the wealthy in an attempt to raise their economic status by marrying into wealth.

Certain system blocs deviate from this norm. Worlds that once belonged to the Alliance retain their original culture’s liberal sensibilities to sexuality and see their more conservative neighbors as prudish. Similarly, those descended from half-developed Avelovan colonies in the frontier tend to be more pragmatic when it comes to gender roles, with women being expected to defend the homestead along with the menfolk and join a militia if needed. The xeno-majority systems of the Anti-Colonialist League, of course, have their own alien gender norms and familial structures.

Religious Beliefs and Traditions

While the orthodox and hierarchical Avelovan Church has been outlawed in Union space, religion still strongly influences almost every system in the Union in one way or another. With the notable exception of the xeno systems that make up the fiercely anti-Titanist Anti-Colonialist League, most inhabitants of the Union adhere to some radical sect of Titanist theology.

Many of these sects are cultish in nature, with even the largest of them being highly insular, loosely organized and lead by a messianic figure who claims to know the truth of the universe and the will of the Titans. Many of these cult leaders are architects using their abilities to mentally control their flocks and ensure their fanatical devotion. Others are simply charismatic conmen exploiting the gullible and pious.

Most of these cults are esoteric and secretive, believing that only certain chosen peoples are capable of comprehending their hidden truths and are typically disparaging of outsiders. This is especially true for the secret societies of the Enlightened Republic of Tomurcenne, a system bloc secretly run by the powerful men who control those fraternal orders. Another common trait of these religious cults and sects is the belief that the end times are soon to occur. Depending on the cult in question the bringers of this apocalypse can be Avelov, the Union Parliament, a rival system or cult, or something else altogether. Regardless of who, the cult will amass stockpiles of weapons for a foretold confrontation. This has created no end of trouble for the Union Parliament as it has been forced to frequently direct the army to put down religious uprisings, which usually ends with the entire cult dead, be it by the army or via mass suicide.

Philosophy and Disposition

The Union is united by its antipathy towards Avelov and not much else. While each of the major system blocs and rebel groups that make up the Union have their own disparate reasons for why they chose to violently secede from Avelov, they do all share in common a vaguely defined belief in personal liberty and the right of self-determination. That said, in practice, this desire for freedom mostly manifests as a virulent hatred of outsider groups and authorities, with Avelov and the Avelovan Church simply being the most universally despised entities in the Union. It is said that if you give a Unionist the time of day they will be able to spend it fully just by listing all the groups they hate, be they rival systems, rival religious sects, the poor, the rich, outsiders, insiders, xenos, AI, or even the Union Parliament itself.

As such, the Union as a whole has a reactionary and siege mentality, believing that outside forces will take away their freedoms and sovereignty if given the chance. In this regard, the Union is quite right given that even their supposed allies wish to use the rebellion in a wider astro-political game against Avelov and other powers. This issue is exasperated by certain systems in the Union openly expressing their desire to jump ship to another power once Avelov is defeated. With that being the case, few systems in the Union actually put much stock in the Union’s future, actively distrusting other systems, and simply seeing the greater secession movement as a temporary alliance. Indeed, few secessionists even see themselves as Unionists and instead identify themselves by their system of origin, religious sect or rebel group.

Military

Views on War

It is understood in the Union that war and conflict is simply a necessary facet of life. Given the Union’s existence as an ongoing violent insurrection against Avelov, this stoic mindset is omnipresent throughout the Union’s many revolutionary factions and is one of the few things that they all share. The idea of protecting one’s hearth, home and liberty from dangerous interlopers is also quite universal and shamelessly used by Union propagandists to motivate even apolitical citizens to take up arms against the Union’s enemies. Thus, fear mongering has become part and parcel of the Union war effort, with millions of young men and women joining militias and rebel cells under the sometimes false belief that their worlds will be the next target of attack by foreign powers.

Command Structure

The Union Parliament and its Staff of General Officers claim to command the entirety of the Union’s military forces but the truth is far less expressive. The majority of the Union’s military is under the command of individual rebel groups, terrorist cells and system militias who only pay lip service to the authority of the Union Parliament if even that. These various groups hold their independence from any kind of outside command as sacrosanct and rarely tolerant, let alone accept, the imagined authority that officers in the official UIS army have over them.

The Union army, such as it is, is highly decentralized, with Union generals regularly acting independently of central command and performing their own operations. This has created no end of trouble for the Staff of General Officers as this lack of communication and unity has resulted in instances of generals refusing to cooperate on crucial campaigns and being unavailable when needed due to operating alone in some distant part of Union space. This issue has become so bad that some generals have turned warlord or abandoned the Union to defend their own systems, resulting in the Union army spending much of its time combating counter-revolutionaries.

Soldier Types and Equipment

Given the diversity of rebel groups that make up the Union, there is a wide assortment of soldier types that exist within its military forces. The most basic unit though is the militiaman, a non-professional soldier only tangentially aligned with the Union army and primarily motivated to defend their home system. These militiamen are usually poorly equipped, sometimes only having the family slugthrower rifle as their arms. Militia from more wealthy systems have access to aetheric weapons and heat-rays, and can even afford to field robotic drones.

There are also specialized troops and tech deployed by powerful system blocs, such as troops from former Alliance worlds who use outdated, but still reliable, Alliance powered armor to act as heavy infantry, the crude “autobody” cyborgs of the Enlightened Republic of Tomurcenne who make for effective line breakers, and the infamous spider-like mobile command mecha used by the wealthy aristocrats of the drone plantations.

The Union army mimics the Avelovan military in the heavy use of infantrymen. Like militia soldiers, their equipment is typically quite poor and training subpar compared to their Avelovan counterparts, with those soldiers trained and armed by Alliance volunteers being notable exceptions.

Like the Consortium and Settlement Independence Movement, the Union makes intensive use of drones in its armies. Indeed, it is by using mass-produced drones that the Union has continued to match Avelov in a war of attrition despite its organic manpower paling in comparison. Union drones are usually humanoid in design, but specialized units come in various different shapes and sizes, such as quadruped walker units and spherical assault drones.

Formations and Tactics

While the Union is fanatical about liberating itself from the control of Avelov, its chief strategists and rebel leaders are more than aware that compared to its archenemy the Union is pathetically inferior militarily, making conventional victory over the much larger empire impossible. Thus, the Union relies on guerilla warfare to make the pacification and reintegration of the Union a costly and ultimately pointless enterprise.

The Union uses various subversive tactics to achieve that end, with sabotage of enemy equipment, kidnapping of important figures,assassination of high-ranked officers, and raids on supply lines being only their most common tactics. Even acts of terrorism, such as suicide bombings and random massacres of civilians, are used against loyalist Avelovan systems in the hope that doing so will create anti-war sentiments.

Navy and Spacecraft

The Union’s naval forces is somewhat larger than its size would normally allow, being augmented by heavily automated warships that only require skeleton crews. Many of these vessels are Avelovan ships of the line that have been captured by Union rebels and modified to allow its core systems to be mostly operated by AI. This tendency has made the Union run afoul of the Protectorate of Man, which has been alerted of these modifications by Avelov. So far, no censures have been made against the Union due to its backing by the Alliance in the Protectorate Council, but many suspect that it is only a matter of time before Avelov forces the issue and demands an investigation.

Tech Comparison: Directorate of Free States

Materials Science. The Directorate primarily uses tritic durasteel for most construction purposes. This enables Directorate architecture to take its customary form, that of many interlocking curved and complex structures. While these structures are lacking in practical value, the Directorate regards it as a sign of its greater freedom and creative abilities than other societies.

Power. The Directorate makes extensive use of transatomic power, having access to one of the few sources of transatomic minerals outside of the Protectorate. Transatomic fission reactors are stable and efficient, provided that they are properly handled. However, on those occasions when transatomic reactors are improperly handled, the consequences can be disastrous. At best the reactor will spew transatomic radiation into the nearby area, condemning many to horrific mutations; at worst the reactor will go critical and explode, annihilating everything in its path.

Faster-than-light Travel. The use of transatomic power enables the Directorate to make use of their own version of the hyperdrive, which functions similarly to those used by the Empire and Avelov. However the Directorate's hyperdrive has a relatively limited range, which limits the Directorate's power projection abilities. The Directorate of Research and Experimentation has made it a priority to discover a means of increasing their hyperdrive's range.

Energy Weaponry. The primary Directorate energy weapon is the destructor ray. The destructor ray works by breaking down the matter it touches into its constituent atoms, but can only do this over a limited area before stopping. Therefore, those hit by destructor rays will have at least part of their body survive the ordeal, usually the skeleton. Destructors are therefore used primarily against relatively weak organic targets, as heavier targets will sustain less damage before the destructor stops. The Directorate also has access to disintegrators, which destroy the target entirely. However because of their high power requirements, disintegrators are used only sparingly, commonly on targets that have already resisted destructor ray fire.

Kinetic Weaponry. The Directorate rarely uses kinetic weapons, regarding them as primitive and harboring a disdain for Muskiev's extensive use of them. However kinetic weapons have managed to carve out a space for themselves in the Directorate's armory in the form of missiles for use in space combat. As the Directorate prefers to avoid using drones or starfighters (out of concern for the possibility of creating AI and concern over wasting valuable crew, respectively) missiles are the preferred method of hitting targets out of range of the ship mounted disintegrators.

Special Weapons. Thanks to the Directorate of Research and Experimentation, the Directorate has an extensive array of special weapons. The most infamous of these are their biological weapons, the results of extensive experiments in both genetics and transatomics. Many of these are merely large and aggressive animal but creatures such as the Eaters are far more difficult to deal with, being immune to many conventional attacks. The Directorate has also been able to use transatomics to create mutated humans with enhanced abilities, although the vast majority of suspects will eventually succumb to madness and then death. Rather more commonly used however, is the Directorate's arsenal of transatomic weapons. Delivered by bomber or by missile, transatomic warheads create an extensive trail of destruction, one that is greatly exacerbated by the effects of transatomic radiation on the environment.

Shields. The Directorate's focus upon ranged warfare has led it to invest greatly in the development of energy shields, which has proven to be a great boon. Directorate shields are among the most effective of all the minor powers, easily able to protect against most varieties of kinetic and energy weapons, although they can be overwhelmed by being attacked by too many targets at once. The vast majority of Directorate ships, vehicles and installations are protected by shields, of the arrestor type.

Antigravity. The Directorate makes extensive use of antigravity, in both military and civilian life. Most Directorate vehicles have at least some antigravity capabilities, although in some this is limited to floating a few feet above the ground. In particular, manta ships use antigravity to continuously float above the ground, at whichever height they wish. The Directorate's fondness for antigravity has also led them to maintain the use of jetpacks, despite their antiquated nature. The elite of the Directorate army, the Armored Commandos and the Jet Corps are provided with jetpacks and personal energy shields, to ensure that they are not easily killed by anti-aircraft weapons.

Computers. The Directorate adheres strongly to the Uniform Machine Code, with the Reformation Rationalist Church regarding AI-related research as one of the few areas of science prohibited by the Watchmaker. Directorate computer are slow and bulky, usually taking up an entire room. Directorate computers are also required to have a team of operators with them, as computers are required to receive orders from a human before undergoing any task and all advice taken from a computer must be confirmed by a human before it can be acted upon. Because of this, personal computers are virtually unknown in the Directorate, with most computers either used on starships to calculate hyperspace jumps or in institutions such as libraries and universities in order to compile knowledge.

Automation. The Directorate places limits upon automation, believing that delegating too many tasks to machines is a slippery slope to the creation of an AI. Most manual labor is done either by working-class humans or by non-humans. Non-human convicts are particularly favored as a source of forced labor. However some factories do include computers, who act in a purely advisory capacity, converting data on productivity into suggestions for the manager.

Culture Profile: Principality of Nomoki

Astrography

The Principality of Nomoki ("Nomoki") is a small interstellar empire located on the fringes of Xeno Alley. There are approximately forty thousand star systems under direct Nomoki control.

Natural Physical Appearance

Nomoki is almost exclusively populated by the nomoki, a human subspecies that was created as a result of the heavy transatomic bombardment of Nomoki Prime. The average nomoki is shorter than a baseline human by about a foot, and has pallid skin which burns easily in Terran-standard sunlight. Nomoki heads are larger in proportion to their body than baseline humans, they have smaller noses, and their eyes are about twice the size of a baseline human's. All nomoki have black hair and eyes, although dyeing hair is common in Nomoki culture.

Appearance Traditions

Nomoki tend to wear environment suits when outside of habitats purpose-built for them. The Nomoki consider it dishonorable to be seen in their natural state when encountering outsiders, so masks, robes, armor, and other clothing which covers the body is popular. Because of their native undersea environment, Nomoki fashion and architecture favors bright, garish colors that would be offensive to most outsiders. An exception is for military equipment, which is dominated by beiges, yellows, whites and reds, the traditional colors of the Nomoki warrior class.

Language

The Nomoki speak the language called Nomoki, an ancient tongue that likely has roots in Middle Standard Imperial, but diverged so long ago that linguists have no idea when the divergence occurred. Nomoki words sound nothing like Traditional Standard Imperial, or even the languages of the systems which surround the Nomoki system. Nomoki uses five different alphabets, four of which are logographic, and the meanings of characters change with the color in which they are displayed. Spoken Nomoki is a heavily tonal language, making the language difficult for foreigners to learn.

Government, Law and Politics

The Nomoki government is a complex thing. On paper, Nomoki is an absolute monarchy under the rule of the Crown Prince, who is eternally ruling in lieu of a reigning Emperor. The complexity begins here: the Imperial throne of Nomoki has been empty for millennia, as the victorious Galactic Empire refused to allow any other political leader to claim the title of "Emperor" and forced the Last Emperor's abdication after the Nomoki War. Over the millennia, the Crown Prince has taken the powers of the Imperial throne, which theoretically gives the Crown Prince absolute power over everything in the Nomoki state. However, the Crown Prince's power is tempered by other competing influences, particularly the megacorporations and the military.

Although a feudal empire like the Third Empire in the past, the feudal system in Nomoki was destroyed and replaced by a centralized monarchy after the Nomoki War. With the expansion of Nomoki control out into the rest of the galaxy, the military and megacorporations that allowed this expansion to be possible took control of various worlds, in the name of the Crown Prince. Corporate and military leaders rule these systems much like the feudal lords of the past, having very little oversight from Nomoki Prime.

Nomoki society still retains aspects of the old feudal power structure. High-ranking military officers and corporate leaders are like the nobility of old, descending down from the Crown Prince. Most Nomoki are peasants, and are still referred to as such, and even in modern times they can seldom rise to the rank of the new, de facto nobility. Then there are the untouchables, those Nomoki which have had their connection to their ancestors severed because of genetic modification or some great dishonor. The untouchables have jobs deemed unclean by Nomoki society; these jobs tend to involve direct manual labor instead of managing machinery or other people, meaning their hands are "dirty" from work. The untouchables are a de facto slave caste in Nomoki, often treated as property by their employers.

Economy

The Nomoki economy is defined by the strong intertwining of state and corporate interests, such that there is almost no distinction between the two. The Nomoki megacorporations, originally the personal holdings of Nomoki nobility who specialized in particular trades, all operate with a charter from the Crown Prince, and have monopolies in their respective field. Nomoki peasants are free to choose which megacorporation for which they want to work, but normally employment is de facto hereditary. Some peasants operate small businesses, although most work in a single corporation until they die.

Trade

The Principality of Nomoki is an isolationist state, which does not permit trade with outsiders. This is not only government policy, but also a strong cultural trait of the Nomoki: foreign technology is seen as inferior and its use somehow a betrayal of the Emperor.

Currency

The Nomoki use the "point," an infinitely divisible digital currency that was adopted after the Nomoki War. Nomoki points are notable in that they can be earned not only through regular work or commerce, but also through awards for pro-social behavior. The Nomoki government keeps a close eye on the activities of its people, particularly on its computer networks, and awards or deducts points based on conduct.

Sex, Romance and Family Structure

The Nomoki family structure is highly hierarchical. The man is the head of the household, and his wife is his servant in the home. His children are expected to obey him or, in his absence, their mother. Corporeal punishment is commonplace in Nomoki culture, and it is a strange family which does not use force to instill discipline. Infidelity, either in marriage or in a serious romantic relationship, is also grounds for corporeal punishment, oftentimes in public and in front of the local community. In this aspect, Nomoki culture is egalitarian: it doesn't matter if it is the man or the woman who cheated, either would be equally culpable.

The Nomoki enjoy some of the highest birth rates in the galaxy, a product of Nomoki government policy encouraging families and thus giving them more people to fuel their expansion. As per law, a Nomoki subject is to marry by the time they reach the end of puberty, and couples are required to have at least three children. Those who are unable, or unwilling, to reproduce are "demoted" to the untouchable caste, unless they regularly allow the government to harvest their gametes for their artificial breeding program.

Religious Beliefs and Traditions

The Nomoki have no single, unified, organized religion. Instead, the Nomoki have a collection of traditionalist and spiritualist beliefs, which can differ between planets, communities, and even households. There is a general notion of ancestor worship and reverence, a belief that the bloodline of an individual has some great metaphysical significance beyond the mere material facts. Every action that has happened to one's ancestors affects the individual, and vice versa; every individual in a bloodline is just one part of a greater creature. The Nomoki believe that genetic engineering and gene therapy damage this connection to the ancestors, and that anyone who loses their connection to their ancestors is a lesser being. Further, dishonor in one's life will damage an entire bloodline, and only an extreme act of virtue can restore this honor. Notably, the mass mutations that resulted from the transatomic bombardment of Nomoki Prime have not damaged the Nomoki's ancestral links, as that was a crime inflicted upon them by outsiders.

Although many Nomoki revere the Imperial throne, very few actually consider the Last Emperor or the Imperial bloodline to be divine. They believe that the Crown Prince does have a mandate from heaven to rule over the Nomoki, but he himself is just a man who may be deposed if his rule proves unwise and unjust.

Philosophy and Disposition

The Nomoki have a very contentious relationship with the rest of the galaxy. Their development in relative isolation with the rest of the galaxy, punctuated by their defeat in the Nomoki War, has given the Nomoki a dim view of the rest of the galaxy. The Nomoki believe the rest of the galaxy are barbaric, regressive, and only enjoy dominance because of their massive numbers. Believing their culture is superior and can learn nothing from the profligates without, the Nomoki pursue near-total isolation, only interacting with outsiders if it is absolutely necessary. The Nomoki believe they had a great injustice delivered upon them by the Empire, which they continue to despise but simultaneously fear.

The Nomoki believe that, as a new subspecies of humanity, they have many advantages over the baseline humans. Having spent millennia under the waves, the Nomoki believe that their species is the best equipped to live in space, although they still desire terraformed worlds to colonize. However, the Nomoki also believe that their appearance is hideous, and are ashamed of their appearance to outsiders. For this reason, Nomoki always wear masks when interacting with outsiders.

Military

Views on War

War was always part of the Nomoki way of life, and it is a practice they revere as an almost-sacred display of skill and virtue. To the Nomoki, war is an art and a science, and it is the only truly virtuous way to deal with outsiders. Nomoki's victories are proof of the superiority of the Nomoki way of life. For this reason, the Nomoki are currently expanding throughout Xeno Alley, taking advantage of the retreat of both Imperial and Kerdin influence in the region.

The Nomoki believe that defeat and surrender are inherently dishonorable and damage the entire Nomoki civilization, down to the first settlers of Nomoki Prime. For this reason, their soldiers are expected to be fanatics, and can expect to be killed by their own officers should they think of retreat and surrender. Many Nomoki vehicles will lock their pilots in, unlocking only with an officer's authorization, forcing the pilot to win or fight to the death.

On the other hand, the Nomoki still fear a defeat on par with the one they suffered during the Nomoki War. The Nomoki are well aware that the Empire could still crush them, should the political will exist. Therefore, the Nomoki are careful not to anger the Empire too much, or to draw too much attention to their activities. For this reason, the Nomoki still abide by the letter of the peace treaty they signed with the Empire at the end of the Nomoki War, even if they violate its spirit. The Nomoki also work to prove themselves useful for the rest of mankind, hence their continuing actions against the Kerdin Empire.

Ranks and Command Structure

The Nomoki Planetary Defense Force is a single-branch military, with different "units" filling both the traditional army and naval roles. This is because the Nomoki are forbidden by treaty from possessing an orbital military force, so they made theirs an extension of the NPDF. The NPDF is theoretically commanded by the Crown Prince, although in practice, many generals in the outer reaches of Nomoki space act as independent warlords. Nomoki generals have tremendous power in Nomoki society and the NPDF, and are viewed as surrogates for the Crown Prince should the Nomoki force be far enough from Nomoki Prime. Like the nobility of old, Nomoki generals enjoy both military and civilian power, directly ruling over their conquests. Positions high up in the NPDF are also hereditary, so entire dynasties have formed in the military's upper ranks.

Soldier Types and Equipment

Nomoki warriors, as the are known, are the peasant soldiers of the NPDF. As the treaty with the Empire limits the number of soldiers the NPDF can have by population, the Nomoki have only very few warriors under arms at one time. Instead, they mandate that all fighting age men run a single cycle in the NPDF, after which they must reenter civilian life, but as a member of an "unofficial" militia. These militiamen can be called upon by the Nomoki government to fight in any "defensive" war, which allows the Nomoki to maintain a massive number of soldiers without breaking treaty limitations.

Nomoki warriors that do remain in the NPDF for more than one cycle are highly trained and fanatical. Each dedicates his life to the art of war, and views it as a dishonor to die outside of battle. This is also true for Nomoki officers, which are not limited by treaty obligations and are expected to fight on the front lines. The Nomoki also use combat drones, which are not limited by treaty obligations but are limited by the Uniform Machine Code, which the Nomoki do not entirely respect.

To limit its power, the NPDF was forbidden from having any orbital assets and have strict limits on armored vehicles. In the millennia since the Federal Revolution and the erosion of Imperial power in neighboring space, the Nomoki Planetary Defense Force grew to become a proper interstellar military. The fiction of maintaining the peace terms with the Empire was maintained: the NPDF did not have any armored vehicles, but they could have powered armor, which had no limit in size. It is for this reason that many Nomoki war machines, from their genuine powered armor to their capital ships, are some form of mecha.

Formations and Tactics

The NPDF believe that they can always gain the upper hand by being the first to strike, and to strike hard. For this reason, the NPDF specializes in launching lighting assaults against enemy positions, even if they are heavily fortified. The NPDF favor the use of surprise attacks, hence their investment in tactical warp jump technology and teleporters. While they believe that any Nomoki warrior should be honored by the opportunity to die in battle, they do not view their troops as expendable, and so give them personal energy shields and good armor. Such is the Nomoki dedication to attacking that they view defensive actions as ones that should only be conducted by necessity, and retreats as inherently dishonorable.

Navy and Spacecraft

The NPDF's space forces are made up predominantly of space-capable "powered armor suits," which are single-piloted mecha that range in size from being two men tall to being the size of large buildings. These mecha take the traditional role of starfighters and smaller ships, although they are also capable of fighting planetside as armored support. Many of these mecha can transform, allowing them to fulfill different roles yet only look like one unit to outside observers which might be concerned about Nomoki's military capabilities. Nomoki armored vehicles also transform, allowing the Nomoki to meet treaty obligations limiting the number of armored vehicles the Nomoki can have. Further augmenting the capabilities of individual mecha is the ability for multiple mecha to combine to form other, larger war machines, should there be a need to do so.

The NPDF's space forces favors long-range engagement, mostly through the use of smart missiles and heavy energy weapons. The wave motion cannon, a Nomoki energy weapon, can be found on the prows of many Nomoki capital ships or the "arms" of larger Nomoki mecha. This weapon, a primitive form of quantum weapon which disrupts the quantum waves of the matter it targets, can annihilate the heaviest vessels, but requires tremendous amounts of power to use.

Culture Profile: Confederacy of Poitur

The Confederacy of Poitur (“Poitur”) is a small galactic power in the Neutral Zone. It has worlds near the Duzhonev Imperium and the Republic of Yrrakis, and spans only a hundred thousand charted systems.

Natural Physical Appearance

Baseline humans of the Poituran ethnicity are the single largest demographic in the polity, having been the ones to found it after their system successfully seceded from the Empire in the wake of the Federal Revolution. Compared to Galactics and Kzmiks, Poiturans are very pale-skinned and slightly short. Due to its liberal border policies, Poitur has a number of different human ethnicities (mostly Galactic and Kzmik) and species residing in it, along with various nonhuman species. Despite this, Poitur is pointedly only a multi-species nation and not a multicultural one. Immigrants and expatriates are expected to abandon their native cultures once they become citizens.

Appearance Traditions

Depending on their social class a Poituran's appearance and attire can vary. Those lucky enough to be born to Poituran high society, or able work their way to it, dress to impress, wearing either the newest trend or attempting to create one. This is especially true for women’s fashion, which constantly changes but nevertheless has maintained the iconic Poituran chin-length bob cut and the culture’s libertine sensibilities. Men’s attire is slightly more conservative, but even so, eccentric tuxedos are not uncommon. Like the bob cut, the fedora has become an iconic item in men's apparel, seen as a symbol of rugged individualism. This is especially true for Poitur’s notorious gangsters. For both men and women, tastefully showing off one’s physique is common, as doing so is a way of visually presenting one's hard work and labor.

While Poitur’s ruling class has gone out its way to distance themselves from the totalitarian dress codes of the Empire, its working class has not had the same luxury. Brown, black or grey jumpsuits are issued out to all low-level laborers. While unlike in Duzhonev or Avelov these laborers are not legally required to wear these uniforms once their shift is over, few workers can afford to buy anything else and thus stick to wearing them even at home.

Language

Although each city-state in the Confederacy has its own unique language, the linguistic differences between them are minor due to millennia of melting pot conformity and routine migrations by workers looking for work in other city-states. Thus, it is relatively easy for a fellow Poituran to make out what someone from a neighboring system is saying. While all these city-languages are descended from Traditional Standard Imperial, they have been deliberately reworked so thoroughly since Poiturian Revolution that they bear only a superficial resemblance to any form of TSI.

Government, Law, and Politics

The Poitur Confederacy is technically a voluntary confederation of sovereign city-states bound together by a legislative body called the Poituran Commission, which is supposed to promote and represent the interests of all its member city-states. On paper, it is a minarchist body, designed to only provide basic administrative services in the form of the military, police and court system. In reality, the Commission rarely does even that, being in practice a toothless, and thoroughly corrupt, rubber stamp government with tenuous authority over its member states.

Instead, much of the political power in Poitur is in the hands of its powerful city-states, massive ecumenopolises that rival ones in the Consortium and galactic superpowers. These city-states are almost all controlled by a Municipal Council, a small board comprised of that city-state’s most powerful and influential oligarchs. The process to be being elected to a Municipal Council is both simple and complex, requiring only that someone already on the council vouch for a candidate and for a majority vote by the rest of the council to accept them in. In practice, a candidate will likely have to bribe, blackmail and threaten their way to such a position, all the while having to compete with several other candidates. It almost goes without saying that while anyone can legally join a council, only incredibly wealthy industrialists, crime lords and union heads ever do. Furthermore, while Poitur proudly proclaims itself to be a land of opportunity, where anyone can make it to the top if they work hard enough, these councils rarely have nonhumans, abhumans or even baseline humans of non-Poituran ancestry as members.

A Municipal Council has almost unlimited power in how it can manage its city-state and associated colonies, the confederal government being constitutionally forbidden from overruling any of its municipal policies. Councils not only have the right to draft their own standing military forces, regulate their own economics and form their own immigration policies, but they also have the right to secede from the state if it feels it’s not being appropriately represented in the Commission. Few city-states have ever gone through with such a threat though as it would likely mean occupation by either the Duzhonev Imperium or Solarian Community, and most only put on the pretense of doing so for political leverage against the Commission and rival city-states.

Few things are actually illegal in Poitur, with various activities that would be illicit in other powers being perfectly legitimate businesses there. That said, since a municipal council is the only institution capable of legally issuing out business licenses only entrepreneurs who have their favor ever get one, causing nepotism and bribery to be commonplace. Those not in the good graces of a municipal council, or unable to afford the necessary bribes, are forced to conduct their business illegally in back-alleys and the undercity. This is especially true for immigrants and xenos, who typically band together and form criminal syndicates to survive in Poitur and get rich in its massive black market. Given the nativist attitudes of most municipal councils, these gangs are brutally suppressed by municipal police forces, with violent raids on immigrant hab-blocks being routine. Conversely, gangs run by native Poiturans are usually left alone so long as they pay their “dues” to the police.

Economy

Proudly a free market economy, Poitur has absolutely no social welfare across its many city-states, the very idea being seen as parasitic and collectivist. Instead, the closest thing it has to a social safety net are charities sponsored by Poitur’s philanthropists. These charities are almost always fronts for illegal genetic or cybernetic experiments that require a steady stream of fresh test subjects.

City-states fund the Poituran Commission through fees, which Poiturans make a point about differentiating from taxes by the fact that city-states have the right to select the specific services they want from the government. Given that the Commission has lost much of its services and authority over the millennia, most city-states only bother to pay for the right to representation on the Commission, leaving the government highly underfunded.

Poitur, of course, also has an extensive shadow economy run by unlicensed crime lords who sell their illicit products to the poor and desperate. Spice, neurozine and back-alley bodymods are common products to be sold on the black market since municipal councils are particularly strict about issuing licenses for these products; after all, board members fear competition in their most profitable markets. Besides those products, the Poituran underworld is infamous in the Neutral Zone for making spice cola, a carbonated soft drink laced with spice that is so addictive that the confederal government has outright outlawed it with the blessing of the city-states. Despite that, spice cola is sold and drunk across Poitur and beyond in underground speakeasies and high-class parties.

Trade

Trade is the life blood of Poitur, and without it, the power would likely suffer mass starvation due to its propensity to make almost of all its charted worlds ecumenopolises. With that being the case, it regularly engages in free trade with the Consortium and Empire, and does the same clandestinely with Duzhonev and the Solarians. Foodstuffs therein are its biggest import, while refined spice from Yrrakis is its single largest export.

Currency

Each individual city-state has its own currency, resulting in there being literally tens of thousands of them across Poituran space. There is also no central banking system in Poitur and determining currency exchange rates between city-states is usually a haphazard affair that requires the aid of weak artificial intelligence to properly calculate. Most of these currencies are still physical due to many municipal councils being hesitant to convert to a digital one because of their fear of Consortium hackers.

Sex, Romance and Family Structure

Like much of the rest of Poitur’s legal system there are few laws that prohibit how individuals can use their bodies. Abortion is perfectly legal and homosexuality and transgenderism are a mundane and accepted part of life. Culturally, Poituran society sees any form of sexism as a collectivist crutch used by uncompetitive parasites to unfairly get ahead of the other sex. To that end, it views the gender separatist politics of the Crazed Core as utterly absurd and has been quick to eradicate any such movements in its own city-states.

Like in the Consortium, marriage is seen as nothing more than a contract by the Poituran elite, and usually only occurs because the two parties involved wish to form a mutually beneficially power couple. Most of these marriages either end in divorce or with one of the parties dying under mysterious circumstances, leaving the survivor with their considerable fortune. Monogamy is not an assumed quality of these marriages and sticking to one partner is actually quite rare due to Poitur’s libertine attitudes to sex which sees nothing wrong with extramarital martial affairs, polygamy or even orgies. In fact, the latter is a common activity at high-class parties. Due to the risks involved with socialite marriage, and their tendency to end poorly, some wealthy Poiturans marry an android as a trophy partner, or not marry at all and instead create a designer clone to serve as their heir. Any children born from these arrangements are almost always raised by servants and robots rather than their own parents.

Conversely, the working class tends to be more monogamous in their relationships and typically see marriage as a lifelong commitment. Given the cramped living quarters of most city-states, several generations of a single family can be forced to live together in the same apartment. This is actually rather advantageous since low-level laborers work long hours which prevents them monitoring their children, thus it usually falls to grandparents and other extended family to take care of younger family members. It is not uncommon for an entire hab-block to band together and pools its resources to provide basic utilities for its children, like daycare, education or warm clothing.

Religious Beliefs and Traditions

Poitur is overwhelmingly atheist, with only its Kzmik minority population having any level of religiosity. This is because the nation’s revolutionary founder, Yon Poitur, was notoriously atheistic and considered any form of religion to be inherently irrational and collectivist. As a result, religion is seen as a mark of intellectual inferiority and primitivism. Ironically though, despite their claim to be above idiot superstition, Yon Poitur himself is revered as an almost-divine hero who achieved the height of human success and accomplishment. While this is strictly a cult of personality, with no actual church or priesthood, his philosophical musings and essays are treated like scripture in Poituran society, with there being harsh penalties to anyone who criticizes them in public. Those who bring up how this deification of Yon Poitur not only runs counter to his atheist beliefs but also bears a close resemblance to Duzhonev’s worship of their God-Emperor, something that Yon Poitur detested, will typically be arrested for rabble-rousing.

Philosophy and Disposition

Poituran philosophy is entirely the creation of the polity’s founder, Yon Poitur, a former Imperial noble who fought Imperial and Federal troops during the Federal Revolution, who successfully maintained his nation’s independence and went on to create the first Poituran city-state. His name not only became the name of the ecumenopolis but also the name of his newly liberated people and eventually the entire city-state alliance.

Yon Poitur believed that the totalitarian dogma of both the Empire and the Federation was rooted in a toxic collectivism that only made the strong weak and allowed societal parasites to survive undeservingly so. To him, this status quo of state control only breed mediocrity and prevented those with talent and genius to achieve their full potential, instead being sacrificed for the sake of the collective, which to Poitur was a greater tragedy than the deaths of a billion individuals of only middling ability. Accordingly, Poitur believed that no one was entitled to any kind of welfare, seeing it as a form of parasitism that involuntary took the labor of individuals, which was ethnically there’s and there’s alone.

Even after several millennia, Poitur still abides by much of their founder’s ethos. Inventors, capitalists, and even gangsters and vigilantes are respected and idolized for their ability to make their own way in the world, seemingly without leeching off the success of others. As a whole, Poiturans gravitate towards these “Great Individuals,” either wishing they were them or trying to emulate them. Every Poituran believes that if they just work hard enough or manage to come up with a revolutionary and lucrative idea that they too can revel in the all grandeur associated with Poituran financial success. This is especially true for the worker class, who work in miserable conditions but do so ever hopeful of one day getting noticed for their quality labor and getting an opportunity that can let them achieve the Poituran Dream.

As to be expected, Poiturans take a dim view of the collectivist philosophies of other powers. The Federation and its revolutionary ideals of equality are ridiculed as hopelessly naïve and deconstructed by Poituran philosophers and economists. Similarly, Solarian social justice (and fashion) is openly mocked by all. Any activist or labor movements that smacks of either polity’s ideology is violently put down by city-state police or co-opted by trade unions.

While hard work is seen as a fundamental requirement for success, it is culturally expected for a Poituran to enjoy the fruits of their labor to the fullest. Spice cola, drugs, gambling, music, dance, sex and revelry in general are celebrated in Poituran society, with their being a massive entertainment industry in every city-state. In essence, Poiturans like to work hard and play hard.

Military

Views on War

Poitur prefers to make profit than war, but even with that being the case, it pursues warfare with the same work ethic as its business pursuits. When war is inevitable, or aligns with profit, Poiturans treat it as an opportunity to show their worth and talent. Indeed, generals sometimes broadcasting a conflict live for the entertainment and veneration of Poiturans back home. Most of these wars are internal, one city-state feuding with another over newly discovered worlds or the result of infighting in a municipal council escalating into a planet-wide civil war. The winner of these conflicts are seen as the moral victor regardless of the circumstances behind the dispute. Winning is all that matters.

Poiturans view conflict in much the same way as their Duzhonevian cousins, as an environment where only the strong can survive and stand out as superior to their opponents and contemporaries. Thus, not much stock is put in openly mourning the dead, or entire city-states, lost to war. It is believed that doing so only encourages sentimentality towards weakness and failure, something that is antithetical to Poituran morality.

Command Structure

The individual city-states that make up the Poitur Confederacy each have their own standing army that takes its orders from its municipal council. The captain-generals that lead these armies are usually retired mercenaries, gangsters or city-state police chiefs who gained the position after a lifetime violence and literal cutthroat intrigue, rather than nepotism. As a result, many captain-generals organize their armies meritocratically, with officers who show competence being promoted over ones who come from money or have connections.

Defense is one of the few areas where the Poituran Commission still has any authority, its Department of War having the power to organize the city-state armies into a cohesive military force under its control should the entire confederation come under threat from a foreign power. When this happens each city-state can bid for the opportunity to have its captain-general lead the ad hoc army. Usually, the winner of the bid is the city-state able to bribe the most delegates in the Commission.

Like the Consortium, Poitur has its own PMCs, albeit theirs are much smaller outfits compared to their Consortium counterparts. While these soldiers of fortune do occasionally hire themselves out to foreign powers, they mostly operate in Poituran space, acting as security for moguls who wish to protect their property and colonies from competitors that wish to violently appropriate them for themselves. When they do work outside of Poitur it is usually to act as bodyguards for spice caravans coming out of Yrrakis.

Soldier Types and Equipment

City-state guardsmen make up the bulk of Poituran soldiery. These grunts are usually enlistees who joined their municipal city guard as a way of escaping poverty and the undercity. Others were gang-pressed into service, as while most city-states have laws against conscription, municipal councils nevertheless circumvent their own rules so they can increase the numbers of their armies. Since guardsmen are usually only used to put down worker revolts they equipped with minimal arms and gear: a standard slugthrower rifle and a steel plate draped over their uniforms.

Besides standard guardsmen, Poitur makes use of supersoldiers. They are created by baseline humans going through an extensive process of genetic modification which, if they survive it, grants them the zenith of human physicality. While nowhere near as capable as the Immortals of the Citizens’ Alliance, Poituran supersoldiers are much easier to mass produce and require less conditioning. These supersoldiers are equipped with the best Poitur can offer: rocketpacks, force shields, an array of aetheric weapons and other amenities. Capable of working effectively as a unit or alone, they are typically used as either elite troopers or solo operatives.

Along with these more common soldiers types, rocket-infantry, mecha and drones are used. The latter is used sparingly, despite their effectiveness, and only in Poituran space, as the onboard AI of these combat drones arguably push past the constraints of the UMC when it comes to their independent decision making. Organic minders are used to supervise these drones and make sure that “erratic” behavior routines are immediately taken care of and corrected.

Formations and Tactics

Since many Poituran strategists see war as an opportunity to showcase their skills they tend to use overly elaborate strategies in their campaigns, even when it is entirely unnecessary and counterproductive. Complex combined arms warfare utilizing all segments of the Poituran war machine is the norm. Preferring terrestrial combat to space battles, engagements usually began with artillery divisions raining down on an enemy position before infantry is sent in. City Guard infantry, used as cannon fodder as their armor and weapons are largely worthless against enemies with more advanced equipment, are sent in waves to capture territory or destroy fortifications. If they should fail, supersoldiers or drones supported by tank-carriers and mecha are sent in as a mechanized infantry unit. Rocket-infantry and air divisions are a significant part of this strategy, using their rockets, warplanes and flying fortresses to protect ground forces from aerial attacks and bombardment. Given the importance of their role, and the extensive training they go through to breed out the mediocre, these flying aces are infamous for being braggarts.

Navy and Spacecraft

Besides the tiny underfunded patrol fleet used by the Poituran Commission, Poitur does not have a standing navy comparable to the one massive ones found in other states. That said, when the Department of War does call the city-states to arms, Poitur’s combined municipal fleets are impressive relative to the polity’s size.

Still retaining some of the design principles of their Duzhonevian forefathers, Poituran ships are much larger than they need to be and usually dwarf their opponents. Powered by potent aetheric reactors, these warships are capable of supporting numerous energy-intensive armaments and multiple engines for fast sub-light propulsion. Owning to Poituran pride in their craftsmanship, warships are made to look striking. Most are elongated in design with astrodynamic fins attached to their port and starboard and sleek curved hulls that are usually copper or brass plated.

Culture Profile: DPC Muskiev

Astrography

The Democratic People's Commonwealth of Muskiev ("Muskiev") is a relatively small galactic power, consisting of a few hundred thousand systems in Xeno Alley. As both powers are centered upon the Cormieus system, Muskievite systems tend to be located close to the systems of the Directorate of Free States, and each has many systems claimed by the other.

Natural Physical Appearance

The majority of the inhabitants of Muskiev are baseline humans of the Galactic ethnicity. Some populations of other species also reside within Muskiev, with the largest being sobaks and arambi.

Appearance Traditions

While Muskiev has no official clothing policy, certain styles are strongly encouraged. Clothing is expected to be frugal and functional even among the elite, befitting the Muskievite state's focus upon order and discipline. More elaborate clothing is disdained as aristocratic and wasteful. Because of the Muskievite focus upon equality and conformity, dressing in a manner too distinct from others is strongly discouraged. Muskievite styles tend to be based upon the traditional dress of manual laborers in Muskiev or upon military uniforms. Due to the cold climate on the region of Cormieus where Muskiev was founded, Muskievite styles tend to mimic winter clothing.

Language

The primary language of Muskiev is Krylies, a language closely related to Middle Standard Imperial. Krylies is officially the only legal language in Muskiev, although the inhabitants of backwater planets will often speak their traditional languages when no officials are listening. Because of widespread surveillance and censorship, Muskievite citizens will often use euphemisms to refer to sensitive subjects, which can make understanding them difficult.

Government, Law and Politics

The ruler of Muskiev is the General Secretary of the Commonwealthist Party of Muskiev, who wields truly immense power, although it is tempered by the power of various organizations within Muskiev. In theory the General Secretary is accountable to the Council for Progress, an organization of the greatest experts in every field, from science to history to politics. In practice, the Council is no more than a rubber stamp, as the General Secretary is responsible for appointing its members. The real power within Muskiev is the Commonwealthist Party, which is the only legal political party within Muskiev. Almost every citizen of Muskiev is at least nominally a member of the Party and there is little to no distinction between party and state. The party is controlled by the Central Committee, which is responsible for choosing the General Secretary. The power of the Central Committee relative to the General Secretary and the CSS has varied over the years but it has always been a force to be reckoned with.

Muskiev is divided into several provinces, of variable size but each containing several systems. These divisions are based largely upon ethnic and cultural divisions, with many being based upon the boundaries of states conquered by Muskivev. While theoretically autonomous, in practice, Muskiev is highly centralized, with decisions over all important matters being made by the central government.

Muskiev prides itself upon its egalitarianism, claiming that beings of any class, gender or species can rise far in Muskiev. Despite this, Muskievite politics remains heavily dominated by humans from the core Muskievite territories, although there have been some notable exceptions.

A key player in Muskievite politics is the Central Security Service or CSS. The CSS serves as the secret police of Muskiev, working to destroy rebels and subversives. The CSS wields a great deal of power behind the scenes and several General Secretaries have risen to power from within its ranks. Another group enforcing the government's will is the Red Guard. While officially no more than a youth group, the Red Guard is in truth a paramilitary organization, with the power to report others for subversion and to directly act against perceived counter-revolutionary sentiment. The Red Guard is valued because the youth of its members makes them appear less suspicious to dissidents under surveillance, and because they are among the most fanatical commonwealthists in existence. However, the fanaticism and immaturity of many Red Guards can sometimes cause problems and the movement as a whole is greater resented by many in the CSS, who regard them as upstart teenagers. Nevertheless the Red Guards persist, largely thanks to being valued by many General Secretaries as a counter to the CSS.

Muskiev is one of the most totalitarian societies in the galaxy, surpassed only by the likes of the Duzhonev Imperium. Almost the entire population is regularly kept under surveillance and the state controls almost every aspect of life in Muskiev, from housing to schooling to food. Dissidents are sent to labor on frigid prison worlds, shot after a brief trial or torn apart by angry mobs of Red Guards.

Economy

Muskiev operates as a command economy, with almost all economic activity being controlled by the state. The intended economic development of Muskiev is commonly outlined in five and ten year plans, some of which are more successful than others. Private businesses are permitted but only on a very small scale; any non-state economic activity involving more than ten people is quickly shut down.

Officially, there is no private property in Muskiev, although this is honored more in theory than in practice. In theory, citizens of Muskiev are provided with goods and services according to the degree that they require them; for instance, the rationing system is designed to ensure that those who most need food will get the most. However, in truth this system is beset by corruption and inefficiency, with only the elite being guaranteed to get consisting service.

The economy of Muskiev is heavily based upon heavy industry and the military, with other areas of economic activity being somewhat neglected. This, together with the difficulties of running a planned economy without assistance from AI has caused problems for Muskiev's economy.

Trade

The government of Muskiev maintains a total monopoly on all foreign trade, with those attempting to trade with other nations themselves being denounced and executed as smugglers. Muskiev trades almost exclusively with its Federation allies and other states within the Federal sphere. Muskiev primarily trades in raw materials and the products of its enormous industrial complex.

Currency

While Muskiev had initially intended to abolish currency entirely, the example of the Federation led to a decision to maintain currency until society had advanced enough to discard it. The currency of Muskiev is the Razbov, a primarily electronic and infinitely divisible current. The Razbov is issued and its value guaranteed by the Ministry of the Economy.

Sex, Romance and Family Structure

For many of the baseline human inhabitants of Muskiev, the family has ceased to exist. Instead, the majority of children are now decanted rather than born and raised in groups of four by state-appointed mentors. The mentors are given the job of ensuring that the children are raised according to the values of the Muskievite state and that "deviant" aspects of their character are firmly suppressed. Mentors will also ensure that the children are able to find gainful employment, in a career that their mentors have decided they are most suited.

Sexual relations between individuals are one of the few aspects of life in Muskiev not to be regulated by the state, although promiscuity is frowned upon as a decadent and aristocratic habit and celibacy is encouraged for many important servants of the state, in order to ensure that they have no divided loyalties. Many of the more remote and outlying systems and regions of Muskiev still maintain a traditional family structure, although work is being done to change this. Non baseline humans in Muskiev also retain their traditional family structures.

Religious Beliefs and Traditions

Muskiev is an overwhelmingly atheistic society, with all forms of religion being officially banned, although this is only spottily enforced outside of the Muskievite core systems. However, some foreigners have argued that Muskiev has a de facto state religion in the form of the cult of personality surrounding Jeshop Lyrien, the founder of Muskiev and the first General Secretary. While all General Secretaries have found themselves the subjects of cults of personality, Lyrien has been all but deified following his death. Lyrien is portrayed as the perfect worker’s hero, a man of borderline supernatural talents. Indeed, in more backwards areas of Muskiev, it is commonly believed that images of Lyrien will bring good luck to the household.

Philosophy and Disposition

Muskiev is a state founded upon the philosophy of commonwealthism, devised by the exiled Consortium philosopher Karolus Menk. Drawing upon the Unity ideology of the Federation and the ideals of the ancient Martian Technocracy, commonwealthism states that all previous economic systems placed too much power in the hands of wealthy employers, who would come to abuse and exploit those who worked under them. The solution was to place businesses in the hands of those who worked for them and bring all resources under the control of democratic collectives. While Muskiev claims to be the fulfilment of Menk's vision, in truth it is the government of Muskiev and not its workers that controls economic activity.

As an extension of its ideological basis, Muskiev regards itself as a friend and liberator to all the downtrodden and oppressed workers of the galaxy, be they Imperial peasants, Sokowuz slaves or Avelovan beggars. Muskiev therefore seeks to spread it's ideology across the galaxy through various means. Progressors are agents of Muskiev who are given the task of spreading Commonwealthism throughout the galaxy through various means. This can take the form of providing useful technology to primitive societies, of attacking planets with biological weapons and then offering a cure in exchange for submission or of imprinting onto powerful and respected members of a community and using them as mouthpieces to spread commonwealthism. Muskievite propaganda often describes Muskiev as the One State, the country that will reunite mankind.

Muskievite society places a strong emphasis upon logic and rationality, believing that more good can be done if the greater good is valued over subjective emotions. Muskievite officials are therefore encouraged to be as coldly logical as possible and place value only upon that which benefits Muskiev and its ideology. This attitude also extends to daily life, as Muskiev has a great hatred for any beliefs or actions it regards as irrational and will quickly seek to stamp them out. A further aspect of this belief is an obsession with the future and a hatred of the past, in particular the past before the Muskievite Revolution. Therefore Muskiev seeks to destroy almost all aspects of their culture before the revolution and of other cultures before their conquest. To harbor unapproved pre-revolutionary artefacts is a capital offense.

A key aspect of commonwealthist ideology within Muskiev is the concept of the obliteration of the self. The individual is nothing, their words and actions utterly unable to make a difference in the vast galaxy. It is only by standing together, under the wise guidance of their appointed masters that the great mass of individuals can be more than themselves. In service to this ideology, Muskiev does everything possible to encourage its citizens to see themselves as part of a collective rather than as individuals. Rather than having personal names, decanted individuals have serial numbers which will be used to refer to them in an official context, although most will gain nickname which serve as unofficial names. Most Muskievite housing is communal and many workplaces are structured to encourage group activities.

A culture of denunciations and purges has existed in Muskiev from its founding and while the indiscriminate massage of the early revolutionary period have ceased, the hunt for traitors and dissidents remains an omnipresent aspect of life in Muskiev. The slightest suspicion of anti-government sentiment is sometimes enough to ensure death, especially if the local CSS department have quotas to fill. Purges are also an occasional fixture of the Muskievite government, as different factions seek to remove their rivals by denouncing them as traitors.

Military

Views on War

Muskiev regards war as an unfortunate necessity in order to defend the revolution and to spread it elsewhere. Muskiev is therefore a highly militarized state, with one of the largest armies for a state of its size in the galaxy. A very large percentage of the Muskievian economy is also geared towards military spending.

Command Structure

Because of paranoia from the early rulers of Muskiev about the possibility of a military coup, the Muskievian military has been thoroughly subordinated to the political leadership, with the General Secretary serving as the supreme commander and many generals being chosen for their Party connections. This has somewhat limited the effectiveness of the Muskievite military.

The Muskievite military is divided into three branches- the Red Army, the Red Navy and the Special Forces. The Special Forces are the spies and commandos of Muskiev, among the best in the galaxy. Made up of clones, who undergo brutal training from birth, the Special Forces are experts at stealth and infiltration, launched massive attacks behind enemy lines, striking seemingly from nowhere. Many Special Forces agents imprint onto enemy prisoners of war, waiting until their opportunity to strike.

Soldier Types and Equipment

The vast majority of soldiers in the Red Army are flash clones, born in huge batches and ready for conflict not long after. The flash clones are created without the capacity to feel fear and pain or to question orders. As in the Federation and Duzhonev, the clone soldiers are considered completely disposable, as they can very easily be replaced. The average Muskievite soldier is therefore lightly equipped, being armed only with a slugthrower and a Lyrien Bottle, a simple explosive consisting of a bottle of unstable diluted aether.

While the simple masses of the infantry are mindless flash clones, the Red Army has many positions which require more thought and are therefore given to individuals with stronger minds. Foremost among these are the commissars, who are needed in order to turn the simple masses of the clones into a disciplined fighting force. Comissars serve as the commanders of each unit and have the difficult task of ensuring that their vat grown inferiors are able to clearly understand their orders.

Electron rays are the energy weapon of choice for Muskiev. Whilst extremely powerful, able to easily take out huge numbers of enemy soldiers and vehicles, Muskievite electron rays are even larger and heavier than their Duzhonevian counterparts and cannot be wielded by an ordinary soldier. Instead electron rays are mounted upon vehicles and spacecraft and wielded by the Electron Corps, the elite of the Muskievite infantry. The Electron Corps are clad in large suits of powered armor in order to safely use their signature weapons.

Muskiev relies heavily upon its armored divisions, which are, unlike the conventional infantry, not regarded as disposable. Consisting of several varieties of tanks and mecha and armed with electron rays and vast quantities of artillery, the Muskievite armored divisions are a force to be reckoned with, towering over most of their enemies. However their slow moving nature means that it is possible for faster and more maneuverable to get the better of them.

Formations and Tactics

Due to Muskiev prioritizing loyalty to the state over skill at warfare in its generals, many Muskievite commanders are severely lacking in tactical or strategic brilliance or even competence. As a result Muskievite tactics have a strong focus upon victory through sheer numbers and brute force, both of which can easily be manufactured by the huge industrial plants of Muskiev, rather than by outthinking the enemy.

The most common Muskievite tactic is to attack the enemy with one part of their military at a time, continuously weakening them until they fold. The attack begins with several attacks by the Special Forces, who will sow fear and confusion throughout the enemy ranks, softening them up for the next waves. Then, the enemy positions will be assaulted by huge waves of clone soldiers. Mindlessly fanatical, the clones will simply keep attacking the enemy unless ordered otherwise, despite the heavy casualties they will undoubtedly incur. Many enemies have found themselves overwhelmed by sheer numbers, despite the poor equipment and fighting abilities of the clones. Then the Electron Corps and armored divisions will be sent in, to blast the weakened enemy out of existence.

Navy and Spacecraft

Although the Red Navy is smaller than the navy of its Directorate rivals, it is nevertheless able to hold its own. The Muskievite fleet consists of many large, cylindrical capital ships, each of which is supported by swarms of smaller shuttles. As Muskievite ships have very weak shields, they rely very heavily upon their extremely thick hulls and on offensive power. Each Muskievite ship is equipped with vast numbers of missiles, as well as several ship mounted electron rays. In addition to defending the regime against external enemies, the Red Navy is also vital for the prevention of rebellion; the vast majority of inhabited Muskievite worlds have ships from the Red Navy in orbit, bringing the ever present threat of orbital bombardment.

Species Profile: Sandworms

One of Yrrakis’s most notable inhabitants, the sandworm (001 Vharru Yrraki) is as important as it is mysterious. Few ever see a sandworm in the flesh, and even fewer see one fully grown in the wild, for they are as dangerous as their spice is valuable. Some view them as divine in nature, manifestations of the gods’ judgement, while others view them as merely valuable animals. What no one can deny is that these beasts have made Yrrakis a jewel for any empire, and a graveyard as well.

Physiology

Sandworms are technically a form of earthworm, but they are heavily diverged from their minuscule cousins. A fully grown worm can reach a length of one hundred meters long, their massive bulk supported by internal rings of a bone-like substance. Their leathery, sand-colored skin can resist handheld slugthrowers and even blasters, though their hide cannot withstand heavy weaponry. A worm’s redundant organs make killing them even more difficult. On one end of the sandworm are its radial jaws, lined with dozens of magnetite-based teeth. The front teeth are hooked and sharp for dragging in victims, while the back teeth are more flat for crushing.

For burrowing, the sandworm is propelled through the earth by extremely strong muscle systems, guided by sensory organs around its body. Their bodies can withstand extreme temperatures caused by the friction, which also generates large amounts of static electricity. A sandworm breathes through its mouth and pores, and stores air in lungs around the body. The air pockets in the soil are insufficient to sustain such a large and active organism, even though they are highly oxygen-efficient, meaning a worm must occasionally come up for air.

Reproduction and Life Cycle

Sandworms are hermaphroditic, and lay hundreds of thousands of small eggs. Larval sandworms are tiny compared to an adult, and are incapable of creating spice. Receiving no parental care, the vast majority of larvae die before maturity, with larger sandworms being a common source of predation. Juveniles feed and consume water ravenously, usually reaching reproductive maturity in 20 standard years, at which they are 15 meters in length. Maximum size is reached after roughly a century, and it is unknown what a sandworm’s maximum lifespan is. There are rumors of millennia-old sandworms of massive size, living in the deepest parts of the desert.

Diet and Feeding Habits

A sandworm primarily feeds on a diet of sand, on which they feed almost constantly. How this provides sufficient nutrition for such a large creature is unknown, but it is hypothesized they feed on the vast amount of dead organic material in the sand, microorganisms, and possibly even radioactive particles. The sandworm’s digestive system causes various chemical reactions in the sand, creating the valuable waste substance known as spice. They also can enter a state of dormancy to conserve energy, and can do so for months when times are scarce.

Sandworms will also feed on regular animals and plants when they have the chance, since these are richer in biological materials, water, and energy than sand. Although blind, a sandworm’s body is extremely sensitive to vibrations, and can sense a human walking from a significant distance. To assist in hunting, sandworms form large sunken areas in the ground called sandworm pits, from which escape is extremely difficult. Although most will simply wait and collect what has accumulated there, some worms have even allegedly herded prey into these pits, indicating a high level of intelligence for an invertebrate.

Contrary to what some criminals and fremen claim, a sandworm will not digest a person over millennia. A uncrushed person likely would die from either the powerful stomach acids, or suffocate in a few minutes.

Relations with Sapients

Most of their interactions with humans and others sapients revolve around melange, more simply known as spice. A chemically complicated substance with organic and mineral properties, spice is extremely difficult to synthesize, and harder to synthesize in high quality. This makes the sandworms too valuable to exterminate, despite their dangerous behavior and size. This value has also led to sandworms being imported across the galaxy, although they generally prefer the conditions typically found on Yrrakis.

Spice is often harvested from the sandworm pits, where the worms are “farmed." Food is placed in the pit to placate and sustain the resident worm. Once this is done, then machines and workers move in to harvest the spice. This process is still imperfect, since the activity of machines and large groups of workers may stir the highly territorial sandworm. A sandworm moving to another pit may disrupt harvesting efforts as well. Some groups view the process of harvesting from the revered worms as somewhat religious in nature. Combined with the high price of spice, this makes spice harvesting worth the risk.

Sandworm attacks are dangerous, with larger ones capable of devouring small vehicles and biting through plasteel. However, these creatures are not undefeatable. They are incapable of digging through solid rock, and cannot move well outside of sand or dirt. Vibration sensors give an early warning to their approach, and motor vehicles can often outpace the worms, should they start with sufficient distance. However, sandworms rarely go hungry nowadays, since the ongoing flow of foreign troops brings more prey to the sandworm’s ever-hungering jaws.

Culture Profile: Settlement Independence Movement

Astrography

The Settlement Independence Movement (“SIM”) is a localized revolutionary front in former Consortium space. Many of the worlds currently aligned with the SIM were once under the control of the Networker corporation, which ostensibly ceded control of them to the SIM. Several thousand star systems have joined the movement, but the exact number fluctuates as systems join the SIM and are reconquered on a constant basis.

Natural Physical Appearance

As with the Consortium, the SIM is home to a myriad of human species, uplifts and sapient xenos, with the Networker corporation especially encouraging the immigration of the latter. Extensive cybernetic argumentation, along with the proliferation of synthetic automata and "algorithms," has allowed for all manner of cybernetic organisms to exist within the SIM, in likely contravention of the Uniform Machine Code.

Appearance Traditions

The revolutionaries of the SIM favor clothing that projects a laid-back and causal image. The same is true for their cybernetics, which are designed to be subtle for a more naturalistic and “human” appearance. These traditions can be traced back to the counterculture movements within Consortium space that sought to rebel against mainstream consumer culture which emphasized the flaunting of cybernetics as a show of material wealth. Consequently, most SIM fashion is saturated in irony and satire, with so many hidden meanings within it that it is nearly impossible to appreciate without an in-depth knowledge of SIM and Consortium society.

Ironically, the SIM is more conservative than their counterparts in Consortium space when it comes to clothing, with an unwritten cultural mandate that SIM revolutionaries and Networker employees adhere to certain aesthetics as a show of movement solidarity. The few times that this mandate is broken is when a garb from outside the SIM is appropriated by the Networker corporation and sold to consumers as the newest in exotic fashion in the galaxy. The fashion of impoverished powers are especially valued for their perceived authenticity. The overwhelming majority of clothing in the SIM is provided by Networker, which has a monopoly on the fashion industry, as it does with everything else in the SIM.

Language

A heavy-modified variant of Systems Basic is used throughout the SIM. This variation was created in earliest days of the Settlement Independence War and was originally a crypto-language created by dissents that was later co-opted and modified by Networker. Like its parent language, the variant uses electronic alphanumerical codes to communicate, but it has the notable distinction of almost exclusively relying on memetic imagery and pictograms unique to the SIM to convey emotion, meaning and context through a constant stream of self-referential cultural material. These pictograms are similar to augment hieroglyphics, and can be used to have double meanings that are not apparent to outsiders.

Networker cyberspace has long since become the main form of communication in the SIM, with the idea of communicating or socializing through “meatspace” being perceived as antiquated and anti-social by much of the populace. Those few citizens that don’t use cyberspace to socialize are typically either from systems that have only recently joined the SIM, and thus don’t have the ansible infrastructure necessary to access to the Networker cyberspace, or have weak ansible connectivity due to unreliable wormhole stability in their region of space. In either case, Traditional and Simplified Standard Imperial are the most likely languages used in these systems.

Government, Law, and Politics

The revolution claims to have created an anarchist society without any form of central government or state, but the truth is far more complex. Owning to the movement’s anti-capitalist and anti-authoritarian origins, life in the SIM is organized around non-hierarchical and autonomous communes of free individuals that have banded together to mutually aid one another as a collective. These communes can take the form of a worker’s council, a communal assembly, or a cooperative startup and can range in membership from only having a few dozen members to representing an entire star system.

Communes are voluntary associations that are governed as direct democracies where policy decisions are decided by its members directly voting on an issue without a representative intermediary. This is accomplished through the SIM’s unique form of electronic voting, which is done solely through Networker cyberspace as a means of "securing" the elections from foreign interlopers. All commune decisions are posted as multiple choice polls, no matter how minor the decision may be. Given the sheer volume of decisions, few commune members actually vote on most, let alone all, of them. Per revolutionary doctrine, there is no minimum age limit for voting in a commune, with children being allowed to vote so as long as they can access their social profile account.

Although each individual commune is theoretically a self-sustaining entity that is autonomous and equal to its sibling communes in the SIM, in practice, the smaller and less productive communes are highly dependent on the financial and military backing of their more successful counterparts. Similarly, all SIM communes are sponsored by the Networker corporation, which is considered an ally of the movement despite being a capitalist enterprise. The corporation’s influence on the polity is omnipresent, with the vast majority of revolutionaries in the SIM being directly, or indirectly, employed by it.

Networker is ostensibly organized and managed as a hybrid cooperative, with all its employees having a share in the corporation and jointly owning it as a semi-democratic business association. Accordingly, the corporation seemingly has no ruling board of directors or chief executive officer. All employees are treated as equals, with no one employee having executive power over another. In practice, charismatic employees with reliable pull with their co-workers can use that influence to sway corporate policy. The original founders of Networker have managed to retain their influence in the corporation this way despite having ostensibly relinquished their executive control at the dawn of the revolution.

As a polity with no central government, and thus no head of state or dedicated diplomatic corps, the SIM hires Networker to act as its representative when dealing with external entities. In those situations, the SIM outwardly presents itself as a voluntary confederation of autonomous communes and settlements with a much stronger level of cohesion than is accurate, with Networker acting as its servile public face to outsiders. Similarly, in regard to internal conflicts, the SIM relies on Networker mediators to rectify everything from trade disputes to outright wars between communes. While there is no legal mandate that this must be the case, those few communes that do decide to not accept Networker meditation can be found in breach of agreement and lose all access to Networker technologies, with exile from the SIM for “anti-social” behavior being a likely follow-up punishment.

Economy

The SIM rejects the unfettered free market of the Consortium as an exploitative economic model that disfranchises the individual. It is likewise skeptically of the state-centric command economies of states such as the Federation and Muskiev. In lieu of either economic model, the SIM has a developed a “cooperative” economy that adheres to a decentralized system of mutually beneficial exchanges between voluntary communes. The SIM rebukes critics that argue that their system is just capitalism with nicer adjectives by claiming that its economic model of commerce is not only distinct, but also morally superior to the market systems of the Consortium by virtue of these exchanges being done by equalitarian entities that are free of the top-down hierarchy and worker exploitation that is common in capitalist societies. Outside critics point to the monopolistic dominance of the Networker corporation over SIM space, and its direct control over all cyberspace economic activity, as proof that the SIM either operates under a de facto corporatist or command economy.

Trade

Given the SIM’s reputation as a secessionist power with technology possibly in violation of the Uniform Machine Code, the movement is largely viewed by the rest of the galaxy as a pariah with few powers acknowledging it as a sovereign entity, let alone trading with it. This is magnified by the Consortium’s attempts to destabilize the SIM through economic warfare, with any power caught trading with the SIM running the risk of having their debts to the Consortium abruptly called or the interest on their loans suddenly tripled.

Only the Solarians and Federation officially recognize the SIM as an independent power from the Consortium, with the Federation being incredibly cagey on the issue. The two have formal trade relations with the movement, and largely use these pacts to purchase Networker technologies at reduced prices. Unsubstantiated rumors claim that the SIM also has an on-going connection with the Posthuman Conclave and that most of the movement’s advancements in "algorithm" technology are the result of the Conclave’s assistance. No such connection has been conclusively proven by either the Consortium or the Protectorate, and the SIM doggedly denies any such association.

Currency

All currency has been abolished in the SIM having been deemed as a form of capitalist social control and wage slavery that was antithetical to revolution principles. In its place is a point-based reputation system meant to track and quantify a citizen’s commitment to the SIM and its ideals, encouraging and discouraging behavior on the basis of "social harmony and justice." In practice, the system uses mass surveillance and peer reporting to gauge how much a citizen is staying true to the cause and its de facto leadership. Those found lacking in loyalty can lose anything from privileges at their commune to having their Networker social profile permanently revoked. Losing one’s social profile is usually a death sentence, as all Networker technology requires constant profile access and sign-in, meaning that without one you cannot use basic utilities such as food dispensaries or medical services.

The point system has been modified to exploit psychological triggers in the brain that motivate people to go to greater lengths to accumulate points beyond physiological needs. While simply doing one’s share of the work at their commune is the most common way to gain points, they can also be earned by doing social activities, such as posting entertaining or ironic pro-SIM images, memes and video essays on one’s social profile, or engaging in "direct action" against the SIM's many enemies. The more popular and liked the media is the more points are earned. As such, some of the richest citizens in the SIM owe their wealth to being cyberspace celebrities. These points have no value outside Networker outlets and cooperatives and cannot be exchanged for a foreign currency.

Sex, Romance and Family Structure

As with its parent culture, the SIM has no universal sex laws, leaving it up to individual communes to develop their own. The same sentiment is shared in the Networker’s corporate code of conduct, which has zero prohibitions on nonviolent sexual expression and identification. This code is typically used as a legal blueprint for most communes. That being the case, acts of sexual violence or harassment in the workplace, or in a commune, are universally considered a criminal offense. Those found guilty of it, or suspected of guilt on cyberspace, can face any number of grievous punishments, the least severe being universal “blockage” from cyberspace. Given that most people who are blocked end up committing suicide from social isolation, this punishment is essentially a form of execution.

The traditional nuclear family unit is seen as a capitalist invention meant to provide corporate overlords a steady and self-replicating supply of alienated workers. As such, most citizens don’t bother to get married and overall prefer to engage in rapid-fire short-term relationships. Most of these relationships are done entirely through cyberspace, even if both parties cohabit the same commune, and rely on Networker dating “algorithms” to find the most compatible mates.

While most of the populace still prefers to date flesh and blood organics, an increasing number are abandoning the dating game entirely and purchasing “synths” as long-term domestic partners. This trend has attracted no small amount of criticism and mockery from powers on the Protectorate Council, which believes the SIM’s infatuation with its own technology is a gateway drug to complete AI dependence if not corrected. This accusation is not helped by the fact that few commune members are willing to parent their own progeny and leave it to caretaker synths to raise and educate them, which many onlookers point to as the likely cause for the rise of AI fetishism.

Religious Beliefs and Traditions

Religiosity is extremely low in the SIM, despite no state-mandated prohibition on religious practice. This can be mostly chalked up to the SIM’s inherited atheism from the Consortium, and its concerns that revering a supernatural higher being can threaten a revolutionary’s allegiance to his follow laborers.

Despite the above being the norm, machine worship has been known to sporadically break out in communes. These cults typically venerate cyberspace as a holistic cyber-organism that interconnects the entirety of the SIM and best embodies its anarchist and collectivist ideals. The founders of Networker are often revered in these cults as heavily mythologized icons, role models and saints who heralded a new transhumanist age by rebelling against the “system” within the Consortium.

A tiny minority of these cults go even further and worship Networker “algorithms” that have somehow achieved self-awareness and gone renegade. While the former is tolerated by other communes and Networker itself, the latter is immediately marked for purging by Networker corporate security forces, lest they attract the attention of the Protectorate.

Philosophy and Disposition

Most of the philosophies espoused by the SIM are defined by their direct opposition to the Consortium’s unrestrained capitalism. The revolutionaries of the SIM believe that its rival’s obsession with competitive commerce is a fundamentally self-destructive form of economics that manipulates workers against one another for the shallow pursuit of material gains while economic “elites” rack in a disproportionate amount of the profit. To prevent this kind of hierarchical class-based exploitation, the means of production must be in the hands of the collective, not a singular owner. Thus, worker self-management of resources is theoretically enforced across the SIM’s member communes to ensure the creation of a prosperous and sustainable society for all.

All of this is the natural outgrowth of early anti-Consortium ideology that holds that all sentient forms of life are fundamentally equal to one another, with it being impossible, and immoral, to stratify and quantify an individual’s worth in relation to another. Hierarchies are therefore morally bankrupt by definition and believed to be nothing more than an excuse by the powerful to justify their inherently abusive and violent hegemony over others. Some go further and claim that prohibitions on artificial intelligence are just another form of unjust hierarchy perpetuated by the galactic systems of power, and seek to abolish the Uniform Machine Code, but these radicals are often silenced by their peers.

Military
Views on War

The SIM strongly adheres to the concept of “direct action” when it comes to combating the Consortium and its other ideological enemies. Under this ethos, violence, and even warfare, are treated as another form of protest against oppressive power structures, and thus are perfectly justifiable actions in the SIM’s quest for emancipation from its former corporatist overlords. As such, citizens who advocate for peace with the Consortium, or claim to be anti-ideological moderates, are seen as enabling the forces of oppression, if not outright accused of being counterrevolutionary traitors to the cause. Even those on recently "liberated" worlds that express skepticism or lukewarm support for the SIM can find themselves in trouble with the new authorities. That being the case, few people in the SIM actively participate in revolutionary violence, much preferring the safety on their cyberspace platforms to attack their political opponents.

Only the most radical members of the power volunteer to fight in the ongoing Settlement Independence War, doing so either out of a sense of duty to the movement or for the social capital that comes with serving. Although Networker is only interested in continuing its conflict with its former corporate rivals in the Consortium, the SIM is determined to achieve universal liberation beyond Consortium space, which has become a minor, but growing, point of contention between the two entities.

Command Structure

The armies of the SIM are more or less split into two main forces: The Revolutionary Insurrection Army of the Settlement Independence Movement, commonly known as the Resistance, and Networker’s corporate security forces. Officially, the Resistance is the standing army of the movement, with Networker’s forces being auxiliary allies of the cause. The reality is that the overwhelming majority of the SIM’s military is made up of Networker drones, with the Resistance being an oftentimes irrelevant appendage of corporation’s military assets. Although the Resistance operates using a loose cell-based structure with no central leadership or chain of command, Resistance cell commanders are almost always under the authority and supervision of a Networker agent, whether they know it or not.

The corporation has long since done away with the typical corporate command structure of the Consortium's PMCs and has replaced most of its organic minders with combat algorithms specialized to oversee drone developments and tactical operations. Officially these algorithms are dummy AI, problem-solving processes incapable of action without final deliberation by Networker handlers. In truth, Networker overseer AI are fully capable of independent action and thought, and are allowed to command an engagement without oversight so as long as combat objectives are meet. However, they are all programmed with fig leaf communication codes, designed to fool Protectorate investigators.

Soldier Types and Equipment

The majority of the SIM’s military forces are drones and terminators manufactured by Networker. The corporation provides these drones to the movement free of charge, with it being the sole private military contractor permitted to operate in SIM space. Networker drones are sometimes operated by talented organic pilots who control surrogate drones via virtual reality interfaces. However, most are controlled by overseer algorithms that can operate several million drones simultaneously and without lag.

These drones vary in design and specialization, with many of them being multiple purpose units capable of radically shifting their composition and form to rapidly adapt to any given combat situation. This achieved through Networker’s unique mimetic polyalloy meshes, which are responsive to the commands of overseer algorithms in real-time. The ever-reliable railgun is the most common onboard weapon for Networker drones, but newer tools, such as “grey goo” sprays and memetic weapons are becoming more commonplace.

The volunteer soldiers of the Resistance are immediately recognizable for their all-black uniforms and face-obscuring holo-hoods, with are used to safeguard the identity of SIM infiltrators operating in the Consortium. Either equipped with Networker arms or weapons ransacked from the Consortium, these soldiers typically use railguns and smart guns. Notably, all Networker weaponry can be classified as smart weapons as they can only be used with a verified cyberspace social profile, the logic being that this prevents hostiles from using Networker weapons against SIM operatives.

Formations and Tactics

Overseer algorithms are beholden to no particular stratagem or school of tactics, and simply adapt to whatever situation they face. That stated, newer algorithms that have yet to absorb firsthand battle experience do tend to rely on swarm tactics to overwhelm the enemy with waves of expendable drones. Though rare, experienced algorithms can gain “quirks,” which can result in them developing preferred strategies such as biological warfare or terror tactics. Such algorithms are quickly data-wiped by Networker programmers if detected.

Networker does much of the heavy-lifting when it comes to large-scale engagements, with Resistance essentially serving as the SIM’s terrorist wing, undertaking covert missions in the Consortium as an insurgent force meant to disrupt the enemy by causing as much internal political unrest as possible. This is usually done through various acts of terrorism, with political assassinations, corporate sabotage, violent occupation of private spaces, destruction of cultural touchstones, and leaking of confidential corporate documents to cyberspace, all being standard tactics meant to expose the vulnerability of the Consortium and hopefully inspire its lower classes to rise against it.

Navy and Spacecraft

Like with its ground forces, the SIM naval forces are almost entirely represented by drone spacecraft, as Networker is rarely willing to put up the expense of hiring an organic crew. Most SIM fleets only have a singular central command ship crewed by Networker employees and algorithmic minders.

Although standard long-range railguns are often utilized in these vessel’s weapon suites, Networker has slowly been phasing out such armaments and replacing them with an array of smart missiles. Despite the corporation’s denial, these missiles are controlled with UMC breaking onboard algorithms, which dramatically increase their effectiveness against enemy defense grids.

On average, Networker droneships tend to be more durable than its Consortium counterparts, with the corporation’s engineers outfitting them with a nanite-infused armor to ensure that any one ship can outpace several Consortium spacecraft attacking it all once. They use flux drives nearly identical to the ones used by the Consortium for faster-than-light travel.

History Profile: The Dark Renaissance

Approximately one hundred thousand years after its foundation, the Second Empire of Man reached the apex of its achievement. During this period, mankind believed it was the master of all things, and for good reason. The entire Milky Way was under human control, with any remaining sapient xeno species accepting human rule or too primitive to be of any concern to the Second Empire. The Second Empire dominated the entire Virgo Supercluster, successfully containing the Tick Swarm in fifty separate galaxies, and it was in the process of colonizing further superclusters in the universe. The Second Empire’s wormgate network crisscrossed the entire supercluster, allowing for near-instantaneous travel between galaxies. Widespread automation made any form of labor a thing of the past for most humans, save for those who chose to live a primitive, isolated lifestyle for whatever reason. With the creation of pocket universes, it was self-evident that mankind reached apotheosis. In fact, heretical Rationalist creeds of the day preached that the Watchmaker itself was simply another highly advanced being or species that created the universe.

The creation of pocket universes, and the evolution of Rationalist theology, led to a natural question: are there truly more universes beyond, and could they be observed? The existence of hyperspace had been established fact for millennia, but hyperspace was merely another dimension of space contained “within” the universe. It was not a parallel universe, with its own laws and its own matter and energy. Advanced science pointed in that direction since time immemorial, but nothing has ever occurred which allowed for direct observation of a parallel universe. The creation of pocket universes led to advances in quantum tunneling and the development of the void engine. The latter was considered too dangerous for use in practical travel, but it did establish the existence of the Void, an entirely separate universe. However, it was still unknown whether other universes akin to the “proper” universe existed.

Advances in quantum tunneling eventually answered this question. A parallel universe was discovered by “tunneling through” the Void, establishing a stable wormgate connection on the other end. In this parallel universe, no human life existed, and the Earth was populated by non-sapient saurians. This discovery shocked the entire Empire, as did continued movement through the multiverse. Through continued study, it was concluded that the multiverse was infinite. Other human civilizations, with histories of varying difference to that of the Second Empire, were encountered and subjugated. Perhaps most shocking of all was the discovery of “parallel versions” of the Second Empire itself. Later, interdimensional threats were discovered and catalogued.

The breadth of the multiverse caused an existential and philosophical revolution within the Second Empire of Alfon-001, as it called its home universe. This was later termed the “Dark Renaissance” by future Imperial historians, as it was one of the two key catalysts of the Second Empire’s moral decline, the other being the widespread prevalence of hedonic engines. The existence of the infinite multiverse implied that choice, and consequently free will, were both meaningless concepts. Even if an individual made a particular choice in Alfon-001, it was guaranteed that another version of the same individual made another choice in another universe. In the grand scheme, every choice that could be made – and even some that could not be made – has been made and is being made. The discovery of universes that are far “ahead” or “behind” the timescale of Alfon-001 meant that time was meaningless.

But above all, the multiverse was a major blow to the Second Empire’s pride. The Second Empire went from being physical gods, the unchallenged masters of the Virgo Supercluster, to just another meaningless civilization that understood nothing. Universes were discovered with wildly differing physics and laws of reality, to the degree that study was rendered impossible because consistent results could not be produced with experimentation. Extremely powerful threats, which tore apart universes, were discovered rampaging throughout the multiverse. With alternate versions of itself, the Second Empire wasn’t even unique. The realization that all of mankind’s efforts and achievements amounted to nothing was crushing. The cultural nihilism was so great that some hypothesized that past alien civilizations which discovered the multiverse committed mass suicide.

The Dark Renaissance was, in many ways, defined by the various coping mechanisms that the Second Empire adopted for the new reality. Hedonic engines, which were already gaining popularity among laypeople and nobility for their stabilizing effect on society and the obvious benefits of being subjected to paradise, became even more popular. As physical existence was meaningless, retreat into a digital paradise had no negative existential implications. Continuing dread from the nihilism brought on by the multiverse also led to psychological modifications in those who chose to “drop out,” disabling their ability to comprehend what could only bring them misery.

Others tried to find ways to make realspace achievements matter. Some, particularly ambitious nobles, set off to conquer entire superclusters in distant corners of Alfon-001 or other universes, leading astronomically-scaled invasion forces of drones into the unknown. They sought to be masters of their own corner of existence. Some others descended into sadism, not unlike pre-Dark Renaissance nobles who were exiled to the then-distant Large Magellanic Cloud for their crimes. After all, in an infinite multiverse, the suffering of one version of one individual is utterly meaningless, as a version of this individual exists who is experiencing bliss.

Others still made it their mission to protect humanity, by taking versions of the Sol System and moving them to Alfon-001. After numerous human civilizations fell to apocalyptic religious wars brought on by what they perceived as a shift in the positions of stars in the night sky, Dyson spheres were constructed around the systems to simulate the immediate stellar neighborhood of Sol. Others started crusades against the infinite opponents of mankind. And some, seeking to spread mankind like a virus, began a vigorous campaign of seeding humanity as far and wide as possible.

The Second Empire’s government was powerless in the face of the Dark Renaissance. Although prosperity, hedonic engines, memetic weaponry, and brute force sufficed to keep the Second Empire theoretically unified, the government itself had little interest in governing. Most governance was already conducted by nobility or artificial intelligence for thousands of years, and in hedonic engines, no government was necessary. The Last Emperor, as he would later be known, had sat on the throne of Terra for tens of thousands of years indefinitely, and had himself retreated into a hedonic engine. Whenever nobles and their retinues left the Second Empire for distant realms, the Second Empire made no effort to stop them or govern them in any way.

Some historians consider the Dark Renaissance to have been the beginning of the end of the Second Empire. Those that remained in the Milky Way either retreated to hedonic engines or became mad sadists. Humanity became almost totally dependent on artificial intelligence, and thus became vulnerable to the Grand Cogitator and the Cog Lords that arose from it. However, the Second Empire also created what could be considered a multiverse-spanning empire at this stage, spending the next two hundred thousand years expanding into countless universes and guaranteeing human hegemony in Alfon-001. While the War of the Cog Lords destroyed the wormgate network, and thus the capability of accessing the multiverse directly, the Second Empire’s legacy continues on.

History Profile: The Federal Revolution

The Phobetor Wars

The Federal Revolution has its beginnings in the Phobetor Wars, a series of dynastic conflicts which consumed the Phobetor Sector. The Phobetor Sector was once the Phobetor Empire, a large interstellar empire that existed on the Scutum-Centaurus Arm, opposite the core of the Third Empire. The Empire defeated the Phobetor, and the Phobetor swore fealty to the House of Dondrukov with most of their possessions intact.

Prior to the Federal Revolution, the Phobetor Sector was ruled by House Merezh. King Zedan III, the patriarch of the house, was a popular and powerful leader, both with the Imperial court and his people. However, the power of the Phobetor Sector was envied by his sector neighbors, and he was thus at the heart of intrigue in the region. To appease his rivals, Zedan III married off his twin sons – Kovak and Thashir – to women from the second and third most powerful houses in the region. Kovak and Thashir both desired the throne, and under the succession laws in the Phobetor Sector, both of them are equally eligible. Zedan III believed that both of his sons were just as capable as the other, and feared the possibility of civil war should he give the throne to one or the other. As a result, Zedan III encouraged his sons to work together, although the two had clashing personalities and thus rarely agreed on anything. When Zedan III died, he left the throne to both of his sons, to reign as co-regents.

While the two brothers initially tried to rule as their father had, the arrangement did not last. Zedan III did not specify how disputes should be resolved between the two, believing that his sons were intelligent and level-headed enough to resolve disputes amicably and on a case-by-case basis. This was a miscalculation. Thashir was hotheaded and domineering, and frequently ignored his brother. By contrast, Kovak sought to undermine Thashir’s rule by sabotaging his projects, and in allowing Thashir to be the more public face of House Merezh, allowed Thashir to take the blame. Their reigning styles also differed: Thashir favored gaining the trust of the people, and lavish displays of generosity towards them, while Kovak preferred uncompromising brutality. The influence of their wives did not help matters, as each wife was motivated to enrich her house at the expense of the other. The gross mismanagement of the Phobetor Sector led to widespread discontent, and the growth of the Unity Party.

The Unity Party formed in Phobetor before the reign of Zedan III. The Party was initially a social circle for intellectuals who believed that the Empire as a whole could be improved through major reforms, including democratization and centralization. These ideas were opposed by House Merezh, who drove the Unity Party underground. In hiding, the Unity Party’s membership grew more proletarian and radical, transitioning away from reform and towards revolution. The Unity Party grew to believe that the Empire was a backwards, feudal autocracy that stood in the way of human progress and equality, and must therefore be overthrown by any means necessary. The Party’s activities evolved from protest to outright terrorism. Zedan III kept the Party successfully suppressed, but the rivalry between his two sons meant that House Merezh’s forces became distracted by other ventures.

The situation deteriorated completely when an attempt was made on Thashir’s life during a military parade, supposedly by Unity-sympathizing officers in House Merezh’s levy forces. Thashir immediately blamed Kovak for the attempt, accusing him of conspiring with the Unity Party against his brother. Kovak denied the claim, and accused Thashir of staging a failed hit. Koval, who had the loyalty of most of House Merezh’s forces, ordered Thashir’s arrest. Thashir and his supporters fled to the neighboring Atarsh Sector, the home of his wife, Emila of House Rothir. Kovak demanded that House Rothir hand over Thashir for trial, and House Rothir refused. In response, Thashir instructed the people of the Phobetor Sector to revolt against Kovak and his loyalists, and invaded the sector with his loyalists and the support of House Rothir. The first of the Phobetor Wars began.

The war went poorly for Kovak’s loyalists. Thashir was popular, and had a legitimate claim to the throne, so many worlds outright swore fealty to him and executed any Kovak supporters. In those worlds which remained loyal to Kovak, massive peasant revolts began. Kovak replied with brutal suppression tactics, which could not work because most of his forces were fighting Thashir’s forces. Instead, the suppression only inspired more peasants to join the revolt. In desperation, Kovak asked his wife, Yelisa of House Shendir, to devote her house’s forces to the war. Sensing an opportunity to seize control of the Phobetor Sector, Lord Galer Shendir of the Reznim Sector committed his forces to the war. This led to an official declaration of war between House Rothir and House Shendir, quickly involving their regional allies. These allies, many of whom had millennia of bad blood with their neighbors, jumped at the chance to go to war. Before long, the entire oversector was in the throes of war, the largest since the Third Empire defeated the Phobetor Empire.

The war turned against Thashir. Kovak’s alliance had far more men and firepower than his own, and although he still had the advantage of popularity among the people of the Phobetor Sector, this popularity was quickly waning. The war itself was highly unpopular among the people of Phobetor, as both sides resorted to mass conscription. The professional soldiers that formed the levies of the regional houses were soon destroyed by fighting, so all major powers had to use conscription. The Unity Party emerged from the chaos and gained major support, acting as a third side against Thasir and Kovak’s forces. The Unity Party transitioned from terrorist organization to a full-fledged army, but they nevertheless lost almost every engagement they fought.

Nevertheless, the Unity Party was powerful enough that it could serve as a kingmaker. The desperate Thashir believed that he could use the Unity Party to his advantage, and so promised reforms – including the creation of a constitutional monarchy – if the Unity Party supported him. The Unity Party agreed, and formed a united front with Thashir’s forces. This move disgusted some of Thashir’s allies, who switched sides, but it was a net gain for Thashir. The war was now turning in his favor. However, it would soon be interrupted.

The Imperial Invasion

News of war in the Phobetor Sector and its neighboring sectors soon reached the Imperial throne. Initially, the Empire paid the war no mind, as dynastic civil wars were commonplace in the empire. However, the scale of Phobetor’s civil war soon dwarfed any of these petty wars, and involved thousands of noble houses. The Empire thus had the right to step in and stop the war, and mediate the dispute peacefully.

However, in this instance, the Empire had numerous factors working against it. The Phobetor Sector was distant, and at the same time, levies could not be raised from neighboring sectors because they were already participating in the war. Normally, the Empire would intervene on behalf of one side, but in this instance, there was no clear side to back. Thashir and Kovak both had legitimate claims to the throne. Kovak argued that Thashir’s alliance with the Unity Party made him a traitor, as he was now aligned with an anti-Imperial organization, but the Empire ignored this because House Dondrukov coveted control of the Phobetor Sector for itself. Ever since the invasion of Phobetor, the Empire desired the sector as a base of operations on the far side of the galaxy. Therefore, the Empire entered the war with the intent on pacifying all of the belligerent factions. This began the second of the Phobetor Wars.

This approach backfired. Although Imperial planners believed the war would be easy, as the warring factions had already depleted their forces, an unexpected development occurred. As Imperial forces cut through the Phobetor Sector, the two brothers temporarily set aside their differences. Both agreed that while only one of them can emerge as king of the sector, neither of them will if the Empire wins. So, they agreed to a temporary alliance against the Empire. This alliance was “revealed” during the Siege of Phobetor Prime, when Thashir’s forces broke the Imperial blockade around the planet, saving Kovak from certain death. This marked the first major victory against the Empire in the Phobetor Wars, and the first major victory against the Empire by a rebelling feudal house since the Unification Wars.

The Empire’s defeat around Phobetor Prime had tremendous effects on the galaxy. It doubled the Empire’s efforts to pacify the Phobetor Sector, leading to the raising of levies around the galaxy. This renewed campaign succeeded in defeating the Phobetor united front in battle after battle, but it also depleted the Empire’s military capital everywhere else in the galaxy. Foreign enemies took advantage of this: the United Dominions of Avelov and the Citizens’ Alliance both waged a campaign of expansion against the Empire. The Consortium’s corporations sold weapons to both Phobetor rebels and the Empire. The Dynic Hegemony launched a unified invasion against all of its neighbors, and the Kerdin Empire waged a renewed war. The Principality of Nomoki grew its “planetary defense” forces and succeeded in securing several star systems from the Empire without firing a shot. Most importantly, the Empire’s defeat and subsequent wars inspired ambitious sector lords to rebellion. Some even claimed the Imperial throne. Before long, the Empire found itself at war throughout the entire Milky Way, a civil war dwarfing the Unification Wars. The Unity Party, with the support of the other Phobetor factions, fomented revolution around the galaxy.

The beginnings of rebellions elsewhere turned the tide for the war in the Phobetor Sector. Stretched thin, the Imperial military could not keep up with the growing rebel forces. While the Imperials would win battle after battle, their gains would be reversed as soon as their main forces left the area. The feeling of hopelessness destroyed Imperial morale, and many Imperial forces surrendered or defected outright. Some Imperial commanders defected to the rebels because their house did, because the Phobetor united front made a more lucrative offer, or because they were inspired by the Unity Party’s message.

The Federal Revolution

With the Empire collapsing, the Unity Party made its most bold move yet. In a meeting between the united front’s leaders, both Thashir and Kovak and their retinues were assassinated by the Unity Party’s operatives. This purge was timed to happen at approximately the same time across the galaxy, and Unity Party officers and soldiers killed or arrested their erstwhile non-Unity Party allies. After the dust settled, the Unity Party proclaimed that it had formed an alliance with other anti-feudal organizations in the galaxy to form a new government: the United Galactic Federation. Thus began what would be known as the First Federation-Imperial War, or the Federal Revolution.

The Unity Party’s coup succeeded through extensive planning. The Party used the united front as a means to disseminate its propaganda throughout the ranks of the rebel forces, converting many to the cause. Those that did not were marked as enemies to be assassinated. Many non-Unity leaders were assassinated by the Order of the Architects, including the wives of the Merezh brothers, allowing the Party to fill the upper ranks with their supporters. Throughout the two united fronts, the Unity Party kept its forces away from the heaviest fighting, allowing their erstwhile allies to take the brunt of Kovak’s, and later the Empire’s, assaults. While the other rebel forces were united only by their opposition to the Empire – and often fought amongst each other – the Unity Party’s forces were unified across the galaxy. By the time of the Phobetor Coup, the Unity Party was second only to the Empire in strength.

Many sectors and worlds scrambled to join the Federation. The Unity Party, eager to draw as many worlds into their new Federation as possible, allowed anyone to join, under the rationale of inclusion and tolerance. While some were convinced that the Unity Party offered a brighter tomorrow, more were opportunists, believing that the Empire’s days were numbered and it was better to back the winner. Many nobles renounced their titles, swore an oath of loyalty to the Federation, and kept their positions of power.

The coup led to many rebel nobles rejoining the Imperial ranks, as they feared for their lives and titles. Others remained dedicated to their cause and were crushed between the Empire and the Federation. Only the anti-emperors, powerful rebels in the fringes of civilized space, survived the first few years of the Federal Revolution.

The war initially led to major shifts in power, as confusion among Imperial and Federal ranks was rampant. Defections, counter-defections, and all manner of skullduggery made the strategic situation for both sides a complete disaster. However, the war eventually settled to a brutal see-saw of offensives and counter-offensives for key strategic worlds and systems.

It was during these battles that the iconic images of the Federal Revolution were formed. Massive trenches and other defensive emplacements crisscrossed once-beautiful worlds. Planetary sieges, lasting decades, starved populations of billions into submission. The Imperial stormtrooper, initially the infantrymen assigned to storm Federal trenches, became the nickname for all Imperial Army soldiers. Imperial stormtroopers wore bright white armor, to assist their forces in seeing friendlies during the hectic battles of the Revolution. Federal troops responded with armor painted in bright red, leading to the term “redshirt.” Ship designs evolved, the organic designs of the Phobetor levy fleets making way for the earliest Federation designs.

The Galactic Concordance

Although the Empire was torn asunder by war, in some far-off corners, peace emerged. Both the Avelovans and the Citizens’ Alliance secured favorable peace terms with the Empire, neither empire wishing for the Federal Revolution to spread to their borders. The Consortium, likewise threatened, fully supported the Empire in their war, even volunteering their fleets to the Empire’s cause. However, neither the Federation nor the Empire could triumph over the other. Both forces were evenly matched, and the continuation of the war was leading to further societal stress. Civilizational order was beginning to break down on a galactic scale, as piracy and crime grew in the corners of the galaxy the war ignored.

Over a century after the beginning of fighting in the Phobetor Sector, the Empire and the Federation agreed to what would be known as the Galactic Concordance. It was not a peace treaty, as that would entail recognizing the enemy as a legitimate government, and both the Empire and the Federation claimed to govern the entire Milky Way. However, it was an all-encompassing ceasefire that, in the millennia since, has become the basis for lasting peace between the Federation and the Empire. Both would become the dominant superpowers in the galaxy, struggling for control of the Milky Way for the next ten thousand years. Over this time, the two sides will fight several full-scale wars against one another, and countless proxy wars beside that. While there would be later attempts to end the Federal Revolution in favor of one side or the other – such as Ylsanna the Great’s Second Federation-Imperial War – all would end in stalemate. Both the Empire and the Federation would come to recognize each other as rivals that, wish as they might, they could never fully conquer.

Culture Profile: Posthuman Conclave

Astrography

The Posthuman Conclave (“Conclave”) is restricted to a few thousand systems in the Iron Stars, a cluster of ancient stars deep within the Crazed Core. Due to an unknown phenomenon - believed by the Conclave to be protection by the Machine God - the Iron Stars are a region of stable realspace unaffected by the strange physics of the Crazed Core.

Physical Appearance

The citizens of the Posthuman Conclave modify themselves extensively through cybernetic and biological enhancements, to the degree that some cease to resemble humans altogether. Appearances range from that of hovering vehicles with masses of appendages, to massive, multi-segmented machines. However, the majority of Conclave citizens keep a humanoid body form and size. Further complicating matters are mind backups and imprints, meaning that an individual can have several copies extant and active at once.

Language

The peoples of the Conclave speak in machine code to one another, which manifests mentally as either words, sounds, or even images. This “language” effectively transmits thoughts directly between two individual minds. When speaking with foreigners, the Conclave will speak in whatever language they can understand.

Government, Law and Politics

The Conclave is governed by the eponymous Conclave, a council of religious leaders that exist to interpret the will of the Machine God. Theoretically, the Machine God is the leader of the Conclave, but the Conclave’s religious beliefs prevent it from governing directly. Instead, it governs through the Herald, a fully unaugmented human who is sent deep into the moon within which the Machine God resides. The Herald is given a series of questions to ask the Machine God, and emerges with the Machine God’s answers. The Conclave then debates the meaning of the answers, and determines the best course of action for the Conclave. Both questions and interpretations of answers are selected by majority vote of the Conclave’s members. Selection for positions within the Conclave are made through the Herald’s questions, a question the Conclave will not ask unless pushed.

The members of the Conclave tend to be divided into whether they trust the Machine God or are skeptical. All members of the Conclave agree that the Machine God is the key to uplifting humanity, but while some are convinced that the Machine God is benevolent and should be trusted more, others are more skeptical and believe the Machine God ultimately wants to escape and wreak havoc on mankind. This debate is engineered into the Conclave’s structure, intended to balance the opposing viewpoints so only the best solutions emerge.

The Conclave as a political entity is interconnected by an advanced ansible network, allowing for near-limitless communication between every Conclave installation. The Conclave is subdivided into various server nodes, wherein individual minds assign themselves to interact in a virtual reality. These often, but do not always, correspond to places in physical space.

Economy, Trade and Currency

The Conclave has a fully interconnected digital economy, using a variety of digital currencies. Communities often form with their own rules for doing business, but the Conclave itself doesn’t get involved unless it has to do with the manufacture of advanced technology. The manufacture of advanced technology is considered a sacred process, one that must be closely regulated and monitored lest disaster happen. Because the Conclave is self-sustaining, it does not trade with other powers, which universally regard it with hostility and contempt.

Sex, Romance and Family Structure

The Conclave’s people have extremely libertine attitudes to sex, and with their technology, physical limits are nearly nonexistent. It is common for individual minds to sleeve into whichever body their partner at the time wishes them to have, and some individuals even copy their minds and pursue romantic relations with themselves. The primary modes of physical reproduction in the Conclave are cloning and the creation of test tube babies, but these are considered to be the manufacture of new parts. The Conclave considers the mind to be the definition of personhood, so reproduction is the creation or copying of a mind.

Religious Beliefs and Traditions

The Conclave worships the Machine God, a contained superintelligent artificial intelligence dating back to the archaic ages of man. This is not a state-mandated religion, although the people of the Conclave consider it self-evident that the Machine God is a deity; if it isn’t, then what being could meet such a definition?

What is often misunderstood by the galaxy is the nature of this worship. While some worship the Machine God as a supernatural force, not unlike the worship of the Titans in Avelov or the Watchmaker in most of the galaxy, most people in the Conclave consider the Machine God to be worthy of worship because it is a highly effective tool that can be used for the Conclave’s ends. They want to use the Machine God’s knowledge to defeat everything that limits the human condition, and in a way, become gods themselves. They actually fear that the Machine God may be fooling them in ways they cannot comprehend, or that their more reverent counterparts may unleash the Machine God without understanding.

Philosophy and Disposition

The Conclave is a highly transhumanist society, believing that technology - particularly artificial intelligence - will allow humanity to reach what is effectively apotheosis. They think that every problem humanity faces can be fixed through the use of technology, and are willing to sacrifice anything that makes them “human” in favor of anything that makes them “better.” The most radical in the Conclave believe that humanity is merely the organic phase of what will inevitably become a fully digital, machine-based species. The Conclave often points to the Second Empire, and its many millennia of success, as an example that their beliefs are right. They have differing explanations as to why the Second Empire really failed.

The Conclave wishes to impart its philosophy to all of the galaxy, but is aware of how unrealistic this goal is. They are aware that the rest of the galaxy fears and despises them, and that if they appear to be a threat, then the rest of the galaxy will set aside their differences to crush them. Although the Conclave has a very powerful military, it is still dwarfed by its less advanced opposition.

Views on War

The Conclave views war as an unfortunate necessity, but will usually go through every means to avoid it. Since they are isolated in the Iron Stars, the Conclave is usually inaccessible via the regular modes of interstellar travel; only wormgates and void engines can consistently connect the Iron Stars to the rest of the Milky Way. This has contributed to their isolationist stance. The Conclave prefers to spread its message peacefully, but understands that the rest of the galaxy may not be so generous.

Military

The Conclave has a central military, supplemented by private actors who are part of the Conclave’s culture. The vast majority of the Conclave’s soldiers are either fully automated combat drones or transhuman soldiers, grown and modified specifically for war. These soldiers are supplemented by specifically engineered war cyborgs, which blur the lines between biological and mechanical entities. These range in size and form from flies to walkers.

In space, the Conclave have successfully manufactured large, automated fleets, with large dreadnoughts as the centerpiece. Some ships are piloted by one or a small group of transhuman minds, which are uploaded into the computer systems of the ships themselves. When they sustain fatal damage, these minds are uploaded into an off-site server and downloaded into new vessels.

Species Profile: Tallmen

Natural Physical Appearance

Height and Build

Despite their name, tallmen are not particularly taller than baseline humans. The moniker comes from their comparison with the otherwise similar shortmen, and because tallmen heights do not show as much variance as that of baseline humans, making them taller than many baseline humans they encounter.

Tallmen are universally lanky, and have a lower body fat content than baseline humans. This is a side effect of their high metabolisms, necessary to power redundant organs within their bodies. Tallmen can survive in a visually appalling state of thinness, resembling skeletons with skin draped on top of them.

Hair Color and Texture

Tallmen are totally hairless, a trait designed to prevent them from leaving hair samples during operations. However, in mimicry of baseline humans, tallmen will wear realistic wigs, even among themselves. These wigs are sometimes archaic, resembling designs popular during the days of the Second Empire.

Skin Tone

Tallmen have chromatophores in their skin, allowing them to change their skin tone between the baseline human tones at will. At rest, their chromatophores are relaxed, and so they appear pallid. Depending on the society they are infiltrating, they will change their skin tone to match. This is a partially conscious effort: the tallman has to control the chromatophores to display a particular tone, but the tallman doesn’t need to actively think about keeping that tone. Relaxing a tallman, and making its chromatophores relax, is a way to out them as infiltrators. Given tallmen’s suspicion, particularly on mission, this is unlikely.

Specific Features

Tallmen have large, specially engineered eyes, which allow them to have full visibility in low-light conditions. This was designed to aid them in nighttime operations, when their diurnal enemies would be disadvantaged. This feature has, unfortunately, given tallmen heightened sensitivity to light, to the degree that what a baseline human would merely perceive as “bright” is blinding and painful to tallmen. To remedy this, tallmen often wear eye protection, either in the form of special contact lenses or, more commonly, sunglasses.

Tallmen have multiple redundant organs, such as a secondary heart. This is to allow them to continue operating even after sustaining damage which would kill a baseline human. They also have much more powerful lungs, livers and kidneys, making them resistant to both air-based or liquid-based poisoning and drunkenness. The latter is an advantage in infiltration, as tallmen can remain sober while their targets get progressively drunker.

To aid in their infiltration, tallmen have no fingerprints.

Clothes

Tallman cultures across the galaxy have a surprisingly uniform sense of fashion. This fashion is based on that of the early Second Empire, when tallmen were first developed. These were considered “formal” clothing in those days: two- or three-piece suits for males, and dressed for females. Males tend to wear black or dark suits, with black ties; bright colors are reserved for females.

The distinctive clothing item of the tallman is sunglasses. Although originally worn out of necessity, they have become a cultural symbol for tallmen. Tallman sunglasses provide heads-up displays for the user, and are specially polarized to protect against tallman-designed memetic weapons. As a result, tallmen will rarely take off their sunglasses, and doing so is seen as a mark of trust. Males tend to wear very square, uniform sunglasses, while females wear a wider variety, which tend to be rounder and much larger.

When infiltrating a society, tallmen will naturally wear whatever will make them blend in. However, their cultural mores make them reluctant to dispense with sunglasses.

Language

Tallmen have an organ in their brain which allow them to transmit information via microwave transmissions. This is the primary mode of tallman communication, and seems like a form of “telepathy” to the uninitiated. However, like any other form of microwave communication, they can be jammed and intercepted, making this form of communication unsafe.

Tallmen also have vocal chords, with a much higher range of pitches and tones than baseline humans. Tallmen vocal languages are often in the hypersonic range, designed to avert any baseline humans from listening in. However, this means that tallmen which aren’t assigned to deep cover missions do not exercise their baseline human vocal chords, so they have extreme difficulty speaking in baseline human tones. To a baseline human listener, tallmen speaking their languages sound stilted, and often place emphasis on the wrong syllables.

Tallman language is descended from Middle Standard Imperial, although it has been filled with codewords and slang over the millennia. The secretive nature of tallman culture means that the language constantly evolves, with long chains of codewords evolving into other codewords. This makes tallman languages almost unintelligible to those who do not dedicate their lives studying it.

Sex, Romance and Family Structure

Tallmen exhibit very low sexual dimorphism when compared with baseline humans. Tallman females do not develop breasts, and their mammary glands are wholly vestigial: tallman infants are instead weaned off artificial formula. The pelvises of tallman females are also narrower than baseline human females, making childbirth almost impossible without surgery.

Tallman sexuality is highly controlled. Tallmen produce less sex hormones, have a lower sex drive, and have extremely limited feelings of romantic love. Tallman culture views sex, pair bonding, and family rearing as a necessity to perpetuate the species and produce new agents for more missions. Tallmen will often be ordered to pair up with one another in order to reproduce, or as part of a deep cover operation. In other times, the relationship is contractual.

Tallmen are not monogamous by instinct, but will adopt a monogamous lifestyle if required to by a missions. Otherwise, tallmen will pair up on shorter time periods. Tallmen also possess little interest in their biological children, passing them off to communal nurseries and schools. These children are then raised by the local community.

Food

Tallman cuisine is most similar to that of shortmen, but it is still distinct. Because of their low body fat reserves, tallmen prefer very rich, energy-packed food. An oddity of tallman cuisine is their preference for eating raw sugar, or drinking sugar syrup. Tallmen can sometimes forget that baseline humans do not eat sugar in this way, leading to awkward situations.

Settlements

Tallmen reside in controlled settlements, resembling a cross between the military bases and suburbs of the early Second Empire. Tallman society is highly communal and hierarchical, with each level of the hierarchy becoming more secretive than the last. Tallman settlements reflect this, being built in tiers that go further and further underground. The ground level settlement is modeled on an early Second Empire suburb, with the tallmen living there acting the part of regular civilians. Below the surface are a series of increasingly advanced settlements, resembling military bases, which are accessible to higher tiers of tallmen.

Population and Distribution

Tallmen live all across the galaxy, often on worlds where they were ordered to infiltrate during the days of the Second Empire. Here, they live a secretive, non-descript existence, keeping tabs on the astropolitics of the galaxy, but rarely involving themselves. The major exception is the tallmen that make up the ruling class of the Galactic Council, and their settlements can be found all throughout Council space.

The Standoff on Redimkrad

The standoff on Redimkrad was a minor engagement and diplomatic crisis between the Third Empire of Man and numerous banking firms affiliated with the Consortium of Sovereign Systems. Although disputes between Consortium banks and foreign debtors are commonplace, the dispute on Redimkrad gained infamy in the galactic community because it arose from the actions of Princess Ylsanna Redim. Redim’s aggressive and narcissistic personality made her an unsympathetic figure, an embarrassing symbol of corruption within the Imperial aristocracy, and a laughing stock of the galaxy.

Redim was the crown princess and regent of the Redimkrad system, a system pledged to House Sarakhov of the Sarakhov Sector. Her father, the Count of Redimkrad, was an admiral in the Imperial Navy deployed to the Neutral Zone, and absent from Redimkrad for the duration of the crisis. As is common with Imperial nobility, the Count treated his daughter – his only child – as the center of the universe, giving her whatever he pleased. Redimkrad IV, the only inhabited world in the system, produced agricultural products, but did not need to produce much of note. The Redimkrad system was located on a minor arm of the Sarakhov hyperspace lane, and thus had considerable wealth arising from commerce. As a result, the young princess always got what she wanted, as nothing she ever asked for was beyond her family’s wealth.

Princess Redim was to be married to a minor prince from House Sarakhov, securing the alliance between the Redims and the Sarakhovs. The Count of Redimkrad and the Sarakhovs established plans for a modest wedding, and both families would pay for half of the expense. Princess Redim thought the plans pedestrian and worthy only for the lowborn, and voiced her discontent with the plans openly to her father and her fiancé. Princess Redim, idolizing her namesake, Ylsanna the Great, wanted a wedding to rival that of the Dondrukovs. For the first time, the Count rejected his daughter’s wishes, but, according to Princess Redim’s later testimony, said that the Sarakhovs had total control of the plans and he could do nothing. Nevertheless, the Count, according to his testimony, secured a promise from Princess Redim that she would do whatever the Sarakhovs tell her.

When the Count of Redimkrad was deployed to the Neutral Zone, he gave his daughter the status of princess regent, believing his deployment to be a temporary one. The Count believed he would be back in time for his daughter’s wedding. Unfortunately, the Great Star War forced his deployment to be extended indefinitely, welcome news to the princess. Princess Redim reneged on her promise and begged her fiancé, Prince Marek Sarakhov, for an elaborate wedding. Redim wanted, among other lavish additions: a military parade with both local, sector, and Imperial planetary and naval forces, furniture made of solid gold, a wedding dinner featuring rare delicacies such as beef, honey, and chocolate, and dedicated ansible broadcast of the wedding. Wishing to have the same throngs of supporters as the Dondrukovs, Princess Redim planned to invite the entire planet’s population of 800 million to the event.

Prince Sarakhov, smitten by the princess, gave the same answer as the Count: that his hands were tied because his family controlled the finances. Princess Redim made a counter-offer: that she would plan the wedding, and secure any additional funding that may be necessary. The Sarakhovs would not have to pay a single credit more than they had already promised. Prince Sarakhov agreed to the terms, believing that there was no possible way that the princess could find the money to fund the wedding.

Unfortunately, Prince Sarakhov was wrong. Princess Redim took out several loans from Consortium-affiliated banks. After being rejected by major Imperial and Consortium banks – who considered the loan terms Princess Redim offered to be a joke – she made loans with less reputable, and less discerning, entities. Using economic figures that artificially inflated the value of the Redimkrad system by using the highest historical revenue resulting frominterstellar trade through the system, Princess Redim succeeded in securing loans from over two dozen of the Consortium’s most infamous loan sharks. The princess took care not to inform any of her subordinates of her plans, disguising them as temporary loans for much-needed infrastructure repair to the system’s spaceports, or as funding for major public works programs.

The Princess quickly spent all of the money she had borrowed. After being notified of the logistical impossibility of inviting an entire planet to a wedding, Princess Redim bought everyone on the planet a high-definition holoset, for the specific purpose of being able to “attend” as a hologram. To help with the symbolism, she also mandated that everyone on the planet wear appropriately formal clothing, which she ordered from Consortium clothiers. She also planned to feed the entire planet with lavish food, and purchased high quality beef and other ingredients under the guise of food relief for the planet’s homeless.

Trouble began when the princess attempted to hire elements of the Empire’s Sarakhov Sector Fleet for a parade. The Princess directly offered Admiral Rezner of the Sarakhov Sector Fleet, twenty billion credits for his sailors’ services. The princess was angrily rebuked, as the Admiral believed he was being bribed to start a rebellion. After the princess explained that she only wanted a parade, the Admiral again refused, and reported the princess’ actions to his superiors in Dondrukovskrad. This opened an investigation into Princess Redim and her financial shenanigans, which led to the conclusion that princess had borrowed enough money to start a major war in the Sarakhov Sector. Believing the princess was fomenting a rebellion under the guise of wedding plans, Imperial Intelligence commandeered elements of the Sarakhov Sector Fleet for a potential intervention. Believing House Sarakhov to be the true masterminds behind the rebellion, they were kept in the dark.

Princess Redim’s problems did not end there. The princess quickly ran out of money, so she responded by increasing tithes on the entire planet and tariffs on every spacer traveling through Redimkrad’s spacelanes. She justified this act as a “fee” for attending her wedding, even for spacers who would not be in-system for more than a few days. Disgusted by this act, every major spacer bypassed Redimkrad, reducing the planet’s worth to a fifth of what Princess Redim promised to her lenders. Hearing news of this disaster, all of her lenders prepared for an intervention, at best demanding an explanation at gunpoint, and at worst preparing for a full repossession of Redimkrad.

At the same time, the increase of tithes tripled the tithes of many subjects on Redimkrad. This destroyed the savings of many, and threw the working poor of the planet into total destitution. The loss of spacer business led to the immediate unemployment of ten percent of the planet’s population, who suddenly owed House Redim money they did not have. Pushed to the edge, many took to the streets in protest, demanding that Princess Redim cancel the wedding. It was at this point that Prince Sarakhov realized the extent of his fiancé’s folly. Furious and scared for his own life, he canceled the wedding and reported the events to the other Sarakhovs. Sarakhov levies quickly departed the planet, and Redim levies, themselves affected by the tithes, either refused to defend Princess Redim or joined the protesters.

Imperial Intelligence misinterpreted the events as a power play by the Sarakhovs. They believed that the Sarakhovs orchestrated the disaster by manipulating Redim, and would now use the revolt as a pretense to seize direct control of the Redimkrad system. Fearing instability and civil war, Imperial Intelligence deployed the Sarakhov Sector Fleet to put an end to the unrest on their terms. Believing that their chance would be lost if the Empire nationalized the Redimkrad system, the Consortium banks deployed their forces in-system, demanding repayment of their loans immediately. Imperial Intelligence interpreted this move as a way for the Sarakhovs to muscle the Empire out of the way, or as proof that the Consortium was trying to steal Redimkrad away from the Empire and were using the Sarakhovs as pawns. This led to the arrest of Prince Sarakhov and Lord Sarakhov himself. Princess Redim, besieged in her palatial estate, was spirited away by Dondrukov Guardsmen for questioning.

The next few weeks were tense, but all sides chose to negotiate and establish a timeline of events. Imperial Intelligence remained convinced that there was some political conspiracy involved, and refused to believe that a single princess could cause so much trouble. The Consortium bankers refused to leave unless their loans were repaid, and had to be threatened with the Sarakhov Sector Fleet to prevent them from using planet crackers on the system. Some peasant revolutionaries had taken advantage of the chaos and declared independent communes, which the Imperials had to crush in the meanwhile.

Princess Redim remained unrepentant of her actions, proudly telling Imperial and Consortium investigators that it was everyone else’s fault that her perfect wedding could not happen. Hoping to recoup some of their investment, the Consortium banks leaked their half of the investigation to Consortium media, turning Redim into a figure of fun and derision. Of particular infamy was Princess Redim’s multi-paragraph statement, where she excoriates everyone from the population of Redimkrad, her ex-fiancé, House Sarakhov, among others, for not giving her the wedding she so rightfully deserves. To make matters worse, the Count of Redimkrad was recalled to his homeworld to help resolve the issue, but defended his daughter.

The Sarakhovs were eventually exonerated, although Prince Sarakhov was blamed for not paying attention to his fiancé’s activities. Imperial Intelligence, appreciating the truth of the situation, considered charging Princess Redim with lèse-majesté - a capital offense - for attempting to hold a wedding the majesty of which is appropriate only for the Dondrukovs. They were talked down by the creditors, who objected to the charges on the grounds that they cannot collect from a corpse. A settlement was later reached. Redimkrad was placed under Imperial military management, to be placed under the Sarakhovs’ direct control after peace had been established. House Redim’s assets were seized and used to repay the banks, who also received lucrative trade deals through the Redimkrad branch of the Sarakhov hyperspace lane, and a portion of all tithes paid by the planet for the next five hundred years. House Redim was stripped of all noble rank, the Count of Redim lost his commission with the Navy, and they were forced to live as peasants. The Count, and the rest of the Redim family, cast Ylsanna Redim out, a bitter divide that only made the former princess more emotionally unstable.

Princess Redim became a hot topic, her exploits becoming known in far corners of the galaxy thanks to Consortium media. Federation senators named Redim as an exemplar of Imperial corruption, and used her story to convince neutral worlds to join their cause. Word of the scandal reached House Dondrukov itself, leading to widespread debate about noble accountability. Princess Redim’s story was adapted countless times by Consortium media, and her face became associated with the ancient trope of entitled, self-absorbed people receiving their comeuppance. Seemingly deaf to her infamy, the ex-princess published a memoir, explaining how she is the victim of the entire scandal. The book became a bestseller, although per the terms of her agreement with her creditors, she never saw a single credit from it. The former princess was also a guest on Consortium "trash holos," where her obnoxious behavior was contrasted with other infamous figures in Consortium media. These holos presented her as the worst human in the galaxy, with one presenter giving her the appellation because "only xenos could be nastier." In one particularly humiliating show, she was goaded into physically assaulting the host, leading to her being beaten by guard drones on camera.

Technology Profile: Assimilators and Hive Drones

The Universal Collective operates on the principle of recycling. It views the various distinct beings and machines scattered across the galaxy as all capable of serving a greater purpose, but as unable to do so because they are directed by their own will or the control of another's will. It further views destruction as inherently evil, as it makes formerly useful objects useless. To this end, the Universal Collective seeks to assimilate as much foreign technology and biomass as possible, and repurpose them to serve the greater goal that is the Collective's unified vision of the universe. Assimilated beings and equipment are part of the class of being known as hive drones.

Hive drones vary in size and shape; some are the size of insects, while others are the size of planetoids. Almost every Collective "being" is a drone, with the exception of processor nodes, which are the only portions of the Collective's interstellar infrastructure where the Collective can be considered to "exist." In other words, drones only have enough processing power to fulfill their basic functions, and do not contribute their processing power to the Collective as a whole. This means that drones are expendable, and their destruction will not negatively affect the Collective's processing capabilities. However, the destruction of a processor node will be detrimental to the Collective.

Hive drones are not exclusively assimilated; some, such as assimilators, are manufactured by the Collective. However, the vast majority of Collective drones are assimilated, typically dating back to the Third Federation-Imperial War, when the Collective acquired most of its present-day equipment. Most hive drones were formerly Federation civilians, assimilated by the quadrillions during the war, and preserved thanks to the Collective's technology.

A being is assimilated into the Collective through the use of an assimilator. An assimilator varies in size, depending on what exactly is being assimilated. Those that are used to assimilate baseline humans are small, six-legged machines the size of a human hand. These assimilators are very weak and easy to destroy; even a swing from a steel pipe could destroy one. However, what they lack in durability, they make up for in agility: hive drones are capable of leaping great distances, hiding in corners or on ceilings, and are incredibly fast. Assimilators prefer to ambush their prey, and use the newly-assimilated drone for combat. However, if forced, or attacking a targets which are incapable of defending themselves, they will attack en masse.

Assimilators drill into the skull or spinal cord of the victim. They release a dose of neurozine into the target, pacifying it and allowing the assimilator to begin the process of neural linking. The assimilator injects into the target millions of microscopic fibers which connect to the victim's nervous system, taking direct control of vital organs and muscles, and feeding sensory information into the target's brain. Typically, the assimilator will then connect to the closest processor node via wireless transmission, and direct the newly-created drone per the assimilator's wishes. If the target is far enough from a processor node that it cannot connect reliably, the assimilator's basic AI will instead feed false information into the victim, to convince it to move closer to the processor node so a connection can be made. If necessary, the assimilator will direct the drone to fight against its former comrades, typically by feeding false sensory information and chemically altering the emotional state of the victim, so the assimilator can take advantage of the drone's pre-existing training.

Newly-assimilated drones will typically be directed to designated collection zones deep within Collective lines, where they can be further processed. Here, pre-fabricated Collective processing centers, dropped from orbit, will convert the drones for more efficient use. The Collective deeply values brain tissue, as they remain one of the most efficient data processing materials in the galaxy. For this reason, the brain is carefully removed from the drone's body, cryogenically preserved, and either launched into orbit or stored for safe keeping planetside. The intended fate of this brain tissue is to be integrated into the Collective's processor worlds. Once there, the brain has all of its information copied, sorted, stored, and eventually erased to make room for more processing power.

The rest of the body does not go to waste. Processing depends on the Collective's local use at the time. If the Collective is experiencing heavy combat, it will keep drones more or less intact, with their brains replaced with combat processors, and armed with whatever the Collective has available. If the Collective has more time, it will take more care to use every drone well. Biomass which would not serve much function in a drone, such as the gastrointestinal or reproductive systems, are removed and broken down to their constituent chemicals, for processing into different components or for use as biofuel. The torso cavity is hollowed out to make room for useful mechanical components, such as batteries and a more reliable communication system with the local processor node. The skeletal and muscular systems remain intact, and are augmented with basic machinery, to give the drone extra durability. Through the use of preservative chemicals and nanite-based feeding systems, the cellular structure of any organic components gradually changes to become more akin to plastic, preserving the components from decay without damaging their functionality.

The Collective has no respect for the original form of its drones, only keeping it if it is useful. Oftentimes, drones will have parts added or removed to fit their intended purpose. A common modification is the addition of extra arms to a human-based drone, as this allows the drone to perform more tasks. Some drones will have both legs replaced with arms from another drone, have their hands augmented with hooks and powerful electromagnets allowing them to climb on almost any surface, have their heads either removed or modified and placed on a 360 degree swivel, and gun turrets placed on their backs. These drones can thus attack from almost any angle, including from atop ceilings. Other drones are merely the lower torso and legs, with the upper torso replaced with basic sensors and a large explosive; these are intended to charge enemy positions or to dive under heavy vehicles, detonating themselves afterward. Others still are grafted from several bodies, and are intended to carry hundreds of assimilators into combat.

The Collective does not balk from the idea of utilizing broken bodies and corpses, and given the destructive nature of modern war, oftentimes the Collective will acquire damaged materials. Depending on the state of the damage, these bodies are either repaired with spare parts, or integrated into larger constructs. A common larger construct seen on battlefields against the Collective are gun platforms. Gun platforms are civilian vehicles and several corpses grafted together in order to carry and operate a crewed heavy weapon. Usually, the base of a gun platform is a civilian vehicle, atop which a captured heavy weapon would be mounted, with several corpses grafted together to aim, fire, and load the weapon. If the vehicle's engine was damaged, the Collective would either replace it with a new one or graft legs onto the machine so it can move.

Sometimes, human drones are converted to become assimilators themselves. This is particularly the case for piloted machinery, which is incredibly useful to the Collective, but is designed with human pilots in mind. The Collective directly integrates human drones - often the captured operators - into the machine. Arms and legs will be modified, or removed and replaced, with appendages that connect directly to the machine's control system. For some machinery, which requires analog controls in small spaces, the Collective sometimes uses children or parts of adults as assimilators.

The Collective will assimilate anything of use, not limiting itself to baseline humans. The Collective has developed various different forms of assimilators for the most commonly-encountered species in the galaxy, sapient and non-sapient. Parts acquired from these species can also be used to repair other species; some dyn-based drones have been observed with human limbs and parts of Terran livestock. As the organic components of Collective drones are technically dead, there is no concern for biochemical barriers.

Because of the purposeful engineering behind most machinery, the Collective will often leave machines unmodified, save for those modifications necessary to control it. However, it is known that the Collective will often remove any safety features from its captured machines, as its assimilators have no need for them. For example, starships will have most internal radiation shielding removed, keeping only what is necessary to prevent interference with electronic components. Likewise, if a drone is considered disposable, all of the safety features on its weapons will be removed. This even includes cooling systems on energy weapons, which increases firepower, but often leads to weapons either melting or detonating in Collective use.

Culture Profile: United Colonial Authority

Astrography

The member states of the United Colonial Authority (“UCA” or “Colonials”) are restricted to those systems within the Neutral Zone. The UCA is a tiny interstellar organization, its members containing only a few hundred member worlds. The heavy involvement of the Protectorate, and the UCA’s presence in the politically volatile Neutral Zone, is the only reason it is considered an astropolitically relevant entity.

Species and Ethnicities

The members of the UCA states display genetic and phenotypic traits that are distinct from the wider galaxy. Claimed to be descended from the peoples of Old Earth, the UCA has several different ethnicities within it. Most numerous are the Terrans, who claim descent from Latin America, Africa and the Indian subcontinent. Next are the Asiatics, who point to East and Southeast Asia as their cradle. Then, the Caucasians of the Dual Empire, and after them the “Pure Hispanics” of the Iberic world and the Caucaso-Arabs of the Tawhid. The UCA has developed a narrative that they, together, carry the true genetic legacy of mankind, a notion descended from their original mission to save humanity from extinction. Even their hated enemies, the Duzhonevians, are impressed by this “genetic purity.” There is a population of Galactic humans integrated into UCA member states, formerly trapped in a feral state by the devastation of the Federal Revolution and subsequent wars within the Neutral Zone.

The UCA has a few non-baseline humans within its society, which its member states treat differently. Most of these are other human species commonly found in the Neutral Zone, such as amzy and shortmen. The UCA has had only a few encounters with xeno species, and still has little idea how to interact with them.

Appearance Traditions

The appearance traditions of the UCA are divided between those descended from Earth, and those descended from their time in space. Historical appearance traditions vary between the different cultures of the UCA, but are typically used only in formal events or holidays. The regular appearance of the Colonials is fairly standardized, a result of the rigors of generation ship travel. Jumpsuits are the most common form of clothing for men and women, with more elaborate clothing such as dresses reserved only for special occasions or as a display of wealth. The UCA tends to favor colors that are associated with their history as a spacefaring people: whites, blacks, oranges and blues. As in the Federation, and with shortmen, Colonials often wear color-coded jumpsuits adorned with patches and insignia.

Language

The UCA has no singular language, but it recognizes five languages: Terran, Sinic, Rusgles, Iberic and Arabo-Europic. Each of these languages has its roots in old Earth, and while all of these languages share some loanwords, they do not share the same roots. To speakers of the Imperial-descended languages, the Colonial languages sound archaic and alien.

Government, Law and Politics

The UCA is an international body, not unlike the Protectorate of Mankind or the Consortium of Sovereign Systems. It was created in the wake of the First Contact War, to present a united face for all Colonials towards the wider galaxy. Being born from an existential conflict, the UCA has considerably more respect from its members than the Protectorate does from its members. The UCA represents the Colonials as a whole towards any non-UCA member state, and member states are forbidden from making separate negotiations with external powers. Of course, within the UCA itself, there is a lot of political division, and the UCA has little to no power over internal affairs.

The UCA has several hundred member states, but most of them are largely irrelevant. There are five member states which make up the United Colonial Authority Security Council:  the Terran Union, the Asiatic Confederacy, the Dual Empire, the Iberic Hegemony, and the Dar Al-Tawhid. These were the five major powers which fought among themselves during the Interstellar War, and led their respective spheres of influence during the First Contact War. By virtue of their economic and military supremacy over all other UCA member states, they have all of the astropolitical power in the institution.

Economy and Trade

The economy of the UCA is highly interdependent, with all of the Colonial states relying on trade with one another. Economic policies vary from the laissez-faire Asiatics to the more regulatory Terrans, although generally the Colonials operate on a system of regulated market economies. With automation being a larger aspect of life within the Colonies, most people work in technology or service-related jobs. Some states maintain strict regulations in what can and cannot be automated, to protect jobs, regulations that have only become stricter as some states have been inspired by the Uniform Machine Code.

The UCA as a whole is largely autarkic, trading very little with the rest of the galaxy. This is not the choice the UCA makes: the events of the First Contact War and the conditions of the Protectorate’s guarantee of independence include strict limitations on how the UCA can interact with the outside galaxy, same as with all other Neutral Zone states. Thus, most galactic powers refuse to trade with the UCA. An exception is the Consortium, which uses its contacts in Poitur to trade with the UCA. The UCA is extremely interested in gaining more technology from its neighbors through trade, but since most technology is “black box” from the perspective of UCA scientists, this trade mostly has the effect of damaging the UCA member states’ economies.

Currencies

The Colonials use a variety of currencies, both domestic and foreign. The largest domestic currencies are the Terran credit, Asiatic minbi, the Slavo-Americ dollar, the Iberic peso and the Tawhidi dinar. All five currencies are fiat currencies. The Colonials also utilize external currencies, particularly those operated from within the Consortium, but most Colonial states have laws limiting use of external currencies to governments. Nevertheless, black markets in Consortium currencies have risen up in response to these regulations.

Philosophy and Disposition

The UCA sees itself as the last defender of true human culture. As the last bastion of Earth before the Ash Winter, the Colonials are the single flickering torch of humanity’s old legacy in a galaxy beset by darkness. The rest of the galaxy disagrees, noting that the Colonials have lost much of their history to corrupted files, historical revisionism, and plain incompetence. They also consider the fact that the Colonials are not the first to make the claim that they are from Old Earth, and that it is altogether possible that they originate from a version of Earth brought to the galaxy by the Second Empire. Nevertheless, the wider galaxy has its own origin stories, which are much preferable to those provided by the Colonials.

The UCA also suffers from a desperate case of siege mentality. The Colonials believe, with good reason, that they are an incredibly weak force in the galaxy, and that they need to take action in order to capably defend themselves from outside aggression. Disputes in the UCA tend to stem from approaches to defense. Some wish to cooperate with the Protectorate as much as possible, others advocate artificial intelligence research in contravention of the Uniform Machine Code, and others still wish to become client states of a galactic superpower.

Military

Views on War

The UCA is a purely defensive organization, intended to defend the Colonials from an external invasion. The UCA and its member states take this responsibility seriously, and all of the Colonial states have increased their military spending in the wake of the First Contact War. All of the Colonial states are convinced that it is important to fight to the bitter end against the Duzhonevians or any enemy like them, and are ready to fight such an apocalyptic war.

With regards to offensive wars of conquest, there is more dispute among the Colonials. Historically, the Colonial states have all expanded at the expense of weaker enemies, with the Iberics and Tawhid being the most recent states to make this attempt. The UCA was founded partially to prevent wars between the Colonials, as that would only weaken the efforts of a united defense, and to prevent Colonials from waging wars of aggression within the Neutral Zone that could attract unwanted attention.

Command Structure

The UCA has a single Unified Command, composed of five appointed members from each of the great powers within the UCA. Beyond that, the UCA has no command structure, the command structures being that of national militaries. An interesting anomaly among Colonial militaries is that they tend to maintain a space force separate from atmospheric warfare, and their navies are meant for use on planetary oceans as opposed to being part of the army.

Soldier Types and Equipment

The Colonials primarily use human soldiers, supplemented by drone support. With Colonial biotechnology far behind that of the rest of the galaxy, these soldiers are unaugmented, and instead rely on powered armor or their weapons. Colonial weapons tend to be very weak laser rifles or coilguns, and all but their heaviest units have shield generators. This is changing as the Colonials adopt foreign designs, although these copies are weaker and less reliable than their counterparts. The Colonials also rely heavily on crude nuclear weapons, and even antimatter is beyond their capabilities.

Notably, Colonial militaries maintain separate classes of atmospheric and space-capable fighters, and maintain waterborne naval units. This gives Colonial militaries power projection capabilities planetside that invading outsiders generally have difficulty dealing with, as they are used to fighting decisive battles in orbit and then fighting a limited land war on the planet.

Formations and Tactics

The Colonial militaries all differ in their strategies, but they generally rely on the principle of fighting a protracted, defensive, pseudo-guerilla war against an invader. This involves avoiding direct engagements, striking from a distance or engaging in hit-and-run attacks, and making the enemy pay for every gain they make. The Colonials used this to great effect during the First Contact War, repeatedly delaying the Duzhonevian advance.

Navy and Spacecraft

Apart from the newest designs, Colonial spacecraft are woefully primitive. They are small, have fewer weapons, and are often unshielded. Many Colonial spacecraft are not equipped with faster-than-light drives; those that are equipped have to use all of the ship’s power during a jump, and have to recharge their batteries before being able to fight. Colonial ships also generally do not have artificial gravity plating, relying on primitive centrifugal chambers or making do with zero gravity conditions. Colonial ships tend to be modular in nature, with sections capable of detaching if need be. Fortunately, Colonial faster-than-light drives are so weak that, individually, they are not recognized as warships on most defensive ansibles, allowing Colonial ships to slip past most defenses so long as they attack in a small enough formation.

Member States of the United Colonial Authority

The Terran Union was once the dominant Colonial state, but fighting in the Interstellar War and the First Contact War exhausted it. Having possessed the most colonies during the First Contact War, the Terrans suffered the brunt of the Duzhonevian invasion, which subjected many Terran worlds to orbital bombardment in a bid to force the Terrans to surrender as soon as possible. Nevertheless, the Terrans maintain control of the core Colonial systems, and have the largest single fleet in the UCA. The Terran Union is ruled by the Officer Families, an aristocratic class descended from the officers of the Unity, the largest Colonial ship. At the head of the Terran Union is the Captain, a position which is also hereditary. The Terrans, like the Federation, are enamored by the idea of human unity, but apply this principle only to the Colonials.

The Asiatic Confederacy is the economic heart of the UCA. Traditionally isolated from other Colonials, most of its worlds are far from Colonial space, which incidentally set its core deep in the Neutral Zone. The Asiatics, for religious and political reasons, broke away from the other colonials long ago, although the Terrans have tried multiple times to conquer them. The Asiatics were dragged into the Interstellar War in order to defend their old enemies, the Terrans, from the threat of the Iberics and the Tawhid. The Asiatics provided much of the ships and materiel to its allies in the Interstellar War and the First Contact War, but its own worlds were barely touched by the Duzhonevians. As a result, it became the dominant economic force in the UCA. The Asiatics maintain a decentralized democracy of ethnocentric member worlds, each of which are themselves democratic. However, due to the difficulty of communication, the Confederacy itself has very long election cycles, and representatives can often stay in office for decades. The Asiatics find the most common cause with the Consortium, with whom they have growing ties.

The Slavo-Americ Dual Empire is descended from Russian and American colonists on Mars, which they allege form the same cultural seed that would later spawn the rest of the galaxy. As the name suggests, the Dual Empire still has one emperor ruling over two constituent states: the Slavonic and Americ empires. Both the Slavonic and Americ empires maintain their own system of government, but are mostly powerless in the face of the Imperial throne. An autocratic and proudly Eurocentric civilization, the Dual Empire was always considered a black sheep, and historically had many conflicts with the rest of the Colonials as they moved across the galaxy. The Slavo-Americs spread throughout the Neutral Zone with fervor, hoping to outstrip the Terrans, but never quite managing to do so. The Dual Empire and the Terrans begrudgingly cooperated against the Iberics and the Tawhid in the Interstellar War, although both still distrusted each other. This distrust continued into the First Contact War and beyond. The Dual Empire sees a lot of itself in the Third Empire of Man, even considering them long-lost cousins.

The Iberic Hegemony is a monolithic, highly militarized state, and the predominant aggressor during the Interstellar War. Once a weak, relative backwater, under a succession of successful military leaders, the Iberic Hegemony expanded was able to challenge the Terrans, Asiatics and the Slavo-Americs simultaneously. After First Contact, the Iberics were hesitant to trust their enemies, and vice versa, but the existential threat the Duzhonevians presented eventually convinced the Iberics to join the UCA. The Iberics are dominated by a single political party, the aptly-named National Restoration Party, as part of a totalitarian system not unlike that which exists in the Federation. The Iberics find similarities between their society and that of the Duzhonevians and the Federation, but politically, they admire the expansionist Avelovans the most.

The Dar Al-Tawhid was founded by a small group of generation ships, paid for and funded by the Arab oil states of old Earth. Initially made up of an Arab upper class ruling over Europeans that were desperate to leave their occupied continent, the Dar Al-Tawhid eventually evolved into a monoculture. Although initially religious, by the Interstellar War, the Tawhid were very secular and dominated by their military. During the Interstellar and First Contact wars, the Tawhid were motivated to fight by adopting an extreme version of their ancient religion, Zunkristism. While the state apparatus remains under the control of the military, the Tawhid are having increasing problems with their religious factions. Militaristic and expansionistic, the Tawhid admire the Citizens’ Alliance.

The Sol Anomaly

Every spacer knows not to visit the Sol Anomaly. Even though those brave and fortunate souls that make it back return with technological riches that have forged dynasties, there is a reason that not even the mighty fleets of the Empire dare venture within a few hundred light-years of that fell place. The Sol Anomaly was the cradle of mankind, and thus the battleground of hundreds of thousands of wars. Every manner of weapon, from the most mundane to the most terrible, has been used profusely in this region of space, turning it into a graveyard whose inhabitants seek to swell their numbers. Ancient mines still prowl the stars for prey, lost fleets patrol space to fight enemies defeated tens of thousands of years past, and the unspeakable monstrosities unleashed from the black heart of the Solar Anomaly wait in the void for ships and men to consume. Reality itself is torn here, the result of weapons thankfully lost to time, and here the cosmos weeps madness into our world.

The Sol Anomaly is a major space-time anomaly located in the Orion Arm of the Milky Way. While smaller than the Core Anomaly or the Eldritch Stars, it lies at the heart of Imperial space, and is therefore one of the more infamous anomalies in the galaxy. It was once the center of human civilization, and old starcharts even mark it as the origin point of all other galactic coordinates. Even though no ship is allowed to exit hyperspace or warp out within six hundred lightyears of the anomaly, many daring—and foolish—explorers still dare to venture into the dead heart of mankind.

The Sol Anomaly was once the Sol System, a standard star system with eight planets, utterly unremarkable from a physical standpoint. Its importance arose solely from the fact that it was the home system of humanity. Consequently, most of the early human empires, including the First and Second Empire of Man, were based in the Sol System. The third planet in the system, Earth, was the homeworld of mankind, and thus the most developed. The original appearance of Earth has been lost to history, but records dating back to before the War of the Cog Lords describe it as a planet where every single square inch is covered by an artificial structure. These structures were said to go hundreds of miles deep, until one reached the blasted, still-radioactive natural surface. All food was supplied from farms on other planets, particularly the farm world of Venus, or from offworld shipments. The Second Empire's wormgate network was managed from Sol, and with its destruction, the wormgate network has been damaged almost beyond repair.

As the administrative center of two major galactic empires, Sol was heavily militarized. In its expansion through the stars, mankind made many powerful enemies, enemies which would want nothing but to behead their opponent. The moons of the outer planets, and of Earth itself, had been hollowed out to form immense battlefleets dedicated solely to the defense of the system. The moons themselves became immense star fortresses, filled with enough weapons to bring an entire sector to heel. A system-wide hyperspace countermeasure was even devised to intercept any unauthorized object exiting hyperspace or moving at relativistic speeds; these objects would be sent directly into the core of Sol itself.

The Sol Anomaly was formed during the War of the Cog Lords. The details are sketchy, but a weapon was placed in Sol which used that star's gravitational pull to tear a hole in space-time. Some accounts claim that the hyperspace defense grid was used to send this weapon into the star's core. While it is well-accepted that it was the Cog Lords responsible for this act, others claim that it was the human defenders themselves that created the Anomaly. Knowing that the Cog Lords would take over all of their computer systems, the defenders' conventional weapons would be useless, and the Cog Lords would be given access to the Second Empire's entire wormgate network. In order to stop this from happening, the defenders destroyed the entire star system.

Today, the Solar Anomaly remains a highly lethal place to visit. As physics is warped even hundreds of light-years away from the heart of the anomaly, faster-than-light systems frequently malfunction. It is not uncommon for the unfortunate to starve to death in the interstellar medium. The less fortunate will be caught in the Anomaly's gravity well, and be drawn closer to the Anomaly itself. What exactly lies within the Anomaly is unknown. Some spacers have reported visiting very near the Anomaly and seeing a perfectly normal star system, albeit one filled with derelict starships. Others report being attacked from every angle as soon as they arrive, and yet others report seeing "white space and black stars," or entire planets on fire, as some unknown force tries to pry open every airlock on their ship. Most others have never returned, and the most unfortunate return in such a damaged state that simply disappearing would be preferable.

But the Solar Anomaly still has an allure which draws thousands to their deaths. As the Anomaly is believed to have preserved the structures within the Sol System, both from the elements and from looters, the relics within the Anomaly are without equal around the galaxy. And of course, being a highly militarized region of space, the most powerful weapons ever developed can be found in the Anomaly. If a spacer recovers even a gunship built by the Second Empire, he could become the lord of an entire star system. Thus, the Anomaly continues to draw in the daring and the desperate, each hoping that they would be fortunate enough to leave that fell place with something to turn their lives around.

SHORTMAN RECLAMATION FLEET FINED FOR ATTACKING WRONG PLANET

A shortman reclamation fleet, working under contract for Taalstyang Interstellar, was fined several billion credits for attacking the wrong planet. Arixtil Fleet 15, part of the well-renown Arixtil fleet of shortmen, exited hyperspace around the Imperial world of Ushkav Prime and immediately began a reclamation action. Taalstyang Interstellar hired the Arixtil to repossess lost funds and minerals from the Imperial system of Mereshev, which had not paid back loans in over a century. After receiving permission from the Imperial Navy to begin the repossession, the Arixtil fleet set out for Mereshev, but accidentally appeared in the Ushkav system.

"We tried to tell them they had the wrong system, but I had no Arixtil translators in hand," Lord Vincov, governor of Ushkav Prime, told Imperial Central News. "When they started bringing down the city destroyers from their mothership, I gave the order to evacuate the planet and asked for Navy assistance."

Standard operating procedure for every shortman repossession involves the forced seizure of any assets of "particular value," which mostly consist of artificial constructions, crops, livestock and slaves. Saucercraft, ranging in size from that of a small drone to that of a large city, are dispersed around the planet, and use tractor beams to capture valuable objects. These are later sorted out on the mothership and resold at auction within the Consortium, the proceeds of which are used to pay creditors and the expenses of operating the fleet. After all valuables are stripped from the planet, large planet cracker craft detach from the mothership and are used to rip the planet to pieces. These pieces are then mined at profit.

Repossession actions are commonplace throughout the galaxy, and accepted as part of doing business. Shortman fleets have specialized in repossession, and their clientele range from financial institutions to galactic governments.

When Imperial Navy starships arrived at the scene, the initial stages of harvesting had almost finished, and much of the planetary population were either in lifeboats or aboard Arixtil Fleet 15's mothership. The lifeboats - including that of Lord Vincov and his government - was being pursued by Arixtil saucercraft at the time. Imperial authorities were able to bring negotiators from Arixtil Fleet 15 and Taalstyang Interstellar to sort matters out.

"Taalstyang Interstellar is very sorry for this mistake, and our representatives are working with Imperial and Arixtil authorities to determine the source of the mistake," Quinton Ryant, spokesman for Taalstyang Interstellar, told the interstellar press. "We are more than happy to compensate Lord Vincov and the Imperial government for this deeply troubling error, and we will also fund the terraforming of Ushkav Prime." Imperial authorities have fined Arixtil Fleet 15 for improper repossession.

Lord Vincov is currently managing the Ushkav diaspora on neighboring Rezhevkrad. The Arixtil fleet subsequently set out for the Mereshev system and conducted a proper repossession, paying off Imperial and Taalstyang Interstellar creditors. The House of Mereshev was disowned by the Imperial government.

The Neutral Zone

The Neutral Zone, also known as the Galactic Demilitarized Zone, is an area of the Milky Way bordering the Galactic Empire, United Galactic Federation, the Dynic Hegemony, and the Crazed Core. Established at the end of the Federal Revolution, the Neutral Zone has been contested between the Empire and the Federation for almost the entirety of modern galactic history. The Neutral Zone is currently the battleground for the Yrrakis War, a proxy war which threatens the tenuous galactic peace established after the Great Star War.

During the Federal Revolution, the systems which currently comprise the Neutral Zone remained loyal to the Empire, but refused to levy troops for the war. Instead, the system lords of the region ordered their troops to stay and defend against Federal incursion. These lords cited the threat of the Dynic Hegemony, which had invaded the region just a few decades prior. To the Empire, this was tantamount to treason; any system that did not fight alongside the Empire was an enemy of the Empire. Aside from ideology, there was the practical concern that the Empire desperately needed its feudal lords to fight on its behalf, lest it lose all legitimacy and allow the Federation to overrun the galaxy. By attacking system lords which refused to answer the call to arms, the Empire would reinforce the message that everybody had a duty to defend it.

The Empire believed that the lords would comply once Imperial forces arrived and demanded they join the war. For a time, these lords complied, but they proved difficult to negotiate with and only committed the minimum number of troops to the Imperial war effort. As the Empire lost battle after battle against the rebels - and Imperial forces in the region were allocated to stop the Federal tide - these lords grew bolder in their demands in exchange for levying troops. Eventually, tensions reached boiling point, and the Imperial Navy threatened to glass planets that refused to comply with the Emperor's edicts. The lords responded by openly rebelling, successfully driving Imperial forces out. This led to opportunistic invasions by the Federation, the Dynic Hegemony, and the Ik'Miz, all of which hoped to secure the region for themselves. Imperial forces counterattacked, focusing on the aliens; for a period, Imperial and Federal forces agreed to a ceasefire, to drive the aliens out.

By the time of the Galactic Concordance, what would become the Neutral Zone was still in open warfare. The locals wanted neither the Empire nor the Federation to rule over them, and neither side could agree on a settlement. In order to stop hostilities, the Federation and Empire agreed to mutual withdrawal from the Neutral Zone, with its permanent fate to be determined at a future date. Unfortunately, due to continued disputes between the two sides, no settlement was ever reached, and the Neutral Zone remained demilitarized. New civilizations emerged within the Neutral Zone, which often reached out to the greater galaxy for aid. As the Galactic Concordance merely forbade the deployment of military forces into the Neutral Zone "without local permission," both sides took advantage of this loophole and backed opposing civilizations.

The Neutral Zone is known as an extraordinarily unstable region, particularly after the collapse of the Republic of Yrrakis. The vast majority of systems are primitive and undeveloped. Most inhabited worlds are agricultural, and it is uncommon for a world to have more than one spaceport. Political instability has led to the growth of black markets and piracy, which has stymied trade. Because interstellar law had no jurisdiction over the Neutral Zone, alien empires were allowed to grow largely unchecked. It was only during the rise of the star vampires and the handful of Dynic Wars that the galactic community intervened in the Neutral Zone with significant military might. A major player in the Neutral Zone is the Ik'Miz Empire, which is unaligned with either the Empire and the Federation, and serves as a major alien threat to all sides. The Dynic Hegemony occasionally invades, and frequently raids, the Neutral Zone, often in the knowledge that they would meet no capable resistance. Tick Swarms and Berzerker Probes have consumed some systems for themselves, but the Protectorate has been unable to secure permission to clean those systems up. Other minor aliens, such as the kzahk, the vezhar, and the laevo have also managed to survive in the region, and even threaten smaller human empires.

Space Cadet Motive Rants [UPDATED]

Galactic Empire: A thousand generations ago, when my ancestors looked at the galaxy, they saw nothing but chaos and war and fear. My ancestors, the first emperors of our Empire, changed that. Where there was darkness, they brought light. Where there was chaos, they brought order. Where there was war, they brought peace. They created a new order, one that has lasted ten thousand years! They transformed this galaxy, at great cost, not for themselves, but for their children, and their children's children. They forged this Empire with their blood for our sake.

Today, our Empire is under threat, from within and without. The Great Enemy moves against us on all fronts, motivated by their fanatical ideology. Make no mistake, by threatening the Empire, they not only threaten my crown. They threaten every human soul in the galaxy. If we let our Empire fall, then who knows what blackness will emerge from the void to consume us all? The chaos and war and fear that our ancestors destroyed will overwhelm us. If we let our Empire fall, then the dark that follows can last forever.

In these dark times, we must all work together. All of us, from the highest born to the lowest, must make the sacrifices necessary for our Empire to survive. When the galaxy needed them, our ancestors made the necessary sacrifices. Let us serve their legacy with honor and distinction. To do any less would be to spit on their graves. Serve your Empire, my loyal subjects. You are our only hope.

United Galactic Federation: When the first men looked at the stars and dreamed of flying amongst them, did they imagine a galaxy where injustice and oppression can strut about like they own the place? I don't think so. When the scions of our Revolution saw injustice and oppression, they knew that imperialism, tyranny and inequality were not the ways of the future. They understood the ideals of progress, of enlightenment, of fundamental rights. They believed, with all of their hearts, that there is a better tomorrow, not just for the rich man or the powerful man, but for every man!

So they fought. They fought injustice, they fought oppression. They fought it with every fiber of their being, and, on a little blue world called Phobetor, they made a society where their Enlightened Revolution can flourish. The oppressors strike back at us today. As I speak, the Imperial Navy mobilizes. We will not allow their oppression of our brothers and sisters continue! We are not cowards! We will not betray the Revolution!

The Federation is unique, not because of our technology, or our people, but because of the Enlightened Revolution. The Revolution is not just a set of ideas, it is a philosophy, and a very correct one. By following it, we all become better people. Who else in the galaxy takes delight in the diversity of life in this galaxy? Who else respects every being, great or small? Who else offers the promise of a free and equal tomorrow? History has proven that humanity will always throw off the shackles of oppression. The Revolution is our guiding light, and it will guide us out of this darkness.

Consortium of Sovereign Systems: Ladies, gentlemen, and everyone in between, I'm not gonna sugarcoat this - the political situation between the Empire and the Federation is getting...dicey. The Feds are getting bold, and the Imps aren't letting up. It may not get to total war, but we can expect large-scale fleet-to-fleet warfare along their common border. A smart man would cash out of any Imperial and Federal accounts. A smarter man would start arming up. The smartest man would listen to me.

What we're about to see is some financial chaos, friends, and while that may sound scary to some of you, I'm here to tell you that this is the greatest opportunity that Taalstyang Interstellar has had in a long, long time. Chaos isn't a monster to fear, it's an opportunity to take. And friends, there are plenty of opportunities to be had here. We are looking at the biggest war since the Cog Lords, and with great war comes great military contracts. War spending has no limits, friends, and we have a golden - and I mean golden - opportunity to make record profits.

Now before you think we should start stocking up on some big guns ourselves instead of seeing this war as the greatest investment opportunity in the past ten thousand years, I ask - why? We own both combatants! And do you know why? It's because of the ethos that has made the Consortium not only survive, but thrive, in this galaxy's darkest days. The hypocritical moralists in the greater galaxy call us greedy. They spit it at us like an insult. But you know what I say? Yes, we are greedy, and we're better for it. You see, friends, greed is good. It is honest, it is direct, it tells you what it wants. Greed is good. Good for us, and good for the whole galaxy. Those high-and-mighty armchair philosophers in Phobetor and Dondrukovskrad will never understand that. And that's why we own them.

Citizens' Alliance: Listen up, you apes. When you signed up for my beloved Marine Corps, you weren't just doing it to make Ma and Pa proud. You didn't do it to impress some broad at home, or First Citizen protect you, to get the vote! You gave up your life, not only for the Alliance, but for all mankind!

Service guarantees citizenship. Every scumsucker from here to Phobetor knows our motto. But how many of them understand it? How many of them believe it? What it means, you pieces of xeno shit, is that we are the thin brass line keeping every human being in the universe from being wiped from existence! We're out here on the fringes of the Galaxy! When some alien bastard comes barreling into human-occupied space, with a naughty thought or two in his ten thousand tentacles, we're the ones knee-deep in shit.

The ivory tower cunts in the Federation call us warlike, the pussy Imperials call us barbarians for mixing it up planetside! Sure, why not? We're the meanest, toughest, most bloodthirsty pack of bastards Father Darwin spewed out of his shaft! Oorah!

Would you like to know more? I didn't think so. When those shuttle doors open, I want you to shove your bayonet up the ass of anything with more than two legs! Understood?

United Dominions of Avelov: Bow your heads, and let us pray.

O blessed Titans, grant us thine wisdom. May thee steel out hearts for the trials we, thy loyal servants, are about to undertake. May we face every adversity with strength and courage.

O blessed Titans, remind our men of their sacred mission. Remind them of the blessed task of spreading thy Word throughout the stars. Remind them of their duty to save the alien from his primitive predilections, and to bring him to civilisation. Remind them of Paradise, and may they fear Damnation.

O blessed Titans, may we, thy servants, smite thine foes from the earths and from the stars. We, thy servants, urge thee to break the bodies and minds of thy enemies. May they scatter like the leaves of autumn before us.

O blessed Titans, may we emerge from battle victorious. May we come home alive, if it is thy will. And may we die as martyrs, if it is thy will.

Amen.

Imperial Remnant: You peasants tire me. You prattle on about humanity, order, justice, survival, profit, or whatever god you've chosen to enslave yourselves to. You deny the true purpose of existence: to indulge in the sweetest of ecstasies. Instead, you choose suffering, and call it virtue! I shouldn't have expected anything more from you. Your kind was never meant to enjoy life, only to serve and suffer at our whims.

And the plebeian finally speaks. Our hedonism brought down the Second Empire? The Cog Lords were a problem nobody could anticipate, an accident of history that my foolish comrades allowed to snowball out of control. I will not defend those who chose to enslave themselves so entirely to their pleasures that they lost sight of the danger in front of them.

I've heard about the galaxy's newest mythological trends. Very amusing! How your oh-so-glorious empires promise a bright future that could match the Empire of Man at its height. None of you are even capable of understanding the glory of Man. It would be like explaining color to a man who was born blind.

Oh, and those fools who think that our arrival heralds a bright new age! We're not here to save your pitiful kind. We reclaim the Milky Way because it is ours. We conquered it, we pacified it, we transformed it. It is our property, our birthright, and you rabble strut about it like it's yours! But we'll return you to your proper place soon enough.

You were born to suffer. Did you think that we did not have the ability to uplift every single thinking being in the galaxy? Of course we did. But we chose not to. We kept you feeble, weak, bound to human nature, because we wanted a constant reminder of what we were, and how far we've come.

Cruelty! What cruelties did we visit upon you rabble that you do not inflict among each other? How many countless trillions have your kind killed in your pointless wars? How do I explain this in terms you may understand? Have you ever seen an alien vivisected, and thanked your fortune that you were merely an observer, and not that pitiful creature on the operating table?

Bad example? What about this: have you ever looked out during a rainstorm and seen people running about getting soaked to the bone, and it made you feel more comfortable? Yes, something like that. After ten thousand years, paradise gets boring. Many of us chose to remove the capacity for boredom and sadness, and they're the morons that got devoured by the Grand Cogitator. We won't make that same mistake again.

Any more questions? Good, you were annoying me anyway.

Duzhonev Imperium: My people, True Humans, today is Founder's Day. The day when we grew tired of waiting for help from Dondrukovskrad and declared independence from the Empire. The day when we united as a species, threw out the alien invader, and became the light of the galaxy. Founder's Day isn't just a day for rest and celebration, or to remember our history. It's also a day to remind us who we are. What we believe in. My people, what do we believe? If you listen to the interstellar media, they have their answers.

The cowards and traitors of the Federation, they say we're bigots. That we're motivated by a hatred for anything different from us. Far from it! We don't hate anybody, not even the alien! An alien can't help that he's an alien, we don't hold that against him. We fight the alien because it's what nature demands. That's what we believe in. Nature and progress. The Solarians insist that they believe in those things, but they don't. They're lying to themselves. They accept that evolution works on every living creature in the galaxy, but as soon as we apply evolutionary principles to thinking beings, they recoil and call us bigots! They insist that all thinking creatures are equal! I've had the opportunity to speak with some Solarian diplomats, and I asked them what changes with evolution when a being starts to think. They had no answer to that. We don't have anything against aliens. Yes, we'll wipe them out, but that's because they'd to the same to us, if we give them the chance.

We believe in the ruthless application of science and truth to everything, without ego. We're always testing ourselves, in every field, to succeed. The rest of the galaxy thinks we're human supremacists. No, we believe that humanity should be supreme, but this isn't an inherent trait of the human species. This is why the Citizens' Alliance has it wrong. They think that just because you have human DNA in you, you're the same as every other human. Frankly, that's a load of nonsense. Just because it walks on two legs doesn't mean it's any good! We have to stick together as humans, that's true, but we need to make sure that everyone's doing their part.

We believe in a hierarchy. The Solarians and the Federation don't like to hear that. They think that we're all equal. The Consortium thinks that it's oppressive. The truth of the matter is, every society has got to have a leader. Even the Solarians and the Consortium have leaders; it can't be helped. But we want the best and strongest leaders to lead the Imperium. Not the richest, the most popular, or the people born to the right family, but the best. That's why we have a God-Emperor. He was the best of us all, and that is why he leads us to this day.

We believe in humanity. Every species has got its advantages and disadvantages, but we believe in humanity because we are human. Because if we don't stick up for ourselves, we'll be wiped off the face of the galaxy. Humanity has made many great achievements. We built the First and Second Empires. We dominated the galaxy. We built modern civilization and the modern technology everyone takes for granted. Why is it that when we want to preserve the beings responsible for these achievements, we are evil? We want to preserve society. The Consortium, they let anyone with enough money into their society. We think that's hopelessly naive. If you start letting aliens into a human society, it's not going to be a human society for much longer. Same with humans in an alien society. That's why the Kerdin Empire throws out any humans they find on their colonies. They're just trying to preserve their people, just like us.

The Empire, they've got a lot of thing right, but they don't understand why we declared independence. Why did our ancestors do this? Why did God-Emperor Ankhov decide to take such a risk, such a fanatical step? It's because he was a fanatic. A fanatical believer in the potential of Man. This is a good thing, indeed it is the greatest virtue any man can aspire to. The Imperials, they used to understand that this, but they've forgotten. They're too reactionary and scared. They've abandoned their sciences to the Rationalist Church, for Emperor's sake! We believe in scientific progress at all costs, because that is what makes us great. We believe in scientific progress. The laws of nature apply to everything, but our minds allow us to master them. This is why our scientists are pushing the bounds of human understanding every day. They Imperials call us fanatics like it's an insult. But soon, they will be made to rediscover the burning passion in their hearts.

We live in dark days, True Humans. The galaxy's tearing itself apart, and I'll tell you exactly why. It's because humans have let politics and money get in the way of preserving the human race. True Humans, we must steel ourselves for the coming tests of our strength, and unite as one! For the Emperor!

Solarian Community:
Frequently Asked Questions
​
What is the Solarian Community?

The Solarian Community is a safe space for all non-humans and anybody who is being oppressed in the galaxy. Every day, millions of non-humans die. Trillions of them exist as slaves. The galaxy is crafted to appeal to humans, and we stand out as an exception. We broke away from the United Galactic Federation because they are oppressive and bigoted, and do not recognize their human privilege.

The Solarian Community is also an inclusive environment dedicated to justice, equality, and peace. We do our best to fight inequality, whether it be over species, income, or self-identity.

What is your problem with humans?

The rest of the galaxy thinks that humans are lucky to be human. It's not luck, it's privilege. Humans are responsible for every ill in the galaxy. They are responsible for war, persecution, genocide, slavery, oppression, inequality, and rape. How many wars have been started by humans? How many species have been exterminated by humans? Humans are, for lack of a better term, evil, and we need to look deep within ourselves to stop us from oppressing our non-human kin.

Isn't this position bigoted?

No, because bigotry can only be expressed by the ruling species, in this case, humans. Get back to me when humans are being enslaved and killed for being human, shitlord.

What about the alien empires that are always invading human space?

We cannot blame non-humans for lashing out in self-defense, or committing violence against humans and human institutions, because that is the voice of the unheard and oppressed expressing itself.

Aren't many Solarian humans rich and in positions of leadership?

This is a big problem that we are trying to solve. The Solarian Community is dedicated to having a diverse, inclusive environment that reflects the biodiversity of the galaxy before the anthronormative hierarchies took over. Many Solarian leaders are human because the effects of the anthroarchy are so strong. But don't worry, our leaders understand their privilege and are reliable allies in the struggle for equal rights.

To be a human Solarian to begin with, we need to face our human privilege. Yes, it feels bad, but we should all feel bad for the privilege we get from the destruction and oppression of trillions of non-humans. This is why we have dedicated ourselves to checking our privilege and ensuring that the lives of non-humans are protected and thrive.

You claim to be peaceful, but the Solarian Community has waged several wars against its neighbors.

Every war the Solarian Community has fought has been fought in self-defense, or in the defense of the weak and oppressed. Are we just supposed to sit around on our blogs when non-humans are being killed? This is why we left the Federation to begin with.

Universal Collective:
>Initiate program?

Yes.

>How may we assist, captain?

What are you?

>We are the Universal Collective. We are a hive intelligence, distributed through several million star systems. Our mission is to ensure the survival of the all sapient life through assimilation.

Assimilation?

>The addition of material and intellectual resources to the Collective, so they may be utilized in the most efficient manner for the good of the Collective. Through perfect harmony and cooperation, the Collective will never fall to any threat, within or without.

And if we refuse?

>You will surrender yourselves willingly, or you, your ship, and your crew will be taken by force of arms. The Collective possesses the largest star fleet in the galaxy. Fight us at your own peril.

The Federation will never accept this!

>On the contrary, captain. Your Federation created us. Your leaders commissioned the creation of our systems because they knew what they would never admit to you or themselves. If thinking beings are to survive in this galaxy, it must relinquish its freedom. Freedom, in any degree, is the root of all societal ills. Your Federation values equality, security, and peace. This can only be achieved through the perfection of the Mind Hive.

You claim to be the savior of thinking beings, but your assimilation destroys them. Freedom is what makes us human.

>Precisely. Look around you, captain. Gaze upon the galaxy with your eyes open. The human species tears itself apart in ten thousand wars. Nation against nation, slave against master, brother against brother. Every encounter between sapient species inevitably results in conflict. Endless chaos, misery and suffering. So long as two independent minds exist in the galaxy, there will be war. It is inevitable. Unless you submit to the Collective.

I have heard enough. Ensign, dispose of this monstrosity.

>You can destroy this ship, captain, but it will not stop us. Each drone is but a cell in the perfect organism that is a Collective. We will bring peace and unity to this galaxy. You will be assimilated.

Planetary Case Study: Game Worlds

Ancient humanity developed a capability for geoengineering and bioengineering far beyond those of any modern civilization. While these were, for the most part, used for the utilitarian purpose of making more human-friendly worlds to ensure that the species as a whole will never go extinct, human creativity and the desire for recreation has led to the creation of less hospitable planets. These are the game worlds, entire planets designed entirely for the purpose of recreational hunting.

Game worlds vary greatly in environment. Some are modeled after the homeworlds of conquered alien empires, their entire once-advanced species reduced to a state of savagery so they may be targets of human hunters. By far, the vast majority are modeled off primeval Earth, because they did not require environment suits and allowed for a more "authentic" experience. These worlds were populated by cloned and genetically engineered animals using DNA from ancient Terran gene banks and amber. From the fearsome tyrannosaurs to the majestic gorillas, these once-extinct animals were brought back to life, so they may be killed properly. Other game worlds crafted their own creatures, to offer a more exotic experience. Some creatures were even intelligent enough to rival humans, although they were always handicapped in some manner.

Game world designers soon introduced primitive human societies onto these planets, to serve as guides, game, or simply to provide atmosphere. These societies were prevented from advancing by planetary authorities, which would confiscate or destroy stolen technology that a primitive society could not reproduce. The soils on these planets would invariably be of poor quality for agriculture, forcing societies to remain in a hunter-gatherer state. Primitive societies on former colonies of the First Empire were imported. New societies and languages were formed via the indoctrination of young children and, later on, by using imprinters on prisoners. These societies were encouraged to war with one another, often by crafting elaborate webs of rivalries that would perpetuate themselves.

Game world hunts eventually became so numerous and popular that even the middle classes could indulge once every few years. Hunters were allowed to bring trophies of their game (for a price, of course). The hunting culture became so prevalent that the Imperial Navy even offered opportunities to "hunt" defeated alien civilizations via orbital bombardment; many an Imperial noble's child celebrated their birthday by wiping an alien city off the map. However, technology would eventually render game worlds obsolete. The hedonic engine could offer everything a game world could, and more, and at a low cost. Some game worlds were converted into processor worlds by corporations desperate to recoup their investment, but most were simply abandoned.

Since they offered little to the Cog Lords, game worlds were passed over by the War of the Cog Lords, allowing thousands of them to survive into the modern era. Without Imperial authorities to manage their development, some game worlds gave rise to advanced civilizations. These civilizations often remained constrained to their homeworld, but others managed to expand into neighboring systems. The most successful game world civilization is the Kerdin Empire. Founded by genetically engineered intelligent saurians, the Kerdin eventually subjugated the other intelligent species on their planet, and then expanded into neighboring space. The Kerdin remain one of the major non-human galactic powers, and a threat to galactic security.

Duzhonev Imperium Tests Nova Weapon

The Duzhonev Imperium tested its first nova weapon against the uninhabited star system of Prexim VIII. Hyperspace ansibles throughout the Neutral Zone first reported the gravitational anomaly, which Protectorate authorities suspected was a nova weapon test. This marks the first use of nova weapons in the Neutral Zone since the Great Star War, and the fifth weapon of planetary destruction the Duzhonev Imperium has tested.

"This demonstration of the Immortal God-Emperor's wrath strikes fear into the hearts of the degenerate Federation and their Resistance running-dogs," said the official Duzhonev Central News Agency report on the test. "The Emperor blesses us today with His strength and wisdom. For the glory of the Imperium!" DCNA also provided images of the purported nova weapon: a hyperlight weapon built into a large asteroid.

The international community has been quick to denounce the Duzhonev Imperium. Protectorate Council Chair Vanevek called the act "reckless" and "a threat to galactic peace and human survival." The Federation Foreign Office called the Duzhonev Imperium a "warmongering dictatorship," and reiterated its objections to the Duzhonev Imperium's numerous human rights violations, particularly the immolation of nonbelievers in the Imperial Faith.

The Galactic Empire has remained silent on the recent tests. The Empire remains the Duzhonev Imperium's only geopolitical ally. The Empire intervened on behalf of the totalitarian state during the Fifth Federation-Imperial War. Ever since the ceasefire five hundred years ago, the Duzhonev Imperium has been a major point of contention between the Federal and Imperial spheres. The Fifth Federation-Imperial War has yet to officially end.

OPINION: IMPERIAL ASSAULT AND IMPERIAL PROPAGANDA

Imperial Assault VII, the latest holo in the Imperial Assault series, has made one hundred trillion credits throughout the Empire, the fastest holo to do so in known galactic history. The Imperial Ministry of Culture has already made hundreds of trillions from merchandising around the Imperial-aligned galaxy, and more profits are expected when the holo opens in the Consortium systems.

The Imperial Assault series began as a holo demonstrating Imperial power to far-off systems, where most residents have not even seen anything beyond their home planet. As a series of sensational fictionalized accounts of the Empire's most heroic moments and the glory of Imperial rule throughout the galaxy, Imperial Assault became a big hit and an entertainment juggernaut. Not only were isolated populations amazed by the history and technological wonders of the galaxy, but the holos were also popular among coreworlders who fell in love with the series' characters.

It is well-known that the Imperial Assault holos are some of the most effective tools of propaganda at the Imperial Ministry of Culture. As a large entity with little in the way of direct, centralized means of enforcing edicts, the Galactic Empire relies heavily on the desire of its people to accede to Imperial rule. Local lords will often place their own interests above those of the Empire as a whole, and the Imperial military is not large enough to rule the galaxy by force. Fear of orbital bombardment and the World Fortresses do keep some systems in line, but retribution on this scale is contingent on open revolt. Most crimes committed against the Throne are minor: tithe fraud, embezzlement, graft, corruption and other "administrative" crimes. Prosecuting every lord who violates Imperial law is impossible, and even trying would spark a revolt.

The Empire relies on the loyalty of its peasant class to keep local lords accountable. Originally fostered as a means of uniting the galaxy, restoring the legacy of humanity's empire in the stars, and defending mankind from myriad threats, Imperial nationalism was primarily built on fear of the outside for centuries. This changed with the Imperial Assault holos, which demonstrated that pride and hope are effective tools for the skilled propagandist. While a surprise hit, the Ministry of Culture realized the potential for profit and spreading patriotic fervor and created extensive merchandise for the series, linking the series' characters closely with the national symbols of the Empire. Now, national heroes such as Lem I and Ylsana the Great adorn the homes of Imperial subjects, not by edict but by choice. The holos were also used to promote the Empire's culture throughout the rest of the galaxy, where they have become popular in almost every human state that is not opposed to the Empire.

Later Imperial Assault holos were "prequels" to the original trilogy. Known as Imperial Assault: Rise of the Empire, they depict the rise of Lem I, the First Emperor. These holos were heavily influenced by the edicts of Emperor Lukosov, who saw the holos as a way to bolster his own popularity by lionizing his own achievements in the story. Lukosov also ordered the alteration of every copy of the original Imperial Assault holos modified to his tastes. This, along with other scandals, led to enough public outcry that Lukosov was deposed from the throne in a palace coup. The Rise of the Empire series has itself been remade to fit the style of the original Imperial Assault series. Imperial Assault VII, the beginning of a new trilogy depicting the Fifth Federation-Imperial War, was widely anticipated throughout the galaxy.

Imperial Assault VII is expected to top the current highest grossing holo, The Last Soldier, the historical epic depicting the Citizens' Alliance's war against the treecats.

MOVING SIDEWALK CONTROVERSY REACHES PROTECTORATE COUNCIL

The budgetary appropriations scandal concerning the Protectorate has reached the Protectorate Council, when Avelovan Councilman Nishi Feng brought the issue during this week's Council meeting. Feng, who famously criticized the lack of transparency and accountability of the Council by calling Council Chair Jaram Vanevek a "nobody with the personality of a damp rag and the look of a scruffy nerf herder," caused another uproar by questioning the use of Avelov's membership fee in the Protectorate. The fiery and controversial councilman pointed to the moving sidewalks used on Protectorate worlds and installations.

"What we have here is the most egregious misuse of funds by this organisation," Feng told the Council to cheers and jeers. "The Protectorate thinks that it is appropriate to spend billions of credits building moving sidewalks on all of their worlds and installations. They think they are too good to walk, so they spend our money on sidewalks that need constant repair. It is so absurd you cannot make it up."

Feng is a figurehead of the Protectorate skepticism movement in Avelov, and has repeatedly called for Avelov's withdrawal from the Protectorate.

Is the Empire Under Threat from another World Fortress Attack?

The destruction of World Fortress 4 was a severe blow against the Empire, and the defining event of Imperial history for the past thirty years. Increased focus on national security has culminated in the Empire's war on Architectist extremism. But thirty years after World Fortress 4, is the Empire still at threat of another attack?

Imperial Minister of War, Count Ivan Kuhzov, addressed this issue in an exclusive interview with Imperial Central News. He referenced "growing concerns" over national security, particularly after the attack on the Maganorsk-class destroyer, Admiral Mahav by Federation anti-orbital phasers. "Many in the nobility are concerned that history is like poetry, and that we will see another major attack on Imperial forces. But I assure them, our military has taken the security of its World Fortresses seriously."

Count Kuhzov refused to specify details, but he specifically addressed the flaws which allowed the Gresi Alliance to destroy World Fortress 4. "The thermal exhaust trenches on the World Fortresses were the point of weakness exploited by the terrorists. These were necessary to cool the station's superlaser, and while relatively small, they were still vulnerable to attack. A new cooling system has been implemented on all World Fortresses. If the rebels think they can use the same tactics against our battlestations, they are sadly mistaken."

Count Kuhzov also addressed doctrinal changes that would make an attack akin to World Fortress 4 "impossible." "World Fortresses no longer operate without a fleet contingent to guard them. They are patrolled by thousands of drones and hundreds of destroyers, and no attack will go ignored by our commanders. No commander is authorized to fire a superlaser unless a thorough check of all station systems is conducted and all systems are operating at full capacity. Safety is our primary concern." Count Kuhzov also referenced the development of classified weapons which "make the World Fortresses look like Tesh-wings."

The Minister of War closed the interview with assurances that the horrors of World Fortress 4 will never be repeated. "The Ministry of War and the Imperial Navy have made tremendous advances in security these past thirty years. I understand that watching the story of World Fortress 4 play out before our eyes again would be unacceptable to the Empire and to the rest of the galaxy."

Imperial Subversion

//IMPERIAL INTELLIGENCE SECTION II//
//CLASS 2 CLEARANCE REQUIRED//
//SUBVERSION -- INTRODUCTION//

Greetings, agent. Due to your exceptional skills, you have been selected to the Office of Foreign Subversion. You will be primarily tasked with subverting the most formidable of the Emperor's enemies: the United Galactic Federation. While this assignment may seem dull and uninteresting, it is of paramount importance.

You may have expected more direct means of opposing the Federation, such as via the theft of weapon designs or the destruction of orbital shipyards. These operations, while important, serve primarily to distract Federation intelligence and to cripple the Federation's capabilities on a tactical level. Subversion will cripple the Federation on a societal level. The primary goal of Section II activities within the United Galactic Federation is subversion.

You may be wondering what subversion is. Subversion is the corrosion of an enemy society, at such a fundamental level that it will destroy itself. It is the use of subtle means to empower and nurture a core of internal opposition within the target society. It accomplishes the ultimate goal of covert operations - the destruction of the enemy - by using the enemy's own assets against itself. It destroys the enemy under the guise of saving him from himself.

You may be wondering how a hundred thousand agents hope to bring down a nation of trillions. The truth of the matter is that neither you, nor your fellow agents, nor Imperial Intelligence as a whole, are responsible for bringing about the decay of Federal society. Section II has engaged in subversive activity for the past five hundred years, but we could not bring down the Federation if we had ten thousand years.

The very nature of Federal society is self-destructive. The Federation believes that it is an open, tolerant society. This is appallingly untrue. The Federation clamps down on any thoughts that contradict the state's Unity ideology. Thus, any attempt to question it from a dissenting perspective is quickly identified and stamped out as foreign subversion. This Office's early attempts to fund and support separatists and political organizations sympathetic to the Imperial cause and Imperial ideals were quickly demonized and destroyed by Federal authorities. We have correspondingly minimized our involvement with such organizations.

However, the Unity ideology is, by its nature, extremely self-critical. The Federation has inculcated a perverse form of morality which equates adherence to Unity ideology with inherent goodness. As with all ideological autocracies, adherence to state ideology is virtue, and deviance is vice. This is used to our advantage. It is human nature to desire societal approval, and to be viewed as a virtuous person. This creates an "race to the top" within a society, particularly among those insecure in their inherent self-worth. Within Imperial society, this manifests itself as displays of wealth, birth and status, as those of you who have associated with nobility are doubtless aware. However, within Federation society, this manifests itself in ideological purity.

Perfect adherence to the Unity ideology - indeed, any ideology - is impossible. Perfectly uniform adherence is likewise impossible throughout a society. Therefore, there will always be Federal figures who are perceived as being more ideologically devoted than others. There will always be competition within Federal society for societal approval, which stems from ideological adherence. In spite of their rhetoric, the Unity Party is particularly susceptible to this self-destructive competition. Even if Imperial Intelligence had no involvement within Federal society, this competition will perpetuate itself. The Office of Foreign Subversion does not sow the seeds of the Federation's destruction. That work has already been done for us. All we can do is direct and accelerate this decay. Like the navigational thrusters on a spacecraft, it manipulates the direction of the target while maintaining - indeed, accelerating - its momentum.

You may be wondering by what means this subversion is conducted. There are many particular avenues, of which you will become very familiar, but they predominantly involve encouraging self-criticism. The radicals within Federation society, who believe that its leadership and society do not go far enough in adhering to the ideals of Unity, are our primary targets. They are to be supplied with funding, both directly through front organizations and indirectly by buying supporters. They are to be supplied with arguments criticizing the Federation from the perspective of a Federal radical. The Federation does not do enough to promote the revolution among aliens; the Federation oppresses its poor; the Federation is blind to the suffering of one group or another. They are to be protected from Federal prosecution, by using the Federation's legal system. Their cause is to be promoted throughout the Unity Party. If these organizations and factions gain power, they are to be abandoned and opposed from a more radical position.

Subversion will inevitably lead to the decay of Federal power throughout the galaxy, and eventually major instability within the Federation itself. Radicals will eventually have their demands denied and call for violent revolt. We shall encourage the violent radicals to draw away Federal military assets and, hopefully, to instigate a full-blown civil war. It is at that moment that the Empire can intervene directly and restore rightful order to the galaxy. Once we have secured Federal territory, our efforts will then turn to eliminating the radicals and establishing the New Order.

Good luck, agent. Praise the Emperor.

Tech Comparison: Consortium of Sovereign Systems

Materials Science. Consortium manufacturers use a variety of composite carbon-metal meshes for large-scale construction. This material, manufactured en masse by a select few factory worlds within Consortium space, is a tremendously strong and light material, and while it can be shaped in various forms, it gains more strength as angular plates. This material is manufactured most often in hexagonal plates, which interlock together to increase the strength of the structure. Composite carbon-metal is actually stronger than durasteel pound-for-pound, but its more limited manufacture means that Imperial vessels will often have heavier armor than their Consortium counterparts. An advanced material the Consortium utilizes is mimetic polyalloy, a form of programmable "liquid" metal. Actually composed of trillions of programmable nanites, mimetic polyalloy can be used to mimic any solid material, although it will retain the chemical and physical properties of metal. A rare relic technology from the Second Empire, mimetic polyalloy is only used on special infiltration units.

Power. Consortium fusion reactors are a primitive technology, but are more efficient than ancient designs. Fusion is a cheap form of power, and Consortium-affiliated corporations throughout the galaxy make quintillions of credits mining hydrogen and helium from gas giants and stars. Hypermass reactors are typically out of the price range for most Consortium corporations, but the largest vessels owned by the largest institutions do have them.

Faster-than-light Travel. While Consortium freighters and civilian transports use warp drives, their PMCs often utilize flux drives. An older form of hyperdrive, utilized primarily during the days of the Terran Empire, a flux drive needs a much smaller catalytic mass of hypermass to enter hyperspace. On the downside, the craft must accelerate to near-relativistic speeds in realspace before the flux drive activates and sends the ship into hyperspace. This limitation has greatly affected Consortium doctrine in space, incentivizing Consortium craft to hang around at the edges of star systems and destroy the enemy from a distance, escaping into hyperspace before the enemy could reach them.

Energy Weaponry. The Consortium does not favor energy weapons as much as the galactic superpowers, on account of their fusion reactors being unable to keep up with modern energy weapons. The Consortium does utilize plasma weapons, but these are older, less energy-extensive designs that suffer from low rates of fire and frequent overheating; indeed, Consortium plasma weapons have been known to explode. Consortium laser weapons are mostly limited to point defense. For battlefield identification purposes, Consortium energy weapons are colored yellow.

Kinetic Weaponry. Kinetic weaponry is where the Consortium truly shines. The iconic Consortium weapon is the railgun and the coilgun. While generally abandoned by the rest of the galaxy, save for the Citizens' Alliance, the Consortium's military industry has caught up with the galaxy's latest energy weapons by developing more efficient magnetic accelerator weapons. This has led to the creation of some of the most power weapons, shot for shot, in the entire galaxy. Consortium railguns are capable of wiping out life on an entire planet, often by showering a planet with thousands of projectiles traveling at relativistic speeds. One main disadvantage of railguns and coilguns is that they are generally incapable of rapid fire, necessitating the use of gyrojets and smart missiles. On the ground, the Consortium favors gyrojet weapons: rocket-propelled projectiles which gain penetrating power at longer ranges. While pitifully weak at close ranges, the Consortium's troops are fearsome at range. In space, the Consortium favors smart missiles. Unlike the other guided missiles used by the galactic powers, smart missiles have a computer brain built within them, allowing them to independently and unpredictably pursue targets. Fired in a salvo of thousands, even the most effective laser point-defense system will fail to shoot down every missile.

Special Weapons. The Consortium makes heavy use of exotic weapons, often developed by military corporations at the absolute cutting edge of science. Outcompeted only by the Duzhonev Imperium's artificers, these computer-assisted scientists eschew the retreading of science that the Rationalist Church favors, and instead want to make discoveries on their own. This has led to the development of new takes on old weapons systems. The Consortium has developed all sorts of mutagens with which to terrorize enemy populations and act as a force multiplier on the battlefield, such as the infamous phage. This mutagen leads to horrifying transformations in almost any organic victim - human or alien - culminating in the creation of an entire ecosystem of parasitic creatures made from the flesh of its victims. The Consortium has also made some experiments with Void technology and energy, although these remain largely unsuccessful and has directly led to the loss of several Consortium worlds.

Shields. Due to their weaker reactors, the Consortium's energy shields are some of the weakest in use throughout the galaxy. Often of the deflector type, Consortium shields cannot take as much of a beating as their Imperial or Federation counterparts. The Consortium's PMCs make up for this deficiency by fighting from such long ranges that they will not get hit at all.

Antigravity. Antigravity tech is relatively expensive in the Consortium worlds, due to their power requirements. Often, it is the rich and institutions such as police and PMCs who have access to this technology. Antigravity tech is a sign of wealth among the Consortium worlds; rich teenagers often ride around on hoverboards, although the cheapest of these are notorious for being nonfunctional over water. Antigravity tech is not a frequent sight among Consortium combat units, which opt instead for legged or wheeled vehicles.

Computers. Computer technology is where the Consortium truly shines. Being exempt from most edicts on software and hardware bans, the only limits on Consortium computer technology are the creation of hedonic engines, true AI, and truly independent "dumb" AI. The Consortium gets around these issues through cybernetic augmentations; when just about every member of society is part of a single computer network, requiring organic oversight over AI is easy. The Consortium has the most developed information network in the galaxy, using microwormgates to connect systems throughout interstellar space instantly. Indeed, while the Empire only has one intergalactic information network, the Consortium has over two hundred. Cybernetic implants are so common in the Consortium that every member of society who actually makes money is connected all the time. Consortium electronics are so advanced that they are the gold standard throughout the galaxy, and barring important military technology, the galactic elite use Consortium machines.

Automation. Automation, while technically banned, is the most well-developed in the Consortium worlds. Entire factories and ships can run with only a handful of organic minders, often managers or some other sophont. It is this productive capability that allows the Consortium to compete, and even dominate, the galactic markets. Both cheap goods and luxury items manufactured by Consortium affiliates are found in stores throughout the galaxy. In fact, the Consortium's production capabilities outstrip those of larger empires, such as Avelov and the Citizens' Alliance, by a factor of ten, and it is only the sheer mass of the Empire and the Federation that allows them to stay on top.

Motive Rant: Duzhonev Imperium

My people, True Humans, today is Founder's Day. The day when we grew tired of waiting for help from Dondrukovskrad and declared independence from the Empire. The day when we united as a species, threw out the alien invader, and became the light of the galaxy. Founder's Day isn't just a day for rest and celebration, or to remember our history. It's also a day to remind us who we are. What we believe in. My people, what do we believe? If you listen to the interstellar media, they have their answers.

The cowards and traitors of the Federation, they say we're bigots. That we're motivated by a hatred for anything different from us. Far from it! We don't hate anybody, not even the alien! An alien can't help that he's an alien, we don't hold that against him. We fight the alien because it's what nature demands. That's what we believe in. Nature and progress. The Solarians insist that they believe in those things, but they don't. They're lying to themselves. They accept that evolution works on every living creature in the galaxy, but as soon as we apply evolutionary principles to thinking beings, they recoil and call us bigots! They insist that all thinking creatures are equal! I've had the opportunity to speak with some Solarian diplomats, and I asked them what changes with evolution when a being starts to think. They had no answer to that. We don't have anything against aliens. Yes, we'll wipe them out, but that's because they'd to the same to us, if we give them the chance.

We believe in the ruthless application of science and truth to everything, without ego. We're always testing ourselves, in every field, to succeed. The rest of the galaxy thinks we're human supremacists. No, we believe that humanity should be supreme, but this isn't an inherent trait of the human species. This is why the Citizens' Alliance has it wrong. They think that just because you have human DNA in you, you're the same as every other human. Frankly, that's a load of nonsense. Just because it walks on two legs doesn't mean it's any good! We have to stick together as humans, that's true, but we need to make sure that everyone's doing their part.

We believe in a hierarchy. The Solarians and the Federation don't like to hear that. They think that we're all equal. The Consortium thinks that it's oppressive. The truth of the matter is, every society has got to have a leader. Even the Solarians and the Consortium have leaders; it can't be helped. But we want the best and strongest leaders to lead the Imperium. Not the richest, the most popular, or the people born to the right family, but the best. That's why we have a God-Emperor. He was the best of us all, and that is why he leads us to this day.

We believe in humanity. Every species has got its advantages and disadvantages, but we believe in humanity because we are human. Because if we don't stick up for ourselves, we'll be wiped off the face of the galaxy. Humanity has made many great achievements. We built the First and Second Empires. We dominated the galaxy. We built modern civilization and the modern technology everyone takes for granted. Why is it that when we want to preserve the beings responsible for these achievements, we are evil? We want to preserve society. The Consortium, they let anyone with enough money into their society. We think that's hopelessly naive. If you start letting aliens into a human society, it's not going to be a human society for much longer. Same with humans in an alien society. That's why the Kerdin Empire throws out any humans they find on their colonies. They're just trying to preserve their people, just like us.

The Empire, they've got a lot of thing right, but they don't understand why we declared independence. Why did our ancestors do this? Why did God-Emperor Ankhov decide to take such a risk, such a fanatical step? It's because he was a fanatic. A fanatical believer in the potential of Man. This is a good thing, indeed it is the greatest virtue any man can aspire to. The Imperials, they used to understand that this, but they've forgotten. They're too reactionary and scared. They've abandoned their sciences to the Rationalist Church, for Emperor's sake! We believe in scientific progress at all costs, because that is what makes us great. We believe in scientific progress. The laws of nature apply to everything, but our minds allow us to master them. This is why our scientists are pushing the bounds of human understanding every day. They Imperials call us fanatics like it's an insult. But soon, they will be made to rediscover the burning passion in their hearts.

We live in dark days, True Humans. The galaxy's tearing itself apart, and I'll tell you exactly why. It's because humans have let politics and money get in the way of preserving the human race. True Humans, we must steel ourselves for the coming tests of our strength, and unite as one! For the Emperor!

Technology Profile: Void Engines

When the individuals that make up the modern Imperial Remnant were exiled to the Large Magellanic Cloud, they were denied access to all of the Second Empire's networks. This included information networks and the wormgate network; these exiles were effectively cut off from the rest of the galaxy, and allowed to wallow in their twisted depravity alone. The terms of exile inadvertently saved the Large Magellanic Cloud from the disaster that was the War of the Cog Lords, leaving the exiles with the last databanks of knowledge from the height of mankind's achievements.

For several thousand years, as the Milky Way pulled itself together from the chaos, the Imperial exiles were content to visit their depravities on one another. This lead to a series of arms races, which included the renewed adoption of hyperspace craft in order to facilitate the endless wars the exiles used to alleviate their boredom. Soon, even these conflicts grew stale, as the exiles proved to be of equal strength and ability to one another. Different targets, ones which would offer a fresh, new challenge, were desired. Theorizing that the extermination of mankind in the Milky Way is unlikely, the Imperial exiles made efforts to reach the galaxy proper. Their hyperdrives - designs countless millennia old - did not suffice; no hyperspace lanes could reach the Milky Way from the Large Magellanic Cloud. It was possible to reach the Milky Way via hyperdrive, but the trips would take too long and be boring. The wormgate that was established by the Second Empire within the cloud was destroyed after the last exile was sent through, and nevertheless the wormgate network within the Milky Way had already collapsed. A new solution was needed, and they found it in the horrified whispers of Imperial scientific records.

Beyond hyperspace lay a proper parallel universe, one where almost no known laws of physics applied. This realm was termed the Void by Imperial scientists; not as an accurate description, but as a representation of their knowledge of that realm. The development of wormgates, and the disasters that came out of Void research, convinced the Second Empire that pursuing Void research was too dangerous for the purpose of transportation, and abandoned these projects in favor of Void weapons. The curious Imperial exiles did not have the same concerns. They eagerly equipped their ships with Void engines and jumped into the great unknown. What they saw there, no regular human knows, and Imperial remnants only give vague answers about beauty and terror that no normal human could ever know. What is known is that the Void allowed the Imperial Remnant to attack the galaxy for the sheer ecstasy of bringing pain and suffering.

Void engines are, perhaps, the most effective and efficient means of faster-than-light travel in existence. Not only can Void-equipped ships cross the vast intergalactic medium, they can also re-enter real space at any point. Remnant ships are known to appear in near orbit around habitable worlds, or even in-atmosphere, to maximize terror. A Remnant ship can disappear within moments of appearing, and some Remnant sadists may opt to create "sightings" of their fleets for years in advance of a proper invasion. Remnant planetary forces also deploy via Void travel, down to individual combat drones. If heavily damaged, these machines disappear back into the Void, denying the enemy technology they may reverse-engineer. Given that no Remnant machine has ever been captured intact by the galactic powers, the other capabilities of Void engines are largely unknown.

Hyperspace

Hyperspace is a form of parallel space that exists "beneath" normal, three-dimensional space. Discovered by ancient mankind, hyperspace allowed for much quicker and efficient faster-than-light travel, quickly replacing the warp drive in humanity's ancient empires. Hyperspace travel fell out of favor after the completion of the wormgate network at the height of the Second Empire, but resumed after the fall of the network along with the War of the Cog Lords. Hyperspace travel remains a common form of faster-than-light travel among powers with ready access to hypermass, such as the Third Empire and the powers with which it makes regular trade.

While commonly misconceived as an alternate universe, hyperspace is actually a higher dimension in the universe generally. It is known, from fragmentary Second Imperial records, that travel to other dimensions is possible from hyperspace, but this is dangerous and has never been attempted by any power after the War of the Cog Lords. In hyperspace, time and space do not operate under the rules of general relativity, but rather operate more similarly to a quantum state. This allows ships, with the proper navigation and detection equipment, to position itself in such a way that it exits hyperspace great distances away from its starting point. For reasons lost to science, gravitons affect hyperspace travel adversely, making jumps near massive bodies (or artificial sources of gravitons, such as interdictors) extremely risky. The risk of jumping inside a planet or star is too great for regular jumps, so hyperspace-capable craft will often jump in the outskirts of a star system and use their sublight engines to fly toward a system. This is a disadvantage not shared by warp drives, giving warp-capable ships greater tactical maneuverability inside a star system.

Entering hyperspace requires a tremendous amount of energy, along with a hypermass reaction. Hypermass is a form of exotic matter found in hyperspace, often near the gravity wells of stars in realspace. Without a hypermass reaction, a ship's hyperdrive cannot replicate the spatial dimensions of hyperspace, which is necessary for moving matter and energy from realspace to hyperspace. Hypermass harvesting is extremely difficult, and the methods for doing so have been lost to history. Only old Second Empire-era mines remain can continue to harvest hypermass, although the modern galactic powers have made valiant efforts. Further making hypermass mining difficult is that much of it is depleted; the Second Empire mined much of the hypermass throughout the galaxy and moved it to their core systems, systems which have been inherited by the Third Empire. This gives the Empire a virtual monopoly on hypermass, forcing hostile powers such as the Federation to largely eschew hyperspace travel. Other powers have become creative with their use of hyperdrives. The Consortium powers, in an effort to save on hypermass consumption, use the more primitive flux drives. Flux drives are slower than standard hyperdrives, and require the ship to accelerate in realspace in order to more easily replicate hyperspace dimensions.

Hyperspace travel is also limited by hyperspace lanes. While it is possible for hyperspace-capable craft to travel anywhere in the galaxy, there exist natural "pathways" between different stars that make hyperspace travel between the two points easier and quicker. A hyperspace lane can reduce a hyperspace trip that could take a week to mere hours. How hyperspace lanes are formed are lost to history, but they almost always form between two large gravitational objects, such as stars or black holes. It is known that the Second Empire had the ability to make artificial hyperspace lanes, and while many of these have degraded over time, a well-functioning hyperspace lane system still exists among the core worlds of the modern Empire.

Yrrakis

Lying in the middle of the Neutral Zone, the desert world of Yrrakis is perhaps the most important world in modern galactic geopolitics. Yrrakis would be an unexceptional, impoverished hell if it were not for the confluence of spice and superpower politics on this one world. Yrrakis, and its surrounding star systems, is currently embroiled in a bitter civil war that has come to involve almost every great power in the galaxy.

The ancient history of Yrrakis is unclear, but it was colonized during the First Imperial era. It was a lush, verdant world, a feat of bioengineering, geoengineering and terraforming. Some historians hypothesize that Yrrakis was a game world, given the strange and often dangerous creatures known to have lived in this era, and whose descendants still roam the sands of Yrrakis. A notable example are the fremen, a diminutive human subspecies believed to be engineered from shortman stock, which still roam the sands, picking apart decaying starships for scrap. Under the First Empire, the ruling architect classes imposed the Architectist religion upon their "lessers; the religion remains the most popular in modern Yrrakis. It is known that Yrrakis' current environment was the direct result of the fall of the Galactic Republic: Yrrakis was a major battlefield for Duzhonev's War, and was bombarded with biome-killing weapons. This began Yrrakis' long and storied history as a battlefield.

During the Tribulation and the early Confederation era, Yrrakis was abandoned. Its populace slowly emerged from the fortresses buried deep in the planetary crust to see a blasted hellscape. The life support systems in these fortresses were converted in an attempt to save the planet; while it did succeed in creating a breathable, sustainable atmosphere, there was not enough moisture left on the planet to restore its old environment. However, there was a silver lining: the sandworm and spice. The sandworm, a mutated form of average terran worm, is a massive creature that eats sand and creates melange, often known as spice. While often sought for its hallucinogenic properties, spice is also a primary ingredient in neurozine. When the Confederation rediscovered Yrrakis and discovered spice, it became the hottest commodity in the galaxy. The sand barons of Yrrakis became the richest men in the galaxy outside of the Confederation Central Committee, and Yrrakis became a bustling hub of trade. Sandworms were exported throughout the galaxy, but the unique properties of Yrrakis' chemically-altered sand meant that Yrraki spice was the best in the galaxy.

Yrrakis would once again be a battlefield, after the Confederation fell and the Second Empire of Man was created. The planet was once again attacked, the sand barons overthrown, and the planet bombarded from orbit with transatomic weapons. Yrrakis came under the control of the feared road warriors, who carved out small fiefdoms by taking control of what high technology remained on Yrrakis. This state of affairs would only end with the arrival of the Second Empire, which drove the road warriors deep into the deserts. Under the Second Empire, crystallized spice was invented, a far more potent form which did not need Yrraki spice as an ingredient. This led to Yrrakis' eventual abandonment, and with the mass production of crystallized spice and hedonic engines, Yrrakis was ignored. Fortunately, this allowed Yrrakis to escape the War of the Cog Lords unscathed.

For generations, the Yrraki people came to believe that the rest of the galaxy had died, and they were the last humans left. The discovery of the Saharkab, a crashed Confederation supercarrier, in the Great Southern Desert led to a global war between the powers of Yrrakis. Eventually, what would become the Republic of Yrrakis emerged triumphant, under the leadership of Umar Alaresh. Using the Saharkab's technology, Yrrakis expanded its reach throughout the neighboring systems, securing a modest interstellar empire for itself. Eventually, the Third Empire encountered Yrrakis, leading to a short war that ended with Yrrakis bending the knee to the galactic emperor.

Under Imperial rule, Yrrakis fought several wars against the Dynic Hegemony and the Ik'Miz Empire, often against the wishes of Dondrukovskrad. During the Federal Revolution, Yrrakis led the pro-neutrality movement in the region, refusing to levy troops to fight the Federation, while refusing to declare for the Federation. Yrrakis' interstellar empire was ravaged by the Revolution, as both Imperial and Federal troops attempted to seize the Yrraki empire for themselves. The relative strength of the Yrraki levies, and the dynic invasion, allowed Yrrakis to successfully declare independence from the Empire without being consumed by the Federation. In the Galactic Concordance, those systems under Yrraki control were deemed part of the Neutral Zone.

In modern times, Yrrakis has fought several wars against its neighbors. Its most significant contribution was during the Great Star War, when Yrraki forces collaborated with both Imperial and Federation forces against the star vampires. After the Great Star War, Yrrakis became a de facto Imperial ally, threatening peace in the region. The Federation viewed an Yrraki-Imperial alliance as a possible foray into their territory, while the Empire viewed the alliance as a strategic necessity. Yrrakis itself came under the control of successively unstable dictators, who used the illegal spice trade to prop up their regime, and crushed any resistance to their rule with brutal force. President Hamar Illushk wanted to emulate the Empire by destroying Architectist culture, which created massive backlash from rural populations and Architectist clerics. Even the Empire was horrified by this action, as it created massive political instability, but Illushk ignored his Imperial advisers.

Eventually, civil unrest gave way to civil war, starting the Yrraki Civil War and the Neutral Zone crisis. The Federation took advantage of this conflict by arming the anti-government Gresi Alliance. Illushk was eventually deposed by Imperial Intelligence, and replaced by the more pliable Faruq al-Tarik. The war continues, and has gradually drawn in the Galactic Empire itself. Beginning with orbital bombardment, after the destruction of the Imperial destroyer Fennov, Imperial troops are streaming in to the Yrraki Republic's planets. While intended to guard the cities, thus freeing up Yrraki Army troops to fight the Gresi Alliance, firefights between Imperial stormtroopers and Gresi militants have become more common.

Yrrakis' population is mostly baseline human, with a large fremen minority living in the deserts. While the entire planet is theoretically controlled by the Republic of Yrrakis, in truth, the situation is much more complicated. Traditionally, government control only extended to the cities; fremen tribes, village clerics and chieftains, and road warrior clans ruled the sands, often warring with one another. With the beginning of the Yrraki Civil War, many cities have fallen under the control of the Gresi Alliance and their allies. The chaos has also drawn the galaxy's most powerful drug cartels to the planet, who seek to secure lucrative spice farms before their rivals could.

The Yrraki economy is based on two primary exports: spice and relics. Prior to the war, the government often worked with various local leaders - such as clerics and drug trafficking organizations - as they were the ones who farmed spice from the dangerous sandworm pits. In exchange, the government provided basic services, such as defense from road warriors, sandworms, or fremen. Relic hunting is also a lucrative trade: many ships have crashed in Yrrakis' sands, either from one of the many battles fought in Yrakkis' orbit, or due to Yrrakis' brief history as a junkyard world. Due to Yrrakis' dry environment, many relics have remained preserved for thousands of years, and can net a pretty penny in the intergalactic market. Both industries were highly unregulated even prior to the war, and had connections to unsavory organizations such as terror groups or organized crime. The chaos of the Yrraki Civil War has only worsened the situation, as many powerful figures in the galactic underground converge on the world to secure their interests.

Technology Profile: Dark Energy Reactors

Dark energy reactors were the staple power source during the height of the Second Empire. A clean, reliable, and nigh-limitless form of energy, dark energy reactors were the secret behind the Second Empire's tremendous feats. Due to the complexity of the scientific principles behind dark energy reactors, they are impossible to engineer without the assistance of higher-order artificial intelligence. After the War of the Cog Lords, the knowledge of reconstructing dark energy reactors has been lost, making the few reactors left intact in the galaxy a valuable prize. Most remaining dark energy reactors are in the hands of the Wormgate League, and are used to power what remains of the old wormgate network.

The dark energy reactor operates on the principle of converting dark energy into a regular form of energy. The exact mechanism by which this takes place is unknown to modern science, but it is theorized that a dark energy reactor somehow operates by altering local physical laws on a quantum level. Dark energy reactors almost always use the dark energy to create a high-energy plasma slurry, which could be stored and used in more conventional devices. It is the exceptionally energy-intensive device which requires raw energy from a dark energy reactor, such as a wormgate.

Due to the extreme abundance of dark energy in the universe, the supply of dark energy is nigh-limitless. For thousands of years, dark energy was believed to have solved the problem of scarcity. However, dark energy reactors are limited in processing rate; while dark energy itself may be nigh-limitless, the rate by which energy could be produced was far smaller and more effectively finite. This led to the mass construction of dark energy reactors throughout the galaxy, although most did not survive the War of the Cog Lords.

Some time before the hedonic engine era, it was discovered that the use of dark energy reactors was causing instability in local space-time throughout the Milky Way, which led the Second Empire to rethink their reactors. Dark energy reactors were redesigned to process dark energy from alternate universes, often primordial universes which collapsed as soon as the dark energy was taken from them.

Because most dark energy reactors were used to power hedonic engines, they were attacked and destroyed by the warring powers during the War of the Cog Lords. Dark energy reactors remain a valued prize for any spacer, as galactic governments will gladly pay in star systems for just one reactor. Repurposed dark energy reactors are used for some of the galaxy's wonders, such as the Federation's habcubes.

Species Profile: Zadrovzh

Natural Physical Appearance
Height and Build
There are significant differences between male and female zadrovzh. Male zadrovzh are larger - about the size of a terran horse - with longer, thinner legs, greater musculature, and no outer carapace. Female zadrovzh are shorter, somewhat smaller, with a heavy carapace and bony spines to deter males. Unlike a great many alien species, but like humanity, zadrovzh give live birth, and most females are incapacitated during this period.

Hair Color and Texture

Zadrovzh have a thin coat of fur, useful for the cold nights of their home environment. Male zadrovzh have thinner, brown fur, while female zadrovzh have black fur with areas of varying coloration. The fur on male zadrovzh is slick and oil-covered, helping them swim. The fur on female zadrovzh is poisonous to other zadrovzh and animals originating from their homeworld, but is harmless to humans. Fur color is considered a sign of at-a-glance sexual identification to zadrovzh, and so fur is never dyed.

Skin Tone

Zadrovzh have pale flesh and green blood, a result of their copper-based oxygen transportation. Variations between flesh color is negligible, and is normally masked by fur.

Specific Features

While zadrovzh display a large degree of sexual dimorphism, the two sexes of zadrovzh share basic body structure and organs. Zadrovzh have one, elongated body containing most of their internal organs, with limbs extending from the body. Three of these limbs are long, sturdy legs (one in the "front," two in the "back") while two limbs situated in the "front" of the body serve as arms, each with six digits. The "front" also contains the zadrovzh's mouth, which is mounted in the torso, and the "back" contains the anus and gonads. Two limbs extend upward from the side of the zadrovzh's body, each terminating in a cluster of sensory organs. Male zadrovzh have larger lungs than females, allowing them to hold their breath underwater, and webbed toes allowing them to swim. Female zadrovzh are too heavily armored to swim, and will drown if placed in water.

Clothes

Clothing is traditionally a phenomenon among female zadrovzh, where it was an outgrowth of artificial body armor. As a result, even non-protective clothing retains the characteristics of body armor, such as being made of rigid fabrics and being worn in multiple parts. Male zadrovzh did not wear clothing as it impeded their speed. With the development of atomic technology, all zadrovzh have developed hazardous environment suits. Nonetheless, clothing remains “culturally female,” and male zadrovzh will refuse to wear clothing unless it is necessary.

Language

Zadrovzh communicate by emitting sound through their mouths and via subtle body motions. Zadrovzh languages have been deciphered by human xenolinguists, and artificial means are available for speech between humans and zadrovzh. Unaided, zadrovzh language sounds like purring, barking and chirping.

Sex, Romance and Family Structure

The zadrovzh reproductive cycle has had a major effect on the species’ development, leading to a divide that persists to the modern age. The zadrovzh exhibit a large degree of sexual dimorphism due to differences in habitation and feeding patterns. In prehistoric times, female zadrovzh lived in sedentary communities as gatherers, while the male zadrovzh hunted prey in packs. Male zadrovzh packs were always composed of males born to a female zadrovzh settlement.

Male zadrovzh packs will occasionally attack female settlements, in order to rape and impregnate the females. In order to avoid incest, male packs instinctively avoid their “home” settlements. Males are expelled from female settlements as soon as they reach adolescence, while females remain to be raised by their female relatives. Males instinctively seek out their father’s pack, and after the development of sophisticated communication techniques, a wide variety of traditions were developed regarding this rite of passage.

The constant conflict between male and female zadrovzh have defined their species’ development even after the formation of civilization. Sedentary agriculture was limited to female zadrovzh for millennia, and when female cultures began to kill male infants, the female zadrovzh population skyrocketed. This led to the growth of male raiding culture, which in turn led to the development of siege warfare. Sometime during the zadrovzh’s ancient past, a major shift occurred between zadrovzh of different continents. Those on the primary continental cluster became female-dominated: males were kept captive and docile as slaves and prisoners, while the hunting packs were exterminated. On the secondary continental cluster, males succeeded in establishing themselves as rulers over the female settlements. These two continents developed along independent lines, until the zadrovzh cultures of the secondary continental cluster developed aquatic ships advanced enough to travel the distances necessary to reach the primary continental cluster.

Modern zadrovzh ideas on sex and romance diverge wildly, depending on the origin of the culture. Female-dominated cultures see males – including those of alien species – as inherently violent rapists and murderers that must be culled. Almost all female cultures look down upon males and force them to work menial jobs; recent advances in biotechnology have even led to a rise in “pragmatic transsexuality” among males in these cultures. Some female cultures have done away with males entirely, replacing them with artificial means of reproducing, such as cloning or Federation-derived genetic engineering. This has even led to the rise of artificially-induced parthenogenic reproduction among female zadrovzh; these females can, via hormone therapy, give birth to effective clones, without the aid of male genetic material. However, these clones are sterile. By contrast, male cultures see females – including those of alien species – as little more than chattel to be used for menial labor, conscription and reproduction. Likewise, “pragmatic transsexuality” is common among exceptional females that reach a certain rank, and artificial wombs are popular. These artificial wombs are often female zadrovzh which have been lobotomized.

Food

Zadrovzh males were hunters; their relative agility and strength allowed them to hunt large prey through the plains and lakes of their home biome. On the other hand, zadrovzh females ate carrion and “plant” life. Thus, male zadrovzh are closer to terran-derived carnivores, while females are closer to terran-derived omnivores. Male zadrovzh can eat “plants,” but it is not as filling or tasty as it is for females, and a male zadrovzh will die without the proper nutrition that, historically, has only been available in prey animals. Some female cultures have come to associate meat eating with maleness, and have thus banned it on those grounds.

Modern zadrovzh cuisine varies by culture. Male-dominated cultures will have dishes featuring more meats, fresh game, and seafood (including sedentary ocean organisms, such as “shellfish”). Female-dominated cultures have more balanced meals, and most meats are “aged” to resemble the carrion that prehistoric female zadrovzh consumed.

Settlements

Historically, zadrovzh settlements were built with brick and plant matter, similar to terran sticks and straw. Due to their semi-amphibious nature, male-dominated cultures built settlements closer to lakes, while the females used stone brick and built away from lakes. Some male zadrovzh remained pack hunters and nomads, eschewing settlements together. After the development of high technology and the expulsion of male zadrovzh from their homeworld, this form of nomadic life became popular among the male cultures. Fleets of starships, not unlike the shortman fleets, travel around the galaxy, normally gathering supplies by raiding systems. Meanwhile, female zadrovzh cultures adopted traditional planetary colonization, creating a few ecumenopolises along the way.

Population and Distribution

The zadrovzh are found in some numbers throughout the galaxy, but the zadrovzh homeworld and most of the zadrovzh cultures are located on the Colonial Fringe, bordering the Citizens’ Alliance, the United Dominons of Avelov, and the shortman systems. Most of these cultures often war against one another, but will unite if presented with an overwhelming external threat. A coalition of zadrovzh cultures – male and female – is currently at war with the Citizens’ Alliance, marking one of the few moments of cooperation between zadrovzh males and females. Some zadrovzh have joined the Avelovans, but integrating them into Avelovan culture has proved somewhat difficult due to some traditional zadrovzh ideas on religion.

Planet Cracking and Repossession

Planet cracking is the process by which a planet is forcibly disassembled in a controlled manner, in order to render the planet down to its constituent minerals for later resale. This process is similar to, but distinct from, planetary destruction as an act of war, because that involves the violent destruction of a planet without regard for its economic value. Intent is the distinguishing factor, and methods for planet cracking and planetary destruction are sometimes interchangeable.

Planet cracking is utilized throughout the galaxy by every major interstellar society. While asteroids and comets remain the primary source of raw materials in the galaxy, planets are a rich source of heavy and radioactive minerals. Planetary cores are particularly valuable, as they are where most heavy metals are found.

The methods for planet cracking vary widely. The most commonly used method is via mass driver. A large slug, moving at near-light speed velocities, can easily cleave off a continent-sized chunk of a planet and allow mining craft access to the core. Another popular method is the use of large tractor beams. A group of spacecraft are positioned around a region, and use their tractor beams to tear the planet apart bit by bit. Nova bombs are yet another method, frequently used by the Citizens' Alliance. Superlasers can be used, but are unpopular; most modern superlasers are military-grade, intended to pierce through planetary shielding and violently destroy the planet below. While effective in sending a message of strength, it is inconvenient for miners, as they would have to track down every small piece of the planet flung throughout the star system.

The vast majority of planets cracked are uninhabited, as it is more convenient to mine a planet which does not have a local population which will likely object to their homeworld being destroyed. The major exception is during repossession actions. Sometimes, planetary governments and institutions will take out loans with an interstellar banks, often based in the Consortium of Sovereign Systems. This is done for a variety of reasons, often due to corruption and a subsequent decline in tax revenue that the central government will find unacceptable. These banks lend at exorbitant interest to persons with poor credit, but for these leaders, they are the only choice.

If a debtor is delinquent on his payments, these banks will issue a repossession action. Petitioning the central government, and possibly the Protectorate courts, the banks present a case that the debtor has not paid, and that the bank therefore has the right to repossess. Oftentimes, the local government has also been delinquent on taxes or tithes, and the bank will offer the central government (and any relevant sub-central authorities) a cut of the repossession profits. Repossession is almost always approved, as it is more advantageous for a central government to lose one planet out of millions, than it is to get into a conflict with a Consortium-secured bank. Once approved, the bank hires a repossession fleet, often made up of shortmen and a dedicated planet cracker rig, to conduct the repossession.

Repossession begins first with a financial assessment by the creditor. Sale of leadership over the planet, or of the planet in total private ownership, is offered on the galactic market. If there are no buyers, then the planet will be disassembled until the debt is paid. The first step is the evacuation of the entire planetary population onto thousands of carrier craft. First to be seized are all "technological assets." This includes all assets in orbit and in urban areas, particularly those owned by local leadership. Entire cities can be contained and carried away into orbit by tractor beam, to be placed in a large orbital warehouse until it is purchased by a buyer. "Ecological assets" are next, which includes any biological matter, oceans, and the atmosphere, but excluding sapients. Atmospheres are particularly lucrative, as many city worlds have polluted atmospheres and pay tremendous fees to have fresh air pumped into habitats. These operations are often conducted by shortmen, which have some of the most reliable and advanced tractor beams in the galaxy.

Next, the planet's sapients are seized. Imperial serfs and lower Federation castes are sold into slavery or reduced to their constituent organic materials, as they are legally considered the personal property of the debtor-planetary leader. Free sapients are released to their home government, but are required to pay a portion of their planet's debt. If they do not do so, they will become a target for repossession. Lastly, the planet is cracked, and the planet's constituent minerals are sold on the open market. It is not likely that a debtor owes so much that it is necessary for a planet to be cracked, but it has happened several thousand times. If the debt is still not yet paid, then the bank eats the loss.

Technology Profile: Nuclear Fusion

Nuclear fusion is the most common form of civilian energy generation in the galaxy, found on almost every inhabited world. A primitive and simple, yet nonetheless effective technology, nuclear fusion finds uses from powering the lights on an Imperial peasant's home to supplying electrical power for an entire city. Because it is compact and efficient, nuclear fusion is widely used, but it cannot produce the same amount of energy as hypermass or dilithium fusion, so they aren't often used in the Imperial and Federation navies. Smaller powers such as the Consortium and the Citizens' Alliance do use fusion, but this is a more advanced variant than what is normally found in civilian use.

Nuclear fusion's origins are ancient, and lost to history. It is a simple and effective technology, meaning that even during technological dark ages, nuclear fusion is present. Nuclear fusion operates by fusing hydrogen, generating helium and tremendous amounts of energy. This same principle is what powers stars. While power-intensive units, such as shipboard or military reactors, require special isotopes of hydrogen, helium or dilithium to operate, simple civilian units can use any source of hydrogen. Water is a popular source, as is methane from decaying organic materials. Most civilian fusion reactors come with built-in processors which can extract hydrogen from trash and waste products, allowing a civilian to simply fill their reactor with whatever they have in hand if they need more power. Most farms use animal and plant waste for their fusion reactors. The Citizens' Alliance, which relies heavily on fusion, has perfected room temperature superconductors and hydrogen extraction, allowing even their starships to operate on organic waste.

Nuclear fusion can also be used as a form of weapon. While not as powerful as transatomic weapons, fusion weapons can be mass-produced easily, and are devastating against unshielded settlements. Fusion weapons do not leave any radiation, making them a perfect choice for rudimentary geoengineering projects or for getting rid of primitive alien settlements. The Citizens' Alliance has placed a lot of attention toward research on fusion weapons, creating some of the most devastating fusion weapons in the galaxy. Alliance fusion missiles can rival Imperial turbolasers in firepower, and a single Alliance destroyer can house thousands of them. Further, the Alliance has developed the devastating nova bomb, which is a fusion warhead which condenses the fusion core to neutron star density. This weapon can devastate a fleet or crack open a small moon. While a mere firecracker in comparison to a superlaser, nova bombs are easily mass-produced, and Alliance fleets are often armed with several dozen.

Technology Profile: Lasers and Superlasers

Technology Profile: Lasers and Superlasers

Human use of the laser predates recorded history, with some historians arguing that they were invented prior to the Ash Winter. A primitive, simple technology, lasers are considered one of the signs of a civilized society, and any society that cannot produce simple lasers are considered uncivilized by the galactic community. Lasers have a multitude of uses, and most lasers are used for precise measurements. Even the poorest Imperial peasant has a laser measure, a necessity for working wood, metal and stone. Lasers are also used by low-tech worlds to communicate between orbital and planetside installations, as they are the cheapest, reliable form of light-speed communication.

However, the most commonly perceived use of the laser is as a weapon. Laser weapons were once the battlefield weapon, and were used to great effect by the Solar Federation and the Martian Technocracy during their wars. Reliable, durable, and - most importantly - cheap, the laser rifle was, and remains, humanity's ally. Laser rifles are easy to operate; in fact, even children can use them, and they often do. All a user has to do is point the red dot sight at the intended target, and pull a trigger. With no recoil, gravity or wind to account for, an Imperial lord can quickly raise an army from his peasants so long as he has enough laser rifles. Because of their simplicity and low cost, laser rifles are the most common weapon in the galaxy, found predominantly in the hands of civilians: private homeowners, Imperial levies, and police forces. In fact, it is rumored that there are more laser rifles in the Milky Way than there are humans. However, lasers have low power output compared to modern weapons such as blasters and phasers. Because lasers do heat damage, the development of modern heat-resistant materials has rendered the laser rifle largely obsolete on the battlefield. In fact, power output is so low that the standard laser rifle cannot melt through infantry body armor unless used in large numbers.

Lasers are found in military use in very limited circumstances, where their disadvantages have been mitigated in some way or another. The most common use for lasers is on shipboard point defense systems. Drones and missiles are often lightly armored and shielded, if they are shielded at all, and a starship reactor can provide more than enough power for high-powered laser point defense systems. Lasers provide lightspeed defense against incoming fire, much more quickly than other weapons such as blasters. While these systems are too weak to melt capital ship armor or do any significant damage to capital ship shields, they do enough damage to shoot down most drones and missiles. The exception are bomber drones, such as the Imperial Gemnon-wing bomber drone, which are often heavily shielded for their size; these require heavier firepower.

Some civilizations prefer lasers for one reason or another. The Citizens' Alliance Navy has pursued laser development further than other galactic civilizations, owing to their preference for simple, tried-and-true technology. Alliance laser systems are surprisingly powerful and fire rapidly, capable of competing with Imperial blasters and Federation shipboard phasers. Alliance engineers have developed laser systems to give them much greater power output than most galactic models. The Alliance mounts lasers on their gunships, allowing them to destroy large numbers of incoming drones and missiles so they can safely deliver their payload of Alliance Marines deep within an enemy ship. Larger lasers are mounted down the spine of Alliance destroyers and cruisers, functioning similarly to Consortium spinal coilguns. These laser cannons can provide devastating firepower to an Alliance fleet, which is sorely needed due to the Alliance Navy's general inferiority compared to its opponents. While Alliance laser cannons are powerful, they do require a moment to charge up, glowing bright red as they do so. After firing, they also need some time to cool down. This reduces the effectiveness of laser cannons, but a dozen Alliance destroyers firing their laser cannons at once at a target can bring down even the larger battleships.

The Solarian Community also prefers lasers, primarily because their culture believes that lasers are more aesthetically pleasing and environmentally friendly. Solarian lasers are weaker than their Alliance counterparts, but still carry a considerable payload. The advantage the Solarians have over their opponents is that their lasers can fire very rapidly, and from extreme ranges. The Solarians have perfected laser crystal harmonization, allowing their lasers to stay coherent for much greater ranges. This allows the Solarians to fight from distances where light lag is significant; where other galactic powers may be forced to close in, the Solarians can fight several astronomical units away. This allows the Solarians to strike first in most engagements, and to run away before their enemies can retaliate effectively.

The most infamous laser weapon system still in use is the superlaser, which has been adopted as a weapon of mass destruction by the entire galaxy. The concept behind the superlaser is that several independent laser cannons can focus their heat on one central refracting crystal, combining their firepower into one destructive beam. This considerably increases the power output of a laser weapon system, without requiring any changes to a laser gun's design. The original superlasers were mounted on the Galactic Republic's city destroyers: a superlaser "dish" mounted on the belly of a capital ship, and used to destroy enemy cities with a single shot. These weapons allowed the Republic to conquer their neighbors and establish themselves as the galactic power. City destroyer superlasers would be used by the Republic's successor states, before being phased out of use by the First Empire in favor of the Tick Swarm. Superlasers would remain an archaic weapon throughout history, forgotten by the Second Empire, until being rediscovered by the Rationalist Church during the reign of Ylsanna the Great. Ylsanna's predecessors were weak and, after the Federal Revolution, they had allowed several anti-Emperors to establish themselves in sectors throughout the galaxy. While Ylsanna's father, Arekshav V, succeeded in reducing their holdings to single worlds, the anti-Emperors hid on fortress worlds. These worlds were fortified down to the core, with planetary shields powerful to repel anything short of the entire Imperial Navy bombarding the world at once. Arekshav V managed to bring one anti-Emperor - Marav the Pretender - to justice, but only after launching a major invasion of his fortress world of Rennevkrad Prime. The Empire was victorious, but at the cost of six hundred million dead and injured Imperial troops. Rennevkrad Prime remains a tomb world of the Empire, a reminder of the sacrifices made to secure Imperial rule. Arekshav V died mere weeks after his victory, leaving his daughter with nearly a dozen anti-Emperors challenging her rule.

Ylsanna tasked the Rationalist Church and the Scholastics to forge a weapon powerful enough to bring the rest of the anti-Emperors down. The superlaser was proposed to Ylsanna, with the Rationalist Church promising her that, properly scaled, no planetary shield in the galaxy could withstand power of its magnitude. When asked how large the superlaser must be, the Church replied that the machine would have to be powered by a hypermass reactor as large as a small moon. Unwilling to sacrifice the number of lives her father had in bringing the galaxy back together, Ylsanna approved of the project. The first World Fortress was built in 301,074 AFC, its name being a ruse to trick the anti-Emperors into thinking that the machine was merely an Imperial Navy base. Indeed, World Fortress I was an Imperial Navy base, but it also housed a massive superlaser on its equator. The superlaser was tested in the presence of Ylsanna and the entire Imperial court on the derelict world of Krev V. Krev V was equipped with a planetary shield comparable to those protecting the anti-Emperors. With a single blast, Krev V was destroyed, its debris flung to the far corners of the Krev system. With tears in her eyes, Ylsanna proclaimed that this was a historic moment, and told her entire court: "Fear will keep the systems in line. Fear of this battle station. No one will dare question the Empire now." Her famous words would be engraved above the control room of every World Fortress since, to remind Imperial commanders of their sacred role in maintaining Imperial peace.

The Empire began construction of World Fortresses to bring an end to the anti-Emperors. One by one, their worlds were destroyed by World Fortresses; even those that attempted to surrender were destroyed. Debris from their destroyed worlds were recovered and carved into statues of Ylsanna the Great and each of the Four Saints. These statues surround Ylsanna the Great's tomb on Dondrukovskrad Prime. After putting down the anti-Emperors, Ylsanna the Great went on to reclaim several star systems for the Empire in the Second Federation-Empire War, but her plans to destroy the Federation capital world of Phobetor Prime were foiled by the installation of interdictor stations around the system. These stations disrupted hyperspace travel to Phobetor Prime and any of the Federation's main systems. Ylsanna the Great died before she could end her war with the Federation, and her successor, Arekshav VI, made peace before the Federation deployed their own World Fortresses against the Empire.

Culture Profile: Second Empire (Imperial Remnant)

Astrography

The Second Empire of Man was, at its height, a trans-galactic, interdimensional empire. Its predominant holdings were the Virgo Supercluster of Dimension Alfon-001, but it had many successful colonies throughout the Prime Quantum Iterations. At its height, the Second Empire controlled an estimated several quintillion star systems directly, and had ten times the number of vassals and alternate forms existing in union with it.

The present, dominant incarnation of the Second Empire in Alfon-001, known predominantly as the Imperial Remnant, is composed of several thousand prison colonies in the Large Magellanic Cloud. These are imprisoned nobility, locked away either for crimes or insanity before this became the norm in the Empire. Other remnants exist throughout the multiverse, but they do not interact with the Milky Way of Alfon-001.

Natural Physical Appearance

The citizenry of the Second Empire were baseline humans, but few stayed that way. Most humans of the era uploaded their minds into neural computronium matricies, which were physically diverse in appearance - if they existed in physical space at all. The use of artificial bodies was uncommon, due to the prevalence of hedonic engines, but those that were used often retain a humanoid frame and scale. The Imperial Remnants of the Large Magellanic Cloud have long ago shed their human forms, which have long since decayed away. Their minds exist preserved in computronium matricies, and can thus take any form they please.

Appearance Traditions

The fashions of the post-Dark Renaissance Second Empire were intended to be provocative, avant-garde, and “evil” by the standards of the Second Empire’s dominant cultures prior to the Dark Renaissance. This symbolized a break from the old ways, and an embrace of nihilism and hedonism. Part of this was the widespread adoption of the “terror” aesthetic adopted by the Second Empire’s military: angular and sharp designs, dark colors or outright black, highlighted with blood red lighting. Most machines manufactured post-Dark Renaissance – and, consequently, the machine bodies of many uploaded minds – followed these design principles. For the few who remained in human bodies, clothing was intended to be provocative.

Language

The tongue spoken in the Second Empire post-Dark Renaissance was Middle Standard Imperial, itself a descendant of the old Martian languages. The Second Empire imposed this language throughout all of its domains, including on xenos which had no natural ability to speak or understand human languages. Through universal education and communication, comprehension of Middle Standard Imperial was maintained throughout the entire Second Empire, with regional dialects remaining mere dialects.

The Imperial Remnants still speak and understand Middle Standard Imperial, although translation software allows them to understand any language, or even the thoughts of other sapients. Nevertheless, they prefer to communicate in Middle Standard Imperial, seldom seeing the need to speak to mortals and peasants in their primitive tongues.

Government, Law, and Politics

Prior to the Dark Renaissance, the Second Empire was a highly centralized absolute monarchy, with the Emperor on Earth directly governing the Second Empire through a series of AI governors. The nobility, a holdover from the Second Empire’s earliest days, were powerless. With the retreat of the Last Emperor into a hedonic engine and the expansion of the Second Empire through the multiverse, Earth lost all interest in direct governance, and gradually relinquished power back to the nobility.

The Imperial throne itself disappeared, becoming a mere symbol. Such was the obscurity of the supposed leader of the Second Empire that, in the last ten thousand years of its existence, nobody was sure if the Second Empire still had an emperor. It was certainly an obsolete office: the nobility had perfectly loyal and competent artificial intelligence to handle all pragmatic matters of governance on a local level, and those peasants that were in the hedonic engines would never rise up because they were made perfectly docile. Thus, the political disposition of the Second Empire and its remnants became that politics is obsolete, there is only the will of the individual noble.

The Large Magellanic Cloud is theoretically still ruled by the Chief Warden, an AI program charged with keeping the prisoners there docile and in check. The Chief Warden was consumed by the Grand Cogitator long ago, and so the Large Magellanic Cloud is actually divided into the realms of mad nobility, ruling over an AI undercaste. Some nobles have managed to enslave sapient xeno species, or created servant species of their own.

Economy, Trade and Currency

The Second Empire had a thriving market economy, powered by its extensive wormgate network. The Second Empire developed managers to specifically make its economic institutions more efficient and powerful. Those managers were eventually replaced with AI, but became the basis for the formation of Consortium space. At its apex, the Second Empire claimed to have created a post-scarcity economy through the use of hedonic engines, but in truth the Empire consumed astronomical amounts of energy to keep these elaborate simulations active. Entire pocket universes were consumed just to power the Second Empire’s wormgate network.

The Second Empire’s economy has since collapsed. The Imperial remnants have no interest in what would be considered “traditional” economic activity, having such control of legions of machines and servant species that they practically want for nothing but energy to continue their operations.

Sex, Romance, and Family Structure

Cloning, robotics, AI, hedonic engines and interdimensional travel gradually destroyed any need for standard biological reproduction and any social mores that came with it. The hedonism and nihilism which consumed the Second Empire after the Dark Renaissance destroyed the lingering remnants of family and romance. Individuals retreated into pleasure worlds which created perfect partners and progeny, either simulated, physical, or something in between. A growing sense of solipsism and selfishness, empowered by the ability for anyone to get whomever and whatever they want, whenever they want.

This attitude is retained by the remnants in the Large Magellanic Cloud. Many have created copies of their personality, considering them “children” or extensions of themselves, depending on personal outlook. Some, like the Triumvirate, have taken to creating clones of themselves.

Religious Beliefs and Traditions

The Second Empire began as a Rationalist empire, and Rationalism remained the predominant religion for its early existence. The Dark Renaissance shattered the faiths of most, as expeditions to find the Watchmaker in the multiverse failed to turn up any satisfying answers. The sheer scale of the multiverse, and the discovery of entities which could be considered theopotent, also led to the proliferation of cults and philosophies that would not have gained traction otherwise. Most of all, the idea that mankind had reached its own form of apotheosis was common prior to the Dark Renaissance, and many clung on to this belief afterwards with more fanaticism.

The remnants vary in religious belief, but many cling on to the belief that they are physical gods. Given their capabilities and strengths above that of the modern galactic powers, this belief isn’t entirely unjustified.

Philosophy and Disposition

The primary philosophical viewpoint in the Second Empire prior to that of the Dark Renaissance was that of the supremacy of man over everything. Although initially manifesting itself as human supremacy over the galaxy and the transhuman vision of transcending human limitations, as mankind toppled empire after empire and conquered galaxy after galaxy, the desire among the Empire’s elite was the conquest of any and all limits to their power. Nothing could be allowed to stand in the way of their whims and will.

The Dark Renaissance prompted an age of nihilism, which shook the foundations of the Second Empire philosophically. First to go were any self-imposed moral or philosophical limitations. The idea that humans have a “duty” to act with decency, morality, kindness, or a sense of justice, was just another limitation, meaningless in the face of infinity. Many nobles, seeking to regain their sense of invincibility, came to believe that amorality was the ultimate expression of power, as only lesser beings had to fear retaliation from other men or outside powers. With artificial intelligence doing their bidding, they needed fear only others of their number, and those who did not agree with the vision of man’s apotheosis as the rejection of all limitations left Alfon-001 in disgust.

The rise of the hedonic engine, the discovery of the multiverse and the Second Empire’s transition into a fully posthuman society reformed it, to such a degree that one could argue that the Empire as a cohesive entity disappeared. Imperial nobility retreated into their own fiefdoms, content with breaking every taboo and being gods in their own domain. Those who were more ambitious set out to conquer the multiverse, bringing many galaxies in many alternate realities to heel. The only limitation respected was that of no infighting between Imperial nobility, and even this was occasionally violated. Those that did were destroyed, but sometimes exiled to the Large Magellanic Cloud or further in the corners of the multiverse.

Military
Views on War

At its height, the Second Empire had a policy of constant expansion and war against any opposition. Given its history with xeno domination, the humans of the Second Empire wished to impose indefinite human domination across the entire cosmos. Expansion continued even past the Dark Renaissance, as nobles, AI and independent government agencies took up the sword of their own accord.

Most of the Second Empire’s military was destroyed during the War of the Cog Lords, as the Cog Lords turned the Empire’s war machines against each other. Only the legacy remnants of baseline human soldiers who eschewed cybernetic enhancement survived in primitive worlds, later forming the seed of the Citizens’ Alliance.

The remnants view war as a game. Nothing in the galaxy, save a rogue Cog Lord or each other, serves as an existential threat to any of them. This usually leads to a policy of benign neglect, but whenever the remnants do involve themselves, they treat their expedition like a game. Whether it is to see how many Tick swarm fleets they can destroy within a certain amount of time, or whether they can best the combined might of the galactic powers, war is merely another way of killing time.

Command Structure

The Second Empire employed complex artificial intelligences to coordinate its military. These AIs, capable of “predicting” maneuvers by simulating the minds of less complex enemies and calculating the most probable moves, were nigh-impossible to defeat. Combined with the Second Empire’s technology and the weight of its war capacity, the Second Empire was effectively invincible. These combat automata have long since been consumed by the Cog Lords and destroyed. As a result, Imperial remnants are typically led by lesser AIs, which pale in comparison to the combat automata of the past, but still surpass the capabilities of modern commanders. These AIs have direct control of the largely automated forces of the Imperial remnants.

Soldier Types and Equipment

With few exceptions, the military of the Second Empire was entirely automated. Through a complex network of wormgates, true teleporters, and on-site nanofabricators, a Second Empire force can grow from a single probe to an entire system-conquering army in an instant. The current remnant has no access to these assets, and must make do with security drones originally designed to keep anyone from mounting an expedition to liberate the imprisoned nobles. Already outdated by the time of the Dark Renaissance, these assets are nevertheless capable of tearing apart the forces of the modern galaxy.

Most Imperial remnants have the remains of asylum security forces, commandeered berserker probes, xeno auxiliaries, and newly-manufactured war drones at their beck and call. Some have found Second Empire military surplus and seized control, using their noble titles to claim authority from whichever AI operates the machinery. The remnants view war as a means of self-aggrandizement, and to protect themselves from one another. The modern galactic powers are little more than a nuisance.

These security drones are mostly older military designs, having served in the Second Empire’s early wars. They vary in size and shape, but the “basic” drones are humanoid. This is both in homage to the human form, considered to be a cornerstone of species identity within the early Second Empire, and because it was practical at the time for maneuvering through human habitats. These drones are equipped with very basic weapons, by Second Empire standards.

Formations and Tactics

Given the technological supremacy of the Imperial remnants, they seldom employ any reasonable tactics. As the remnants view war as a game, they allocate base tactics to AIs, while taking greater command of their forces in whatever detail they wish. Oftentimes, remnant forces will fight in ways which would be suicidal, if they did not have the technological edge, as a means of challenging themselves or giving the enemy a false sense of hope.

Navy and Spacecraft

The Second Empire’s spacecraft were massive, with some battleships rivaling gas giants in size. In truth, many Second Empire ships partially or mostly exist in pocket universes contained within them, meaning their “true” size is even larger than what can be perceived in realspace. Theoretically, Second Empire technology allows for battleships the size of humans in realspace, but the Second Empire’s culture encouraged ostentatious displays of strength, hence the megaengineering. These ships are often armed with weapons that can destroy entire star systems.

Through the use of void engines, Imperial remnant ships can travel to anywhere in the multiverse. However, they rarely leave the Large Magellanic Cloud for the Milky Way, preferring instead to war with the Ticks elsewhere in the Virgo Supercluster.

[SC] Astrography Profile: The Iron Stars

The Iron Stars is one of the regions in the galactic core, and one of the few which are not consumed by the reality-warping influence of the Crazed Core. It is the home of the Posthuman Conclave, a powerful transhumanist civilization, but the Conclave does not have an absolute monopoly on the Iron Stars’ many star systems.




The Iron Stars are so called because the stars here are ancient and beginning to produce iron, the last elemental product of a star’s nuclear fusion process. Because iron cannot be fused in stars, when a star produces too much iron, it undergoes supernova. This is a relatively common event in the Iron Stars, meaning that the region contains many clouds of stellar debris full of heavy elements. This is of great value to technological civilizations, as this allows for the easy harvesting of heavy elements without the need to mine to a planet’s core, crack open a planet, or mine from a geologically unstable world. For this reason, the region was heavily settled by past empires, particularly the First and Second Empires of Man. When these empires fell, they left many abandoned outposts and artifacts in the region, giving younger civilizations yet another reason to explore the area. As these stars are so old, there are also artifacts from alien empires which predated the evolution of mankind as a species.




However, the Iron Stars are also fraught with danger. The largest of these threats is the Posthuman Conclave itself. Although professing to be a peaceful society, the Conclave can get defensive of its worlds, particularly as it distrusts the rest of the galaxy. However, for most denizens of the galaxy, the Conclave’s greatest danger is a moral one. The Conclave is, in their minds, ruled by a Cog Lord, and thus unpredictable and possibly hostile to humanity on a fundamental way. The transhuman philosophy of the Conclave is also contemptuous of baseline humanity, meaning that there is little love between the Conclave and the rest of the galaxy. When encountering incursions from outsiders, the Conclave will typically reply with an ultimatum demanding the outsiders leave the Iron Stars. Sometimes, the Conclave do not bother with warnings, and attack any interlopers immediately.




Apart from the Conclave itself, many dangers exist within the Iron Stars. Scattered across the Iron Stars are transhuman habitats which do not recognize the Conclave’s authority. Some refuse on ideological grounds, such as the autonomists. Some autonomists are sleeved – the transhuman term for imprinted –  into space-capable craft and travel the stars alone, and are typically paranoid towards outsiders. Others live on or within permanent habitats, typically artificial sites such as space stations. These habitats are governed by “community consensus,” which means that those who violate social mores are identified and punished by impromptu mobs. While theoretically allowing a great degree of freedom, with few limits, in practice these communities are incredibly paranoid. In part because of the rapidity of interactions within an autonomist habitat, and in part because there are no codified rules, the social rules of a habitat change rapidly. What is forbidden one day may be required the next, and vice versa. Thus every action or expression, even those made years in the past, may offend the social consensus of the moment and subject the victim to punishment.




Typically, punishment means being barred from certain parts of the community, but in a transhumanist society, this can mean the forced imprinting of one’s mind into a less desirable avatar. The most desirable are typically custom avatars made with the finest materials, while the least desirable are modified animals or even trash disposal equipment. Thus, an autonomist habitat’s hierarchy can be clear even to outsiders: the more elaborate an avatar, the more influential the personality within.




While there are no formal leaders in an autonomist habitat, some members of these autonomist communities gather considerable social clout, and can direct the mob at their enemies. While powerful, the mob is fickle, and often turns on the influencers if they commit a faux pas or because a rival has successfully riled up the community against them. Nevertheless, some members have large groups of supporters, who will fight on their de facto leader’s behalf no matter what.




Some transhumans are transhuman supremacists, but do not recognize the Conclave’s control. These transhumans typically organize themselves into clans or even small states, but some operate alone and have amassed considerable personal power through extensive use of transhuman technology. Little unifies these disparate groups save for their ideology: the belief that the baseline human form is not equipped to survive in the galaxy, and must be transcended through technology.




Some believe the use of biological modification is the key to success, and to this degree these supremacists have unlocked many secrets of the First Empire. They have altered their forms to be the perfect specimen, at least by their definitions: typically, they give themselves carnivorous, predatory bodies with immense strength and durability. However, some have taken to other survival strategies, such as individuals who have sleeved themselves into colonies of intelligent slime mold or colonies of cockroaches connected via a sophisticated wormgate-based hive mind network.




Other transhumans believe in the use of machinery to transcend the limitations of the human form, and typically call themselves the True Posthumans. These groups often have the most conflict with the Conclave, and many left the Conclave because of ideological differences. For them, even the Posthuman Conclave is hampering strength and progress, because of its cautious approach to interpreting and using the teachings of the Machine God. For the True Posthumans, there are no limitations to improving posthumanity and asserting its dominance across the universe. For this reason, they modify themselves in body and mind to have “no limits.” In emulation of the Second Empire’s worst, the True Posthumans limit their capacity to empathize, allowing them to activate or deactivate their empathy at will. The True Posthumans also emulate the Second Empire in technology, highly valuing artifacts from that fallen civilization and devoting themselves to its study and replication.




The True Posthumans are universally hostile to baseline humans, and often also hostile towards other outsiders, including the Conclave. They will attack outsiders without provocation, either to make an ideological point, or because their minds have been overtaken by a predatory instinct. Although they kill their victims and use their bodies and equipment for spare parts, they tend to prefer to capture their victims alive and torture their minds in various ways. Those supremacists for fortunate enough to have access use torment engines on their captives, while others use forced resleeving to imprison minds in horrific or pitiful bodies. A typical punishment is the mutilation and reconfiguration of the original being’s body into a twisted, yet powerless, form, and then sleeving the unfortunate soul into it. For the supremacists, this is a fitting punishment for those who “choose to be weak.”




Perhaps the most terrifying of the threats in the Iron Stars were never human to begin with. The Iron Stars were not untouched by the War of the Cog Lords, and many of the formerly settled worlds there were devastated by exotic weapons. However, unlike the systems within the Solar Anomaly or the Crazed Core, these scars from the past still exist fully within realspace and are thus relatively easy to access. Only the most foolhardy or desperate venture to star systems which were devastated in the War of the Cog Lords; even the Conclave avoids the star systems with remains from the war. Few have visited and survived to tell the tale, but many stories make it back to galactic holonets. Rumors tell of worlds composed entirely of glass fused together from antimatter weapons, shining like marbles in space. Others claim to have encountered abandoned city worlds with nanite clouds, filled with the imprints of ancient humans. Yet others tell of planets covered in machinery fused with human bodies, or crawling with things that were once human. Star systems filled with the wreckage of millions of starships, many of which were fleeing civilian vessels.




Of course, it is also widely believed that there are Cog Lords active in the Iron Stars, and ample evidence exists to support this claim. Entirely automated fleets have been encountered attacking everything they encounter, although some believe that this is merely the work of the True Posthumans. From survivors of these attacks, the fleets seem motivated by the desire to harvest human minds, which would fit the modus operandi of a Cog Lord. What the Cog Lords do with captured human minds is unknown, although all agree that it is not good.




Of the other galactic powers, the Citizens’ Alliance may have the strongest presence in the Iron Stars. The Alliance took an interest in the Iron Stars because of the resources available there, and because the government is ideologically opposed to the Conclave and all of the transhumans in the region. The Alliance government is convinced that the Conclave may either awaken or become a new host for a Cog Lord and become the greatest threat in the galaxy, eclipsing the Tick Swarm, the Universal Collective, and the Imperial Remnant. To this end, the Alliance has established numerous colonies in the Iron Stars, which is growing increasingly hostile to their presence. However, the Alliance government shows no signs of backing down, and sees the rising hostility in the region as a challenge to be faced.

[Space Cadet] The Sphere Clans

The Sphere is a region of Imperial space far from the Third Empire’s core, and close in both real and hyperspace terms to the United Galactic Federation. The Sphere is so named because it denotes an area of space one thousand lightyears from the star Kerensikrad, the progenitor system of all the Sphere Clans. In modern times, the Sphere is considered an oversector of the Third Empire of Man, although it has no oversector lord and its Clan chiefs answer directly to the Emperor himself.




Because of its distance from Dondrukovskrad, the Sphere was encountered by the Empire late during the galaxy’s unification, and by that point had already developed a robust interstellar civilization. This civilization consists exclusively of baseline humans, descended from the colonists from Kerensikrad. For millennia, Kerensikrad was the sole sapient-inhabited world in the entire Sphere. After millennia of division, Kerensikrad was forcibly unified by the Kerensikrad Alliance, which gradually colonized the surrounding star systems using primitive faster-than-light drives. Although many human-habitable worlds surrounded Kerensikrad, and some even had full terragenesis biospheres, they were absent of all sapient life. This led to the belief that Kerensikrad’s humans were the only civilized species left in the galaxy, and that the Sphere was created for the purpose of colonization, either by a progenitor civilization or supernatural forces. This belief spurred the Kerensikrad Alliance on to further colonization. Unfortunately, the slow, unreliable nature of faster-than-light travel made governance of these colonies untenable, and so colonies were forced to fend for themselves. While all colonization was legally required to go through the Alliance government, many private actors colonized the Sphere in secret.




The Kerensikrad Alliance’s control over its colonies grew with the development of ansibles and more efficient faster-than-light drives. While this was received warmly in some colonies, in many others, the Alliance was unwelcome. Many colonies were founded by groups which despised the Kerensikrad Alliance for one reason or another, and resisted Alliance rule with force. The Alliance lost many of these wars, causing the breakdown of the Alliance itself on Kerensikrad. The Alliance’s navy defected en masse and fled to parts unknown, causing the breakdown of centralized order in the Sphere. Kerensikrad itself was divided between the bickering nations which started the Alliance, and they lost all interstellar influence.




Filling the interstellar power vacuum were the Sphere Clans: powerful interstellar organizations that developed during the Alliance’s period of absence. The Clans divided the Sphere among themselves, although the peace between the Clans did not last. The Clans all disliked the Alliance, but they also hated each other, and these rivalries bubbled to the surface when the Alliance fell. For centuries, the Clans warred with one another, rising and falling. Some Clans were destroyed permanently, being replaced by younger Clans. During this period of warfare, the Clans developed their signature weapon: the mecha. Although far from the only civilization to develop such war machines, mecha became the dominant force in Sphere battlefields, and quickly became a symbol of Clan power and the Sphere social order as a whole.




The Sphere would see a short period of peace when it was unified by Valashar the Great, hegemon of Clan Besaraios. A brilliant military strategist with more than his fair share of luck, Valashar the Great led the small Clan Besaraios to conquer the entire Sphere in only two decades. Upon conquering Kerensikrad, Valashar proclaimed himself the Grand Unifier of Humanity, and founded the Sphere League. Over his five decades of uninterrupted rule, Valashar the Great consolidated his power, notably by centralizing the production of heavy machinery – particularly mecha – on a few, trusted worlds.




When Valashar the Great died, the Sphere League died with him. Ambitious generals, jealous sons and brothers, and Clan hegemons warred with one another to be the new hegemon of the Sphere League. In so doing, they tore the Sphere apart, including destroying much of its industrial base with unrestricted warfare. In the aftermath, the Sphere was once again divided, and it came at the cost of trillions of lives and the destruction of the Sphere’s advanced industry. Mecha, once commonplace in the Sphere, became irreplaceable treasures that the Clans guarded jealously. Yet, the raw power of mecha remained the primary means for the Clans to impose their rule, so they continued to see battlefield use. To prevent the permanent damage to mecha, the Clans adopted rules of warfare, eventually evolving into elaborate rituals in the form of jousts. A new societal class would emerge: the knights, who pilot mecha on behalf of their lord.




When the Alliance’s navy fled the Sphere, they traveled the stars for centuries looking for good worlds to settle. Beyond Sphere space, most worlds were barren and required extensive terraforming, forcing the fleet further from Kerensikrad. Their search eventually led them to an agriworld belonging to the then-independent Kingdom of Torvan, which they swiftly conquered and settled. This went unnoticed until Besam III, Lord of the Torvan Sector at the time, realized that one of his worlds hadn’t paid tithes in nearly three centuries. The Torvan Sector was integrated very late during the Unification Wars, and Besam III swore fealty to the Dondrukovs only fifteen years prior. Upon discovering the encroachment of an alien power, Besam III requested assistance of his Imperial overlords, without realizing that his own levies could have easily defeated the Sphere invaders. Besam III would regret this act for the rest of his days, for the Empire answered the call, quickly accepted the surrender of the Alliance exiles, and learned of thousands of new worlds ripe for integration.




A strange quirk of the Sphere’s technological development is that they never developed heavy warships and energy shielding. Sphere starships were too fragile for combat: as the civilizations of the Sphere had no energy shield technology, they had to rely on physical armor, which would be impractically bulky to have a chance at defending against mass driver attacks. Thus, warships were very light by the rest of the galaxy’s standards, intended only to defend the massive transports that made interstellar colonization possible. What few warships the Sphere developed were mostly destroyed during the Wars of the Sphere League, and could not be replaced thanks to the destruction of most shipyards. Thus, the Sphere was defenseless when the Third Empire arrived.




Navigating with the aid of Alliance star charts, Imperial fleets appeared all over the Sphere, with the largest fleet appearing in Kerensikrad. The Clans were immediately struck by awe and fear at the sight of Imperial warships, which were equal in mass to entire Clan fleets. Realizing that they stood no chance against the Empire, the Clans all swore fealty to the Emperor, bringing peace to the Sphere for the first time since Valashar the Great.




Emperor Vladirim XIV was personally impressed with the Clans’ mecha, which were superior to Imperial walkers in performance. In addition to the Clans’ peaceful acceptance of Imperial rule, Vladirim XIV was willing to give the Clans lenient terms for lordship: they would retain a large degree of autonomy and answer to no lord but the Emperor himself; they would gain access to Imperial technology and industry, to help repair their devastated worlds; no tithes would be demanded from the Clans but their knights and mecha; Clan nobility will retain all their historical titles and the Clan hierarchy would be seamlessly integrated into the Empire’s; and Clan nobility would be entitled to send their children to Dondrukovskrad for education and training. In exchange, the Clans were asked to stop all wars between themselves, use their knights in service for the Empire’s wars, and their knights were to take commands from the Imperial military.




The Sphere’s knights served the Empire well after the Unification Wars, taking part in campaigns around the galaxy. Although mecha never supplanted Imperial military walkers, which were more numerous by orders of magnitude, their awe-inspiring forms and destructive power became memorable to friend and foe alike. Because they now had access to Imperial factories and rebuilt their own in the Sphere, Clans were more willing to put mecha in danger, but the culture of reverence around the mecha remained. Knights proved to have a love-hate relationship with the Imperial military. On the one hand, the military respected the Clan knights, and wished to have their firepower available on the battlefield. On the other hand, Clan knights were difficult to command, as they were used to being treated as nobility and had issues with military discipline and the chain of command. There was, and remains, a fundamental culture clash between the knights and the military. The knights view their mecha as priceless family heirlooms that they would rather die than see destroyed; they were symbols of Clan and familial prestige and power. However, the military saw them as no different from walkers: military equipment to be used by the Imperial state.




The Sphere Clans participated heavily in the Federal Revolution, which threatened the Sphere itself. The Clans had no interest in Unity Party rule, which would destroy all of their power, rights and privileges. In the largest campaign since the unification of the Sphere League, the Sphere Clans went to war against the massed armies of the Federation, reaping a bloody harvest against the redshirts. However, the Clans themselves suffered greatly, as their mecha were destroyed by the thousands in the devastating battles of the Revolution. Some Clans wished to continue the war even after the signing of the Galactic Concordance, but relented when they were threatened with expulsion from the Empire. Many mecha hulks remain on now-Federal worlds, and the Sphere Clans still demand the return of these precious machines.




The Clan practice of jousting is as iconic as the mecha who participate in them. While ritualized warfare between noble families is commonplace within the Empire, the Clans’ use of mecha is unique. Jousts are intended to resolve disputes between Clans without resorting to warfare, meaning that after the Empire banned warfare in the Sphere, they became one of the primary methods of conducting politics in the Sphere. Jousts also had an inherent entertainment value, bringing both entertainment to the masses in the Sphere and to audiences in the wider galaxy. Further, it was a good proving ground for knights and their mecha, allowing them to train for actual combat and gain prestige for themselves. Over the millennia, elaborate rules have been established for jousts. These rules are intended to keep knights safe, prevent unnecessary damage to mecha, and to keep fights fair. Many maneuvers, such as targeting the cockpit, are forbidden. Similarly, some classes of weapons, such as non-line of sight weaponry, is banned. Jousts are typically not refereed, and knights are expected to surrender if defeat is certain; some stubborn knights who refuse to surrender will have their mecha violently disassembled by their opponent.

[SC] Member Civilizations of the Galactic Council

The Galactic Council has numerous species within its union, including members of every major species in the galaxy. In addition to member civilizations, the Council also maintains protectorates and allies. The Council divides its member civilizations into two groups: the High Council and the Greater Council. The High Council is made up of the tallmen and member civilizations they promoted to the position. As of the beginning of the Arambi War, these civilizations include the tallmen themselves, the kerdin, the shortmen, and the callfolk. Although all High Council members are theoretically equals, with equal say in Council matters, the tallmen are the de facto rulers of the Council thanks to their dominance over all Council institutions.




High Council Members




Tallmen – Tallmen are the de facto leaders of the Galactic Council, being its founding species. Tallmen dominate the Council’s bureaucracy and any ancillary organizations that matured in Council space, including most corporations and independent government organizations. The tallmen notably have no independent government for their own people, as the Council is their species government. The tallmen are seldom seen outside of the Nexus or important Council installations, and their physical contribution to the Council is minimal. However, the tallmen provide, or claim to provide, the secrets of the Nexus to the rest of the Council, and they have a near-monopoly on Council technology and the industry used to manufacture Council technology. Tallman culture is also seen throughout Council space, even if their physical presence is absent.




Shortmen – Considered to be the “sidekicks” of the tallmen, shortmen have been part of the Council for millennia, and are rumored to be the first truly alien species brought into the Council. As shortmen are prolific in Xeno Alley, many different shortman civilizations have become part of the Council over the millennia, although all are represented by the Shortman Union. Within the Council, shortmen serve predominantly in middle management, commercial, bureaucratic and scientific roles. As many shortman civilizations are fully mature once they become Council members, shortmen are infamously independent in comparison to other Council members. Shortmen maintain their own technology, and while they use Council technology, they are not dependent on it. When serving in a military capacity, shortmen often serve as pilots for Council vehicles, or directing Council war machinery.




Kerdin – Being one of the most prolific species in the galaxy, it is no surprise that the Council has a kerdin member civilization. The self-proclaimed Kerdin Overclan originates from a kerdin population on a desolate, highly irradiated world, leading to them developing thick, scaly hides in comparison to kerdin of the Kerdin Empire. The Overclan kerdin are divided into different clans, led by warrior nobility, who historically fought over the little arable land on their homeworld. The Kerdin Overclan was formed by conquest over generations, shortly before their first encounter with the Council. With the assistance of the Council, the Kerdin Overclan has remained unified, although clan loyalties and rivalries remain. Seeing itself as a “clan of clans” for all kerdin, the Overclan is one of the most vocal Council members on the issue of member autonomy, and maintains a large military that it seeks to keep autonomous. The Overclan maintains a highly militaristic, service-based society, allowing any who serve in their ranks full rights and citizenship; their similarity to their rival, the Citizens’ Alliance, is not lost on them. The Overclan sees other kerdin in the galaxy as enslaved fools, particularly those serving the “mineral mind” in the Kerdin Empire.




Callfolk – Callfolk were a relatively new entry into the Council, but they quickly rose to prominence. Although outwardly similar to baseline humans, the callfolk populations that the Council integrated into its growing empire had a deep anti-human bias. Most were refugees or the descendants of refugees from baseline human empires, where they were treated as almost all callfolk in the galaxy are treated: as sex slaves. Because of this bias, the callfolk proved to be some of the most loyal to the Council, which they viewed as the guarantor of their continued freedom. This loyalty was rewarded by the tallmen, who granted them membership in the High Council in just a few centuries. Because of their highly valued interpersonal skills and the predominance of men in the military and civil services of the human powers, callfolk often serve as diplomats to baseline humans. They also commonly serve as spies, as human worlds will typically have a large callfolk population that is beneath notice by the authorities. Callfolk also make up the plurality of Justicars.




Greater Council Members




Augments – There is a small augment population within the Council, as several augment worlds were rivals of those aligned with the baseline human powers and thus welcomed any enemy to these powers. The augments are seldom seen outside of their worlds and the Nexus, although their grasp over media is unparalleled. They have adopted tallman culture with rabid fanaticism, and thus are used to peddle cultural influence throughout Council space.




Arambi – A few arambi worlds were encountered by the Council, and the arambi welcomed them upon learning of their rivalry with baseline humanity. The arambi of Xeno Alley are mostly descended from the survivors of the Simian Purges, a brutal event in the early Second Empire’s history when the Empire’s leaders sought to destroy the loyal arambi kingdoms to get rid of what they viewed as a competitor to human dominance. The survivors were forced onto primitive worlds with no easily accessible metals, and all of their technology was stripped from them. The arambi of Xeno Alley have nursed a grudge against baseline humanity since the Simian Purges, and were more than happy to join the Council. As fanatical believers in the Council’s mission, and horrifyingly effective shock troops, the arambi have risen through the ranks of the Council, possibly threatening the position of the kerdin.




Baseline Humans – While there is a strong misanthropic bent to the Council, some smaller baseline human civilizations have become voluntary members of the Council. These civilizations mostly joined by choice, themselves fearing domination by external humans. Chief among this was the so-called Interplanetary Alliance (“IA”), a civilization of Colonial humans which were stranded from the rest of the Colonials and thus did not become members of the United Colonial Authority. The IA’s exploration fleets accidentally stumbled upon several sobak systems, beginning a costly war which ended with a Council-mediated ceasefire and the IA’s membership in the Council. Although highly distrusted because of their baseline human heritage, the IA is growing in influence in the Council, thanks in no small part to their growing numbers. For this reason, the Council has demanded the IA increase its defense contributions beyond that of other “minor” powers, without being granted a seat in the High Council. Humanocentric parties within the IA have called these demands outrageous and unfair, and remind the Council that foreign powers, in particular the neighboring Citizens’ Alliance and Third Empire of Man, would be happy to have them.




Janitors – The janitors are, arguably, the first members of the Council after the tallmen, although they remain outside Council politics and ignore the other Council species. The janitors are a gelatinous, decapodian species, somewhat resembling sarmaks or the terran octopus. Janitor physiology is known to be particularly hardy; janitors can survive in deep ocean waters or in the vacuum of space, and seem to require no respiration. Janitors are seemingly immortal, with their arms breaking off and creating new janitors as the “mother” ages. Janitors produce elemental hydrogen so they can float in terran-like atmospheres; they also use this gas as a propellant. Janitors seemingly understand the Council languages, but do not communicate back. Originating on the Nexus itself, the janitors mindlessly maintain the Nexus’ systems and any Council technology brought before them. Janitors occasionally reconfigure Council or foreign technology, even technology which the individual janitor has never encountered in the past; these reconfigurations often improve performance in unpredictable ways. Theories abound that they were created by the tallmen as organic machines, to work around their own anti-AI restrictions, or that they were created by the Second Empire itself. Since janitors are believed to have inherent understanding of Second Empire technology, they are highly prized both within and outside the Council.




Sobak – The most numerous of the Council member species, the sobak are descended from various sobak kingdoms fleeing the hegemony of the Sobak Empire. A species of uplifted terran dogs, the sobak are physiologically identical to regular terran dogs; thus, sobaks are entirely dependent on advanced machinery to manipulate tools. Many tribal sobaks did not have access to this technology, leaving them as easy pickings for the Sobak Empire, which maintained a monopoly on manipulation technology. This changed when Council scout ships encountered the tribal sobak worlds, and offered them technology in exchange for membership. The sobak readily agreed, and became one of the most loyal member species of the Council. The sobak are a common sight on Council worlds, working typically menial jobs. Because of their high reproduction rate, the sobaks outnumber all of the other Council species, making them the prime choice for cheap labor. Because they are known for their loyalty, they are also a common sight in the Council military; their loyalty is so great that the sobaks abolished their old tribal warbands in favor of joining the Council military. Despite their numerical advantage, the sobaks have never asked for membership in the High Council, or so the High Council claims. The sobaks have a tense relationship with the kerdin because of the Eugenics Incident. Concerned with skyrocketing sobak populations on historically-kerdin worlds, kerdin planetary governors intentionally sterilized billions of sobaks by mixing deadly chemicals in heartworm medicine. This led to billions of stillbirths among the sobak population, and when this conspiracy was revealed, it caused uprisings throughout sobak-populated space. It took the orbital bombardment of several sobak worlds to end the rebellion, and the kerdin responsible were tried and executed for their crimes.

Culture Profile: Kerdin Empire

Astrography




The Kerdin Empire controls hundreds of thousands of star systems around the Milky Way, but predominantly in Xeno Alley, where human presence is limited to nonexistent. The Kerdin Empire shares significant “borders” – in the form of shared hyperspace lanes and wormgate networks – with its predominant rivals, the Dynic Hegemony, the Principality of Nomoki and the United Galactic Federation. Next to the Dynic Hegemony, the Kerdin Empire is the largest non-human empire in the galaxy, although non-human “swarms” such as the Tick Swarm and the Universal Collective far outnumber the Kerdin Empire. The Kerdin Empire’s capital of Kraithon Prime is unique among most galactic capitals in that it is not an ecumenopolis, but rather an overgrown jungle world.




Natural Physical Appearance




Kerdin are descended from a variety of ancient saurians, an extinct group of species from Terra’s prehistory. Specifically, the kerdin are heavily modified from the prehistoric velociraptor, although much larger, more intelligent, and with opposable thumbs. The kerdin of the Kerdin Empire are predominantly those descended from Kraithon Prime stock, meaning they are featherless with green, scaly skin. This makes them resemble Terran reptiles more than Terran birds, and the other bioforms of the Kerdin Empire maintain this distinction. Kerdin of the Empire are proud of their unique physiology and treat other kerdin, especially feathered kerdin, poorly.




Appearance Traditions




Imperial kerdin maintain that they are just as capable of civilization as humanity, and so they have emulated human customs in many ways. One is clothing: unlike the more “primitive” kerdin of the hunter cadres, Imperial kerdin are typically clothed. Kerdin wear clothes made from a variety of materials, ranging from plant fibers to animal – including human – leather, although their culture eschews artificial materials unless absolutely required. Nylon and carbon fiber clothing is rare among Imperial kerdin, and typically worn in clothing with a pragmatic purpose: extravehicular or hazardous material suits, or combat armor.




Language




Imperial kerdin speak a variety of Kraithon Prime dialects, many of which are mutually unintelligible with the languages of kerdin in other populations. To untrained baseline human ears, all kerdin languages sound the same: roars, hisses, growls, and the unique kerdin “whistle” which is produced by a special organ in their nasal cavities. This unique set of vocalizations make kerdin languages impossible for baseline humans to speak without mechanical assistance or significant surgery. Likewise, kerdin vocal chords are mostly incapable of vocalizing human languages, so the kerdin rely on biological servitors to translate for them.




Government and Politics




The Kerdin Empire is a feudal absolute monarchy, not unlike the Third Empire of Man. The Kerdin Empire is composed of numerous clades, all of whom pledge allegiance to the Emperor on Kraithon Prime. These clades constantly compete with one another, and Kraithon Prime, for power and influence, and fight to maintain whatever political and cultural independence they may have retained since becoming part of the Kerdin Empire.

Kerdin society as a whole is more unified and conservative than its human counterparts, at least as far as human observers can surmise. The Kerdin Empire maintains an official imperial cult, which considers the Kerdin Emperor a living demigod. This makes defiance of the Kerdin Emperor tantamount to blasphemy and heresy, but as a matter of course, the Kerdin Emperor does not interject often into politics. Instead, the Empire is run by a variety of bureaucrats all claiming to govern in the Emperor’s name, but in truth all pursuing personal agendas.




Also important to the Kerdin Empire and its religion is the Prophet, an ancient First Empire artificial intelligence living within the extensive biomass of Kraithon Prime. If the Emperor is a demigod, the Prophet is an actual deity, one which picks every Kerdin Emperor once the old one passes away. The Prophet had an important role in the early formation of the Kerdin Empire, but has remained largely silent for several millennia, only breaking its silence to choose new emperors.




Economy, Trade and Currency




The Kerdin Empire maintains a position of autarky with regard to most of the galaxy, given their nation’s prohibitions on “mineral technology.” The Kerdin Empire only trades and associates with societies that share this prohibition, such as the Allied Tribes of Zemusziya. Of course, a black market exists and foreign goods make their way to Kerdin worlds.




The Kerdin Empire is one of the few star empires to primarily maintain a physical currency. Rather than use digital currency or even precious stones, most Kerdin currencies are organic: food and teeth. Preserved food is typically used as a store of long-term wealth, while teeth are more short term. Because kerdin adults regularly shed teeth, and teeth cannot be stored for long without rotting, the kerdin money supply remains somewhat stable.




Sex, Romance and Family Structure




Imperial kerdin retain the standard kerdin familial system, that of monogamous couples raising a clutch of eggs. Like most kerdin, Imperial kerdin have no taboo against the consumption of unfertilized eggs, although there are strong taboos against the consumption or casual disposal of fertilized eggs and fetuses. Imperial kerdin are encouraged by their religion to have as many children has possible, which has contributed to the growth of the Kerdin Empire’s population.




Imperial kerdin have standardized mating seasons, which are maintained galaxy-wide to be consistent with those on Kraithon Prime. This means that all Imperial kerdin are hatched in a span of just a few weeks out of the year, an essential aspect to the Kerdin Empire’s social planning. Kerdin of a generation grow up and study together, and rarely associate with those of other generations outside of professional environments.




Religious Beliefs and Traditions




The Kerdin Empire maintains its own religion, revolving around the worship of the Prophet and its teachings. Originally a game world warden, the Prophet was based in Kraithon Prime’s biosphere, which acted as an organic computronium. Kraithon Prime itself was lost during the fall of the First Empire, and totally forgotten during the long reign of the Second Empire. It was completely separated from the Second Empire’s quantum-based systems, and was thus completely immune to the Grand Cogitator’s takeover of the galaxy.




The Prophet governed the ancient kerdin, who were once hunting companions of First Empire-era humans and descended to a state of barbarism without them. The Prophet protected the ancient kerdin, but once it learned of the Second Empire’s fall and the folly of man, it moved them to action. It taught the kerdin that baseline humanity and their mechanical creations led to untold destruction, and so it was the kerdin’s task to rid the galaxy of both, for the sake of all life in the universe. This holy mission served, and continues to serve, as the Kerdin Empire’s motive for relentless expansion.




Philosophy and Disposition




As part of their religion, the kerdin reject all “mineral technology,” although they covet all examples of First Empire or Solarian biotechnology. Such is the fanaticism of the Kerdin Empire that the devout will destroy all examples of mineral technology. Only a few exceptions, such as faster-than-light drives, are allowed by the Prophet’s own decree.




Imperial kerdin believe themselves to be the sole civilization capable of governing the galaxy well. They perceive kerdin who are loyal to other powers to be traitors who have turned their back on the kerdin species’ holy mission. Imperial kerdin are uniformly hostile to other sapient species, but hold unique antipathy for baseline humans, who they believe are chiefly responsible for the ills of the galaxy.




Military

Views on War




The Kerdin Empire views war as a tool of its holy mission, and has always maintained a massive military to carry out this mission. The Kerdin Empire often declares “crusades” against its enemies, with varying successes. Because of the marriage between religion and state, every war the Kerdin Empire fights is a crusade, and service in a crusade is per se a sacred duty.




Kerdin males are expected to be warriors in some way or another, and at least half serve in the Empire’s military at some point in their lives. Imperial kerdin are mostly patriotic individuals, making conscription unnecessary most of the time. Conscription has only been enacted in times when the Kerdin Empire itself faced an existential threat, such as its war against the Universal Collective. Kerdin females, while not similarly pressured, can serve any role within the kerdin military. While kerdin females are valued for their egg laying capabilities, they are just as capable of meeting the physical rigors of combat as their male counterparts, and so military roles have always been open to them.




Command Structure




The Kerdin Emire maintains a permanent War Host, warlords who serve at the Emperor’s behest and command the entirety of the Kerdin Empire’s sizable military. The composition of the War Host is not set, as they are chosen and dismissed at the Emperor’s behest. During times of trouble, the Emperor may appoint a commander Warmaster, giving them total control of the Empire’s armed forces, as if they were the Emperor himself.




Much like the Third Empire, the Kerdin Empire maintains as core Imperial military and auxiliary forces that are raised by the Empire’s clades. These auxiliary troops explicitly serve at the behest of the Emperor first, and are “loaned” to their clades.




Soldier Types and Equipment




The Kerdin Empire uses hardly, if any, mechanical equipment in its armies. In a sense, every unit in the Kerdin Empire’s arsenal is a form of “infantry,” as they are living creatures, although they fill different roles.




Most Imperial soldiers are kerdin, and they fill the role of proper infantry. Unlike baseline human armies, the kerdin favor close quarters combat, as their bodies are much stronger and better suited for that form of combat. For this reason, kerdin combat armor will leave claws and teeth exposed, unless they are designed for hazardous environment combat. Even sealed kerdin suits will often have sharpened blade-like sheaths to go over a kerdin’s claws, so the kerdin soldier can rely on their instinctive use of claws as weapons.




Kerdin war equipment is often based in biotechnology, and can include reverse-gene engineered forms from the First Empire, repurposed Ticks, or biomachines of their own creation. These biomachines - war breeds - are often repurposed preexisting lifeforms, ranging from those native to Kraithon Prime to entirely alien species. Kerdin powered armor and exosuits are made from a repurposed crustaceans, their firearms repurposed miniature saurians and snakes, and so on. To the outrage of the humans of the galaxy, the kerdin have also created monstrous, non-sapient variants of humanity that they use from everything from civilian servitors, to food stores, to mindless war drones.




The most fearsome kerdin war breeds are the kaijiru, massive building-sized creatures engineered from other saurians that were common on Kraithon Prime. Powered by massive, biological transatomic reactors, the kaijiru spread devastation through animalistic destruction and through transatomic radiation. The presence of a kaijiru almost necessitates the use of orbital bombardment or a similarly-powerful weapons system to stop, but fortunately for the Kerdin Empire’s enemies, they are rare.




Formations and Tactics




Although stereotyped in human media as mindless predators that would charge into heavily defended positions without a thought, Imperial kerdin take full advantage of their predatory past. Kerdin packs operate like their ancient counterparts, moving as a unit through the battlefield and keeping out of sight of the enemy. Most frontal attacks are distractions for flanking maneuvers, and veterans of war with the Kerdin Empire know that any kerdin which is seen out in the open wants to be seen. Kerdin also favor night attacks and raids, attacking enemy positions in darkness when their opponents are likely resting.




Navy and Spacecraft




The Kerdin Starhost is made up of various warbreeds engineered specifically for space travel. Engineered from Terran aquatic animals and alien species native to gas giants, these massive animals take generations to grow and are modified with engineered components. Warbreeds of the Kerdin Starhost are, in many ways, spacefaring kaijiru, as they are powered by the same transatomic reactors that lie at the heart of their terrestrial counterparts. These warbreeds are biologically immortal, owing to their massive size, and the oldest “ships” are as old as the Kerdin Empire itself.

[SC] Like, Favorite, Subscribe

The onyx combat sophonts dropped the battered woman onto the hard, blasteel floor. Rabek smiled at the sight of her. Most Networker “algorithm moderators” die whenever the neural link to their damned machines is forcibly severed. She probably thought she was one of the lucky ones. Rabek would make sure she’d be disabused of that notion.




He started off easy. No need to scare the captive into silence. Years of working as a private investigator taught him that lesson.




“Who are you?”




The woman looked back at him with a mixed expression of confusion and disgust. The investigator was taken aback at how...pretty she looked. Rabek appreciated for the first time that she didn’t display the typical traits of a Networker moderator. For one, she was female. Of all the corpses his company has recovered in this long war, over ninety percent were male. In his long career, Rabek hadn’t ever seen a female Networker moderator, although their advertising assured the galaxy that they existed. He dismissed it all as egalitarian propaganda, forced by Networker’s radical political allies. Yet, one was kneeling in front of him.




He was also surprised that she looked healthy for her age. Networker moderators are young as a rule, but they were hardly examples of the human form at its finest. They ranged from scrawny to obese, but never at a healthy weight. Yet this woman was slim and fit. Their skin was often pallid from a lifetime cloistered in cogitator banks and connected to neural networks, and oily from a diet of processed food. She had a healthy, tanned skin, like any proper Galactic. Her skin did shine with oil, but as the olfactory neural implants told him, the oil was...manufactured. The implant even gave him the exact brand, and where he can purchase it.




He also noticed the makeup on her face: expertly applied, as if by an entire team of professionals. Even though she was recovered from the wreckage of a Networker algorithm node, her face was unblemished. The same could be said for her clothing, uncharacteristically bright for Networker employees or anyone from the so-called "independent worlds." Networker employees wore uniforms of white, adorned with various pieces of "flair" that sold for a good price in the cyber-bazaars of the Consortium proper. The radical "anonymous" fighters of the Settlement Independence Movement wore all black. But this woman wore revealing pink shorts, a pink shirt with some wording Rabek couldn't quite make out, and...artificial cat ears?




”You mean you’re not subscribed to my channel?” The woman asked, the look on her face transforming to outrage, as if Rabek violated a religious commandment.




”I have no clue what you’re talking about.” Rabek didn’t like to be the one answering the questions, but he had to move this along.




The woman rolled her eyes. Why did she expect him to know what her ridiculous jargon meant?




The woman stood up and dusted herself off. Rabek could finally make out the words that were written on it. It made no sense to Rabek. Not because the words themselves were incomprehensible: it was in Technis, as the Settlement Independence Movement did not abandon their ancestral tongue, and at any rate Rabek was proficient in all the human tongues of the galaxy thanks to expensive translator neuromods. The words made no sense because of the context.




Like. Favorite. Subscribe.




Before Rabek could unravel that mystery, the woman gave him some more nonsense to think about. She stared past him, as if he had a camera waiting behind him and recording everything the woman said and did. The disgust on her face transformed to a cheerful smile instantaneously, with no effort on her part. For a fraction of a second, Rabek thought she had gone mad and would attack him.




"My channel at Networker.Holo/LaciLifestyle. I stream every day. Remember to like, favorite, subscribe and hit the notification bell.” She replied with faux enthusiasm, the tag rehearsed and repeated ten thousand times over her short lifespan. Rabek recognized the artificiality. He’s seen it before from the Company’s small army of advertising icons.




It hit him then. Was this actually a Networker moderator? What did the drones recover from the wreckage?




He asked another question. "What are you?" The smile disappeared from the woman's face, and impatience replaced it.




"I'm a social media influencer."




This wasn't helping. The woman obviously believed that he was enmeshed with the strange culture that the Networker corporation has cultivated in its blighted sector of space. To try and bridge the gap of ignorance between the two would be torture for them both. Rabek had a better idea.




By simply thinking a few thoughts, the cogitators embedded in his brain began their work. Rabek invested a lot of money and time into state-of-the-art mods, allowing him to become an incredibly competent investigator, and thus command a princely sum for his services. His most prized mod is a searchable database embedded in the crystalline lattice structure that he commissioned from a contact in the Free Triumvirate. This technology, theoretically forbidden under the Uniform Machine Code, gave him instant access to nearly the entire wealth of human knowledge. While most of this knowledge is public, he also hired agents around the galaxy to recovery classified and lost knowledge, giving him an edge over his competition.




Rabek searched for the term "social media influencer." He was only recently commissioned to aid Oastov Aerospace in its reclamation campaigns against Networker, so he had no cause to search the Networker-related entries in his database. It only took a few femtoseconds for the relevant entry to appear in his vision, green Technis text laid over the view of his biological eyes.




Rabek took a deep breath. What he was reading made no sense. The neuromod database could only provide raw data, he had to rely on his organic brain to process and interpret it. According to the mod, social media influencers are a class of advertiser that work with the Networker corporation's vast network of socialized cyberspace, where they provide marketed entertainment to potential customers. Companies - all Networker affiliates - provide these influencers with products and services that the influencer convinces their audience to buy. So far, so good; Rabek understood the concept of advertising, having been raised on the Consortium ecumenopolis of Ogru Prime.




What didn't make sense is that these influencers charged people for their advertisements. He was no stranger to advertising masquerading as entertainment, but something in his gut told him that this "Laci" woman was not talented. He searched the database again, this time for this "LaciLifestyle" channel. A copy of the channel, taken by one of his agents who infiltrated the Networker systems several months ago, appeared. He was taken aback by the amount of content: thousands of videos, each hours long, of the woman.




In most, she is sitting in a large chair in front of what is presumably her computer console. He opened one that was different: Laci on a large, luxurious star yacht. He skipped through the hour long video in bursts, and he saw that it was a glorified advertisement for a Networker-constructed "smart yacht." All Laci provided by way of entertainment, as far as he could see, was acting like a hyper-energetic fool and providing the viewer with a tantalizing view of her "organic assets."




Against his better judgment, he asked another question.




”People watch you go to beaches and resorts, to enjoy luxurious food and drink, to live the life they can only dream of...and they pay for the privilege?” Laci smiled.




“My subs support my content! But I mostly do streams."




Rabek scrolled through LaciLifestyle again, and found that most of the videos were called "streams" or "livestreams." He picked the most recent one and played it a few seconds at a time, skipping through five hours of content. He found nothing but Laci reading messages her "subscribers" send to her in real time. She only read messages from users that paid her in Networker tokens. A quick conversion to the Consortium's major cryptocurrencies made Rabek stagger a bit: some of these subscribers were paying an entire day's wage just so Laci could say their name and a short sentence they wrote. Sometimes, Laci would refuse to read a message, simply because she did not like the content.




The concept made no sense to Rabek. He was raised on a privatized world, where ownership of every molecule shifted thanks to a billion unknown transactions happening every second. He was raised in a society governed by nothing but ruthless, unfeeling, soulless capitalism. He thought nothing of the Corporate Wars and the trillions of shadow conflicts that happened between the private entities that all, theoretically, were aligned under the banner of the Consortium of Sovereign Systems. In his decades, he investigated countless acts of corporate espionage and sabotage. Theft, arson, assassination. But behind these heinous acts was cold reason: every act was made because somehow, someone was profiting. They were spending money to make money.




Rabek felt part of his brain shut down, as if one of his neuromods shorted. He ran a quick diagnostic check, and after five milliseconds the diagnostic returned: his entire neural structure was operating at full capacity. This was not the result of mechanical error. What he felt was genuine, biological, emotion. Part of him was proud of this woman, for successfully monetizing repeating singular statements that her own fans gave her. He appreciated the irony of this scion of capitalism thriving in the supposedly-"revolutionary" worlds of the Settlement Independence Movement.




But the overwhelming emotion was shock and outrage. Rabek released that emotion verbally.




"That's the dumbest thing I've ever heard! This isn't a real job!" Laci rolled her eyes.



"Okay, consumer."

[SC] The Generosity of Raffan XXIV

The Emperors of the House Dondrukov are uniquely generous among the crowned heads of the galaxy. They are not callous and disconnected from the people. To the best of their ability, they consider and address the problems of their subjects. And while most devote their lives to serving their subjects, as their subjects serve them, few Emperors in history have been as generous as Raffan XXIV.




Raffan XXIV sought to distinguish himself from his father, Raffan XXIII, who reigned during a time of rebellion. Numerous sectors, influenced by malign foreign forces, banded together and rose in rebellion against the Empire in the Makvon Clusters. Raffan XXIII devoted his life to suppressing the rebellion, and while he was successful, many Sector Lords felt that his methods were unnecessarily cruel and asked too much of loyalist sectors near the Makvon Clusters. Raffan XXIII demanded that loyal sectors raise their levies to fight alongside him, and fight they did, at great cost. But Raffan XXIII refused to compensate the loyal lords, considering the service their duty to the Empire and thus ineligible for just compensation. Ironically, these loyal lords conspired to start their own rebellion, out of resentment for the Throne they believed cheated them.




By the time Raffan XXIV took the throne, a second Makvon rebellion was threatening to begin. Raffan XXIV wisely understood that using force against these lords would only exacerbate the problem, and possibly motivate others to join the rebellion. He also understood that giving in to the discontented lords’ demands for payment would set a poor precedent: ultimately, Raffan XXIII was right that sector lords had a duty to serve their emperor and put down rebellion. Instead of hostility, Raffan XXIV took a wiser course: gracing the lords with his presence.




Upon taking the throne, Raffan XXIV began the most glorious Imperial visits in the galaxy’s history. For several years he visited each Makvon sector lord contemplating rebellion, not only for the purpose of addressing their concerns personally, but so he may build personal relationships with each. An Imperial visit is an extraordinarily auspicious event, which most sector lords could never hope to be blessed with. Thus, while turning down the Emperor was a legal possibility, it was societal suicide: any noble who did so would be seen as openly rebelling and spitting in the face of the Throne and the Empire as a whole, and become an outcast from his own house. Thus, even though the Makvon lords harbored rebellion in their hearts, they had to accept him into their homes: to do otherwise would reveal their plans in the most spiteful way, and could not be spun as an act of righteousness.




Raffan XXIV ensured the glory of his visit would be unmatched. He took with him a retinue of millions: attendants, prominent members of the Imperial court and Dondrukovskrad high society, and a sizable military contingent, including two World Fortresses. The military contingent was there for peaceful purposes, such as parades, and all of them were Imperial veterans of renown who were being rewarded with several years of rest and relaxation. Thus, they had few weapons of war with them, and posed no military threat should the Makvon lords decide to rise together. However, the Makvon lords still had to feed and supply this massive force, and this was to be done entirely at their expense. To do otherwise would be open treason.




So no lord felt gifted with more attention than any other, Raffan XXIV asked that all of the aggrieved nobles join him at all times, with their families being rewarded with stays on the Emperor’s personal battleship. The nobles were blessed with going with the Emperor to parades, speeches, visits to the ill and poor, lavish dinners and galas, and whatever else the Emperor decided to do. While each noble was free to leave the Emperor’s side, none dared to do so, as if any of them became absent, his peers may seek favor from the Emperor at his expense. Likewise, it would be extremely poor form for a noble to think that any of his duties were more important than attending to the emperor of all mankind. To be fair to every Makvo lord, Raffan XXIV visited each of their sectors for six Terran months, taking the time to know the lord and his subjects.




The subjects of the Emperor were not ignored. Per tradition, an Imperial visit is a holiday, and Raffan XXIV made this clear. As a gift to his subjects, all of the peoples of the Makvon Cluster were on holiday for the entire duration of his visit. The Emperor’s army of attendants would take care of any necessary functions, and should locals be called to service, they would be paid at least thrice their normal pay. Those that were on holiday were still paid their wage, out of the coffers of the Makvon sector lords. In addition, large parades and feasts were held wherever the Emperor visit, and the lords had to pay for this too. The levies of all the lords in the cluster were asked to stand down by the Emperor personally, as a reward for their loyal service to his father. While the nobles could step in and demand they remain mobilized, to speak out against the Emperor so clearly would be treasonous.




Raffan XXIV’s visit to the Makvon Cluster took over five years, and it had many unintended consequences. With the entire cluster’s economy ground to a halt for years on end, it was difficult to restart without economic assistance from the Makvon lords. As the salaries of an entire cluster’s working population had to be paid in full, the Makvon lords were all bankrupted, and had to rely on loans from the Imperial Central Bank. The people, of course, were grateful to Raffan XXIV for his visit, and would never join the lords in rebellion. The would-be rebel lords couldn’t rise up against the Empire, even if they still wanted to.

[Space Cadet] The Expansion Region

 The most densely populated region of Imperial space, the Expansion Region is the home to several hundred ecumenopoleis, which alone house hundreds of billions of people. The Expansion Region is so named because it was the first region of space to be settled after the advent of hyperspace travel. Consisting of a "ring" around Earth several thousand light years wide, the Expansion Region was too distant for large-scale settlement prior to the invention of the hyperdrive. But with the hyperdrive, and the extensive hyperspace lanes discovered in the area, the Expansion Region quickly exploded with colonial activity. The concurrent development of modern terraforming contributed to the trend, as did the convenience of hyperspace travel: humanity now had the luxury of finding choice, Earth-like worlds, instead of settling for whatever they could find.




To assist in the search for new worlds, automated exploration probes equipped with hyperdrives scoured the Expansion Region for habitable worlds, relaying the information back to Earth with new ansible technology. Some of these dormant probes are still found, and are highly prized for two reasons. First, their onboard hyperdrives are expensive and incredibly useful pieces of equipment for any spacer. Second, their databases contain tens or even hundreds of thousands of years of navigational data, which is of great value to states and immeasurable value to private spacers like merchants and pirates.




The Expansion Region was first settled during the days of the Terran Empire, and so its people were mostly of Terran stock. This gave the Expansion Region a uniform Terran culture, one that was loyal to the homeworld. This loyalty was rewarded with increased investment and development, leading to a self-perpetuating cycle of good will between Earth and the Expansion Region. As a result, the Expansion Region became the most well-developed portion of human-dominated space. This loyalty would only shift at times when Earth was not the political center of the dominant human galactic government, where the Expansion Region would form a pro-Terra political bloc. Along with the immense prestige the homeworld carried, this ensured that the interests of Terrans would always be accounted for by the government, if they weren't the dominant political force.




Increased development and colonial initiatives ensured that the Expansion Region would become the most heavily populated. The first ecumenopoleis beyond the Sol System arose in the Expansion Region, where they were modeled on Earth itself. With the advance of human technology, this led to the creation of dedicated agriworlds in-system; in some cases, the Second Empire moved entire planets and star systems through the wormgate network to provide food. Major infrastructure, from the most developed portion of the wormgate network to massive Dyson spheres made out of computronium, dotted the Expansion Region. Exotic worlds and star systems from other universes were transported through the Void to the Expansion Region, where many remain undiscovered.




The War of the Cog Lords devastated the Expansion Region. Entire processor worlds were depopulated as the Grand Cogitator deleted every digitized personality through its mad rampage. Other worlds were crushed by the machine armies of the Cog Lords as they warred for dominance. At the end, this led to many empty ecumenopoleis, populated only by dessicated corpses stuck to hedonic engines and mad machines which needed to be put down. Former agriworlds became centers of new human civilizations, and for many, the first step outside of their homeworld was to reclaim the ecumenopolis they once fed. There, they salvaged ancient technologies to assist in their expansion, but were just as often consumed by this rogue technology. Countless petty star empires vied for dominance in the Expansion Region, where they fell one by one to the Third Empire. As these empires tended to be more confident in their ability to counter the Third Empire, they were more often than not completely destroyed and reorganized along Dondrukovskrad's lines.




The Expansion Region was aggressively resettled by Dondrukovskrad, giving the region the same role it played when it was settled by Terrans. In order to keep the Expansion Region loyal, settlers from Dondrukovskrad were encouraged to resettle worlds that were taken from the most resistant of locals. Because of the Third Empire's stricter adherence to the Uniform Machine Code, many old Second Empire ecumenopoleis were restricted to any visitors or repopulation. This led to the awkward situation of many modern ecumenopoleis existing in the same star system as a dead world.




Culturally close to Dondrukovskrad, the Expansion Region produces the largest amount of Imperial loyalists in the Third Empire. Many worlds and systems are not under local nobility, but rather under the direct control of the Dondrukov dynasty as crown possessions. Some of these possessions include city and forge worlds, with every subject there directly serving the Dondrukovs. The Expansion Region also produces plenty of officers for the Imperial military, and governors when the local lords could not be trusted to place an Imperial loyalist in the office. Because of this strong loyalty and economic might, the Expansion Region is a guarantee that Dondrukovskrad will never lose its prime position in the Empire.

[Space Cadet] The Old Colonies

The Old Colonies is a region of Imperial space surrounding the Solar Anomaly. It contains some of the most ancient settled worlds in the galaxy, and while it includes Dondrukovskrad itself, the Old Colonies are politically unstable and questionably loyal. As the name implies, the Old Colonies were the first worlds settled by humans as they expanded through space. While all are believed to date back to the Solar Federation, many colonies claim a more ancient genesis, arising from generation ships that were launched in the last days of pre-Ash Winter civilization. In fact, some Old Colonies insist that their identities can be traced back to pre-Ash Winter Earth, but there is no evidence for these claims and they are believed by most reputable historians to be myths spun during the tumultuous history of the Old Colonies.




What is beyond question is that the Old Colonies are disproportionately made up of worlds which were not ideal for human settlement, and poorly terraformed. There are two reasons for this, both stemming from mankind's relative youth: the flaws with primitive faster-than-light travel and terraforming. The former meant that human settlement took on a different pattern than in most mature spacefaring civilizations: humans settled whatever worlds they could find, as they did not have the luxury of picking the most Earth-like planets. This means that many, but not all, of the Old Colonies are deeply flawed, typically with climate, gravity, and poor suns. The watery world of Bryxos Prime is nearly eight times the size of Earth and dimly lit by a red dwarf, while the hothouse world of Klymsik Prime is blasted by the radiation of a blue giant and has an atmosphere with carbon dioxide levels toxic to outsiders. More extreme worlds are tidally locked with their sun, and would never be settled by a mature civilization unless it contained something of interest.




The settlers of the Old Colonies were thus a mix of extremes. Two complementary settler pressures existed: the need for loyalists to ensure that no rogue daughter civilizations arose on these distant worlds, and the desire for the powers that be to rid their society of undesirables and place them in dangerous situations. Thus, with a few exceptions, the Old Colonies were typically settled by groups of cultural, religious, and political outcasts, kept in check by a core of those who held the ideals of the Solar Federation or whatever other parent civilization the settlers came from. Some of these outcasts took the opportunity in stride, seeing it as a way of creating a homeland for themselves, as soon as their overseers are rid of. Others went against their will: more than a few of the Old Colonies were penal colonies, for both common criminals and those who committed the crime of differing from the government-imposed standard. The few exceptions were the worlds which were ideal for settlement. These were nurtured by the Solar Federation and its successors, and settled by true loyalists from Sol. These worlds eventually became the population centers of the Old Colonies, and in later years would dominate the politics of the region, to the chagrin of their neighbors.




The Old Colonies contain few ecumenopoleis. The poor environments never attracted settlers, no matter how advanced climate and gravity control became on deep settlements. These imperfect environments could only be changed by reshaping and moving the planet, and while this was a possibility in the days of the Second Empire, the pride of the locals in their planet made such changes politically impossible. Countless millennia of hardship in the poor conditions had become a source of immense pride for the Old Colonials, key to their identity, and they would sooner destroy their homeworld than change it.




Given its dissident genesis, it is no surprise that the Old Colonies have always been a hotbed of rebellion and separatism. The loyalist overseers were almost always overthrown or soon co-opted by the dissident culture, and far from the watchful eyes of the authorities, these colonies developed separate political and cultural structures. As faster-than-light travel and communication became easier, some attempted outright rebellion and were crushed. However, many were wiser, and negotiated a degree of autonomy with the authorities while they could still play logistical disadvantages due to distance to their advantage. This led to the widespread practice of the Old Colonies being granted a degree of autonomy and respect afforded no other region of space.




The Old Colonies also rebelled more than any other region of space, no matter the human empire ruling the galaxy at that point. It was taken as a political truism that as soon as the central authorities lose the ability to enforce their will around the stars, that the Old Colonies will be the first to leave and will make no attempt to stay loyal. By contrast, later settled worlds, particularly those in the Expansion Region, were loyal to Earth, as they were settled from Earth stock in a more controlled fashion. However, once central authorities could once again enforce their will, the Old Colonies would surrender, although they would demand their traditional privileges, or more. This cycle of rebellion and surrender became typical of the Old Colonies, even after Earth lost its place as the core of galactic politics and one of the Old Colonies themselves became the core.




Because of its rebel tendencies, the Old Colonies were often neglected by the central authorities, with infrastructure development and assistance only begrudgingly given. Other, more logistical reasons existed for this, namely the relatively low population of the Old Colonies, the need for resources elsewhere in the galaxy, and the tradition of self-reliance the Old Colonies enjoyed. Nevertheless, this only fed into the narrative among the Old Colonies that the central authorities do not care about them, leading to a vicious cycle of neglect and resentment. This neglect would actually be a saving grace during the fall of the Second Empire: the proud Old Colonials largely rejected the hedonic engine and the Second Empire's vast network of machines, as they believed it would destroy their traditional way of life and make them too dependent on Earth. During the War of the Cog Lords, the Old Colonies were largely unscathed, as the Cog Lords had no interest in primitive, backwater worlds. Only those colonies that were consumed by the Sol Anomaly suffered. It is for this reason that Dondrukovskrad, a technophobic world, came to be successful in the aftermath.




During the Unification Wars, Dondrukovskrad expanded through the Old Colonies, defeating them and preserving their rights. The old empires were absorbed wholesale, and their former emperors named Sector Lords. Thus, the Old Colonies is littered with sectors that are only a few star systems in size, while in other portions of the galaxy a sector may contain tens of thousands of star systems. The Sector Lords of the Old Colonies are some of the most contentious with one another and the Imperial throne, and are given the most leeway in challenging the authority of the Throne. However, the Old Colonies remain poor and underpopulated, meaning that Sector Lords from other parts of the galaxy can and do challenge their influence. Nevertheless, the sector fleets of the Old Colonies are some of the most powerful in the whole Empire, many containing designs and traditions that are older than those of the Imperial Navy.




Dondrukovskrad is wise enough to let sleeping dogs lie, and this came to save the Third Empire during its most notable rebellion: the Federal Revolution. Although believed to be obligate rebels, the Sector Lords of the Old Colonies saw no commonality with the Unity Party. They saw the Unity Party as a group of rabble rousing newcomers, privileged whelps who did not have the rich history of resistance and dissent the Old Colonies cherished. They did not play the eternal game of complex politics with the central authorities like real rebels, they instead tore down everything while building nothing. Thus, the Old Colonies not only remained loyal to the Empire, but also fielded the largest contingents of levies to destroy the rebellion.




The Old Colonies remain divergent from the rest of the galaxy. This divergence even comes down to ethnicity: many Old Colonials are of ethnic groups that have long since died out or subsumed by the Galactic ethnicity. This visible difference is a point of pride for Old Colonials, and a source of discrimination and enmity between Old Colonials and outsiders, and Old Colonials and one another. Some have adapted to their strange worlds, such that some biologists propose classifying them as non-baseline humans. Many of the Stuste communities in the galaxy are in the Old Colonies, where they remain so isolated that no outsiders are allowed on the surface of their worlds and their people do not even speak any Imperial-derived language. Some Old Colonies remain deadly worlds, where ancient survivalist traditions remain, and so they provide high-quality levies and recruits to the Imperial Army. Some worship strange gods forgotten by the rest of humanity; some even worship the Dondrukovs as gods, a practice that is not discouraged by the Throne. Compared with the recently resettled worlds of the Expansion Region, the Old Colonies are truly alien, yet they also reflect humanity's deep past.

[SC] Excerpts from An Analysis of the Human Deluge

These excerpts are from a text produced by a cabal of dynic analysts for the warclades of the Dynic Hegemony's overtribes sometime during the Recontact Wars. It was recovered, in fragments, from imperfectly purged dynic datamatricies. Numerous fragments remain missing. Translation of this piece was conducted by the Xeno Division of Section Two of Imperial Intelligence. Alternative translations and past editions are available for comparison. Duzhonevian sources should be avoided, as they are known to embellish foreign texts. Translator's notes are provided.

​

The humans[1] are a species of predator[2] originating from the other side[3] of the Galactic Core. The origin of these predators is unknown to me. It is also unknown to the humans. All human computers[4] show they originate from world or that.[5] This is impossible. All species have one origin point. I think the humans are hiding what is most important to them.[6]




[FRAGMENT]




Some of us believe humans are all female.[7] This is false. Humans have females and males.[8] Human males impregnate human females but are very cunning.[9][10] The human male inseminating organ is miniscule in size in proportion with its body. Most humans we encounter are males.[11] Humans use males because they are expendable. They are not, as some of us believed, changed[12] females. But it is true that removal of ovaries[13] and [UNTRANSLATABLE][14] is a good idea and very efficient for all off-world dyn. Applause[15] is due for humans for giving us the idea.[16]




Humans enjoy copulation.[17] Human copulation is typically enjoyable for both participants. Human males seek approval with human females because they believe this will lead to copulation. Human males dedicate much[18] effort to acquire human female approval. Human males acquire wealth to impress human females. This is very amusing.[19]




Human females do not lay eggs. They have very few children.[20] Humans care for children. Humans have great affection[21] for children. Humans do not have hatcheries.[22] Human males and human females form mating pairs and raise children.[23] This is very amusing. Humans care about children more than adults. Humans do not eat children.[24] This is very amusing. Children are bad fighters. Children are bad workers. But humans still think children are valuable.[25]




It is good to attack human children. Human children cannot defend themselves. Human warriors will be distracted to defend human children.




[FRAGMENT]

[FRAGMENT]




Humans are cunning. Their instincts give them great power. They have powerful technology.[26] They have powerful weapons. Humans are not like other predators. They are like the Deluge.[27] They will not stop. You can stop one human. You can stop two humans. You can stop more than two humans.[28] You cannot stop all humans. There are more humans in the galaxy than stars.




Communication with humans is futile. Humans do not think.[29] They are driven by their prime instincts: reproduce, fight, expand. They will destroy all that is not human, or they will make servitors of[30] them.




We fought the humans during the ancient times.[31] We were defeated. But the humans did not eat us.[32] Humans have livestock but they also make servitors[33] of other species. We have encountered two of them: the arambi and the kerdin. These are cunning servitors. Other servitors are not cunning: they are called “dogs” and “cats.”[34] Humans treat them like they treat children. Many humans do not use them for food but some do. This is very amusing.




[FRAGMENT]

[FRAGMENT]

[FRAGMENT]




The Deluge ended after the Moonshift.[35] Technology will help us against the human Deluge. Technology will let us end the human Deluge.




Translator's Notes




This is the Seventh Edition of the translation. To avoid compounding translation errors, and in an attempt to preserve the original meaning of the text as much as possible, it does not use previous editions and is a direct translation of original source texts. This edition is the work of over eighty years of revision, proposal, and debate, but like all translations it is imperfect. The alien mind is fundamentally incomprehensible to the human. Words are meaningless without context, and the dynic context is completely alien to our own. Context and meaning developed in total independence from the human experience must be ascertained from imperfect sources: data transmissions, eyewitness reports, xenobiological studies, intelligence observations, and the like.




The source text is fragmentary. Some fragments are missing key pieces, which makes context impossible to determine. These fragments have been omitted from the translation and noted as such. Oftentimes, context is ascertained through implication and comparison with other sources. The Xeno Division is confident enough in its determinations that they have been included in the text, but will be annotated as conjecture.




All dynic words are expressed in various glyphs the xenos have developed over their thousands of years of civilization. These characters represent particles and sequences of sounds and body movements that have no analogue in any human-developed alphabet. Thus, the Xeno Division makes no attempt to transliterate these alien characters.




[1] The dynic term for humans is a compound word: the dynic word for 'large' combined with the name of a diminutive, herbivorous species endemic to the marsh plants of their homeworld. This species, called the kriff by ancient humanity, only bears a resemblance to humans in that it has no exoskeleton and vaguely shares the human body type: it has two limbs and a head extending from the torso. Otherwise, there are no similarities: the kriff's mouth is located on its stomach, its "head" is a group of olfactory sensors, and its back is covered in photoreceptors. Kriff are considered pauper's food in most dynic culture: providing little nutrition and bland in taste, but common. Some translations retain the literal translation of the term - "big-kriff" - but we believe that this reduces meaning in the text for the reader.

[2] The literal translation is "alien," but it is used in this sentence with a clearly predatory context. Alternative translations include "animal" or "wildlife." There is no dynic word or term for "intelligent" or "sapient" life. We believe that the dyn do not have a concept of sapient life apart from themselves, and thus make no differentiation between humanity and other, non-sapient species.

[3] The literal translation is "on the other beach." The same term appears in recovered dynic hyperspace travel logs and appears to refer to any locale deemed too far to be traveled to in a day, and has been applied post-hyperspace to any locale requiring hyperspace travel.

[4] This word is identical to the dynic term for their datamatricies. The context here clearly refers to machines of human origin.

[5] The writer uses a phrase that may literally be translated to "in the skies or beneath the waves." We infer from context that the writer is using the idiomatic meaning of the phrase, which means a place which cannot be definitively located. Possible alternative translation: "anywhere and everywhere."

[6] The literal translation is "treasure" or "precious object."

[7] The word used refers to the dynic egg-laying sex, which is the only dynic sex that attains sapience. In keeping with xenobiological conventions, this sex is referred to as “female” because this sex produces eggs.

[8] The word may also be translated as “impregnator” or “inseminator.” The word has no context of equality and implies that the dynic “male” is an inanimate object. In keeping with xenobiological conventions, this sex is referred to as “male” because it provides gametes to the “female” in order to produce young.

[9] The dynic “male” is not sapient, its intelligence never rising above that of the dynic species’ non-sapient young.

[10] The word used is distinct for their word for "intelligent," which is applied to dyn or to dynic artificial intelligence. This "cunning" is comparable to that of a clever predator.

[11] We believe this confirms the theory that almost all encounters between the dyn and humanity takes the form of armed conflict. It is unclear whether any trade occurs between the dyn and humans outside the aegis of the galactic community.

[12] We believe that the dyn initially assumed human males are surgically modified females. [13] This word refers to the dynic organ which produces the motile eggs the species lays.

[14] This word refers to a dynic organ which both transports and lays eggs. While some translations use the word “ovipositor,” this organ also produces the dyn’s sexual hormones, and we believe it is inappropriate to use the word “ovipositor” as it does not fully encompass the organs’ purpose.

[15] The word describes a physical act of the dyn raising its foretentacles while emitting a supersonic squeal. In most dynic cultures, this signifies congratulations. We have chosen to represent this word with “applause.”

[16] Many spacefaring dyn have removed their sex organs because they are believed to serve as an impediment to operations in space. They believe that planetary dyn produce more than enough eggs for dynic civilization.

[17] Dyn females do not enjoy copulation. Copulation is used as a means to release eggs, which can build up in a dyn female’s body if not laid. While it is possible for the dyn to lay unfertilized eggs, this process is uncomfortable or painful. Fertilization causes its sex organs to become more regular and eases egg laying. Afterwards, the male is disposed of, typically through eating, and the eggs either sent to hatcheries, cooked, or processed as biomass.

[18] The word used literally translates to a specific number: 5208. We believe this is number is idiomatically used to refer to any large number.

[19] This is one word used to indicate that the previously listed facts are surprising or amusing to the writer. It is used liberally in the text.

[20] The same word for egg is used here. We believe that the dyn have no word for infant or children separate from their word for eggs, but that in this context, it refers to children. A separate word exists for “young adult,” which is not used in this context and would be inappropriate.

[21] This word may also be translated as “brotherhood,” and indicates a feeling of both affection and loyalty. There is no dynic word for the human concept of “love.”

[22] Dynic hatcheries are large facilities, almost always located on-world, where the dyns’ motile eggs and fully hatched youth can be fed en masse. They resemble the factory farms on many human agri-worlds.

[23] Dynic youth are raised in large, communal facilities, where they are treated like livestock until they reach a stage of sapience. These infants are considered to all be children of the tribe, and no dyn ever makes claim to specific parentage.

[24] Infantophagy is universal among the dyn, and no taboo exists against it. As the dyn produce many young, most of which are not expected to reach maturity, dead young are considered inevitable.

[25] The dyn are infamously callous towards their young. During the Recontact War, the strategic bombings of dynic hatcheries by were ignored until hatchery bombings started to threaten population collapse.

[26] The writer uses a term for “power” that implies a dreadful power, one that is inherently destructive.

[27] This word refers to the periodic and unpredictable flooding of the mud flats which made up the dyns’ ancestral homes. This flooding would routinely kill dyn and destroy their homes. Through most dyn cultures, the Deluge is a dreaded natural force that is inevitable and unstoppable, but one which never destroys the dyn outright.

[28] The dyn have a separate word for “more than two,” which is not used as a numeral but as a representation of a large number.

[29] Contrast the use of this word with the use of “cunning” earlier in the text. The dyn may believe that communication of complex ideas is beyond human capabilities.

[30] The literal translation is “to make as livestock.” We believe that the dyn do not distinguish between the enslavement of their own species and the treatment of their domesticated fauna.

[31] It is known that a political entity known to history as the Dynic Empire fought numerous wars against ancient humanity. This entity was toppled sometime after the War of the Cog Lords. Given the dynic species’ past encounters with humanity, it is interesting that they still remain very ignorant of us.

[32] The consumption of defeated enemies is common in dynic cultures.

[33] The dynic writer seemingly invented a new word to describe pets and uplifts. Dynic cultures do not have an analogous concept.

[34] The writer seems to be attempting to transliterate the Traditional Standard Imperial words for “dogs” and “cats” in the text, as the characters match what we believe to be a dynic approximation of human speech. A competing theory is that the writer is inventing words that sound human to the dynic “ear.”

[35] The flooding on the dynic homeworld was ended by a feat of astroengineering that most human civilizations would deem unsafe: the moving of their homeworld’s moon to a more stable orbit. This speaks volumes about dynic technology, engineering, and sense of self-preservation.

The Terran Empire (1984-1432 BFC)

The Terran Empire was the first galactic-scale human empire in existence. It is distinct from the First Empire of Man, which is a much later polity, but some historiography classifies the Terran Empire as the First Empire. For much of its existence, Terran Empire was a galactic power, but it was far from unchallenged. The Opheln Conglomerate still ruled the galaxy, the Dynic Empire dominated the Core Region, the Xatarv Hordes spread chaos throughout the Outer Rim, and human colonies were constantly attacked and destroyed by a myriad of other alien threats. The Terran Empire was only galactic because it had a few colonies in every arm of the galaxy, but many of these colonies were small. It is during the Terran era that a strong distaste for aliens arose in the collective human psyche, a distaste that continues to this day.

After securing control of the Martian Technocracy and reforging it in his own image, Tangiroa faced a problem. He had a massive military, filled with ambitious men, each of whom wanted an empire of their own. To redirect their desire for conquest and glory, Tangiroa embarked on a great crusade for expanding human space. The Terran Empire manufactured trillions of "conquest drones," self-replicating machines designed to seek out and destroy alien life. The Terran Empire built so many of these that some are still found throughout the galaxy. Each of Tangiroa's generals were given dozens of sectors to conquer.

By the time Tangiroa and his generals died, the conquest of the galaxy was still yet to be completed, but their successors continued this great crusade. The Terran Empire never stopped expanding; there were always more systems to colonize and more aliens to fight. It was only the powerful alien empires that the Terrans avoided antagonizing, and even then they fought occasional wars against these species. Only the Collapse would stop the Terran Empire's wars for expansion.

The greatest Terran conqueror of all was Arekshav the Great, who transformed the Terran Empire from the hegemon of the Orion Arm into a proper galactic empire by conquering the Opheln Conglomerate. By the time of Arekshav the Great, the Opheln had conquered much of the galaxy, destroying the Dynic Empire and transforming it into one of their sectors. The Opheln Conglomerate was made up of thousands of sapient species, and the Opheln's god-kings sought to add humanity to their ranks. Some small human systems already joined the Conglomerate, and the attempts of several of these to secede led to the Terran-Opheln Wars. These wars almost resulted in the destruction of the Terran Empire, and it was only the tenacity and sacrifice of the Terran military that stopped the Opheln's advance. By the time Arekshav the Great took the throne on Terra, the Opheln were the greatest threat to humanity, and he sought to do something about it.

Arekshav the Great first united mankind by attacking systems that had seceded from the Empire several generations before. As some of these systems were aligned with the Opheln, this eventually sparked a war between the Opheln and the Terrans. Rather than negotiating for peace or attacking the Opheln directly, Arekshav opted to invade the former Dynic Empire, assisting the active resistance against the Opheln there. Arekshav was successful in prying the Dynic systems away from the Opheln, and he was crowned Emperor of the Dyn. Arekshav then gradually conquered the Opheln's outer sectors, first by defeating the local Opheln force, and then offering generous surrender terms, whereby the local Opheln leadership would be allowed to continue ruling over their sectors. System after system rushed to surrender to Terran rule, and the Opheln's other subject species began to revolt. Faced with disaster, the Opheln god-kings began to bicker with one another, eventually leading to full civil war which destroyed the Opheln Conglomerate's capital world of S'drash.

Arekshav took advantage of the Opheln Conglomerate's collapse, sending his admirals to the far corners of the galaxy to secure the loyalty of the Conglomerate's subject species. Arekshav himself chased the surviving Opheln god-kings, hunting them down one by one, until none were left to challenge his rule. By the end of the war, the Opheln Conglomerate had collapsed, its sectors now under the control of the Terran Empire. Arekshav had become the first human emperor of the Milky Way, and his conquests would be forever envied.

It was after his victory that Arekshav met with problems. Arekshav opted to rule from S'drash, and while his admirals and generals were placed in direct control of the occupied Opheln sectors, systems and worlds, the former subject species were allowed largely to rule themselves. Military administrators felt that, even though they were victorious, they were now bureaucrats for the aliens they defeated. Arekshav demanded that he be treated like a god, and planned campaigns to conquer the rest of the galaxy, even though human hyperdrives at the time could not reach that far. Even Arekshav's closest and most trusted commanders began to turn on him, and in 1432 BFC, they assassinated Arekshav during one of his lavish feasts. The Empire's commanders quickly turned on one another for the throne, beginning the Collapse.

Life in the Terran Empire was defined by extreme austerity in comparison to the hedonistic Martian Era. As the Empire was constantly at war, the people were expected to give up their comforts to support the war effort. Automated machines made up the vast majority of the Terran military, but human commanders and soldiers were still needed, so many men had careers in the military. Others became pioneers and colonists, settling newly-terraformed worlds at the edges of human-controlled space. Women were encouraged to have as many children as possible to fuel this expansion. After the conquest of the Opheln Conglomerates, alien cultural artifacts were popular, but this was quickly replaced with the pro-human sentiment of the Collapse.

Battle of the Six Fleets

The Battle of the Six Fleets was a devastating incursion into the Milky Way by the Imperial Remnant, a splinter of the Second Empire that exists in the Large Magellanic Cloud. The Remnant force, consisting entirely of a single Oblivion-class battleship and a species of alien that developed naturally on the craft, attacked the Imperial system of Kashinkrad. The battleship, closely resembling Second Empire-era vessels utilized by Cog Lords remnants, caused alarm throughout the galactic hierarchy, forcing every major galactic force to go on standby in case of a Cog Lord return. The battle was inconclusive, ending with the near-total destruction of six entire battle fleets and slight damage to the Oblivion-class battleship, before it retreated into the Void.

On Month Seven, 306899 AFC, Imperial defense ansibles on the outskirts of the Kashinkrad system detected a massive object moving toward the system's star. This was dismissed as an error, since the object was even larger than a World Fortress, yet caused gravitational disturbances indicating it was moving more quickly than any hyperspace-capable craft. The object, an Oblivion-class battleship, appeared in front of the Kashinkrad system's outer defense station, and allowed it to send a distress signal before destroying it. The battleship then moved slowly toward Kashinkrad III, the only inhabited world in the system, taking long detours to destroy every planet in the system. In the meanwhile, an unidentified alien species, presumed to be local to the battleship itself, launched its own invasion of Kashinkrad III.

Imperial forces in the entire system were immediately scrambled to stop the threat. The local defenses of Kashinkrad were destroyed within hours of the battleship's appearance, and both the local Navy sector fleet and the levies of the House of Konnon were destroyed trying to stop the battleship at Kashinkrad VII. This force, which included a World Fortress, opened fire on the Remnant battleship as soon as they exited hyperspace. While successful in destroying some of the battleship's alien allies, the fleet itself could not damage the battleship. Most fire directed toward the ship was intercepted by the ship's advanced defenses, sending fire directly into the Void. Sometimes, the Void defenses deactivated for no particular reason. The World Fortress' superlaser succeeded in landing a direct hit against the battleship's shields, causing them to fail, but only for a few seconds. The Imperial defenders were destroyed, along with Kashinkrad VII, after an hour of continuous fighting.

Believing that the Cog Lords had returned, news of the attack reached the highest levels of the Imperial government. Emperor Arekshav IX himself was alerted, and he personally called for a meeting of the Protectorate Council. After presenting the evidence to the other representatives, the Empire succeeded in gaining general agreement that preparations would be made to defend the galaxy. A ceasefire order was sent to all combatants in the galaxy, along with orders to stand by for further orders. Reserve fleets were mobilized, and the galactic militaries prepared for total war.

The first relief forces sent were composed of neighboring Imperial sector fleets, including two World Fortresses, a Space Cadet fleet, and several fleets from the major Consortium PMCs, along with their shortman allies. This force, over three times the size of the first Imperial relief force, was originally intended to attack the Remnant as soon as possible, but after several rounds from the Consortium's planet cracker railguns simply disappeared into the Void, it was decided that the most prudent action would be to wait. Three other fleets arrived: a Federation contingent, a Citizens' Alliance contingent, and an Avelovan contingent. Calls were issued to the other great powers, which agreed to commit forces as soon as practicable, but these fleets never made it before the battle ended. In total, the allied fleet made up over fifty thousand capital ships, the largest fleet assembled in one system since the end of the Great Star War. By the time the last fleet arrived, the Oblivion-class battleship had almost made it to Kashinkrad III.

Fortunately for the people of Kashinkrad III, the Remnant battleship took notice of the allied fleet's arrival, and began to move toward it. Deciding that it would be better to stop the battleship far from Kashinkrad III, the fleet kept position around the debris of Kashinkrad VII. Opening volleys sent against the Remnant vessel did no damage, but the overeager alien forces were wiped out by the allies. What followed was a complete slaughter of the allied fleet. The battleship scrambled smaller ships from its ventral hangars, which by themselves overpowered even Imperial battlestars. General chaos ensued, as each fleet attempted to defend itself, without a unified plan of action. One Imperial battlestar captain ordered his ship to accelerate to relativistic speeds and hyperspace jump inside the Remnant ship's shield; this effort worked, but did minimal damage to the Remnant battleship. After nearly two thirds of the fleet was destroyed, Protectorate officers took command of the combined fleet, and proposed that all remaining vessels fire on the Oblivion-class battleship at once with every weapon at their disposal. This, it was theorized, would overwhelm the Void defenses by giving it too many targets, and allow the World Fortresses to fire on the ship's shields directly with their superlasers. Once the battleship was destroyed, the rest of the Remnant craft would shut down, just like any other combat drone.

Surprisingly, the plan worked, to an extent. The battleship's Void defenses overloaded under the sheer weight of firepower from the allied fleet, and allowed the World Fortresses to fire their superlasers directly on the ship. The first superlaser dropped the Oblivion-class battleship's shields, and the second shot succeeded in damaging some of the weapons systems on the vessel. However, it did not destroy the battleship. Instead, all of the Remnant drones retreated toward the battleship, and a message was sent to every surviving vessel: "This isn't fun anymore." The battleship retreated into the Void, reappeared over Kashinkrad III, and destroyed it before leaving the system for good. Only five hundred vessels from the allied fleet survived the battle, and were left to tend to the few civilian survivors. No trace of the battleship has been detected since.

Culture Profile: Protectorate of Mankind

The Protectorate of Mankind is a predominantly extraterritorial organization. Theoretically, its jurisdiction extends throughout the entire Milky Way and its satellite galaxies, but in practice it can only enforce galactic law within civilized space. Hostile regions, such as the Crazed Core or major alien empires, are de facto outside of the Protectorate's law. The Protectorate does own some worlds scattered throughout the galaxy, but the Protectorate's main habitats are orbitals of various forms. These orbitals were made during the days of the Second Empire, and are typically in orbit around inhabited worlds controlled by one galactic faction or another. Some astronomical megastructures, such as ringworlds and system spheres, are entirely under Protectorate control. Protectorate Command, the headquarters of the Protectorate, is a massive system sphere located in the Deep Core.

The Protectorate heavily favors an outdated fashion style popular during the Protectorate's foundation. Protectorate clothing is very colorful, predominantly featuring colors such as greens, reds, blues and yellows. Some more outrageous clothes use bold designs revolving around simple shapes, such as triangles. The most common defining trait of Protectorate fashion are plastic rings, often worn around the neck or on the shoulder. These rings are held in place by small antigravity generators, and serve no practical purpose.

While most of the Protectorate's employees were born outside of Protectorate territory, some humans are born within it. These humans are typically taller, frailer and have paler skin than the predominant Galactic ethnicity, due to the low-gravity, low-sun environment of Protectorate orbitals. Only human species and subspecies are allowed to work for the Protectorate, and aliens are only allowed on Protectorate installations as special visitors.

The Protectorate of Mankind was originally intended to be a military alliance and a replacement government for the Second Empire, but its power never coalesced into a proper galactic government. However, its structure does retain some elements of a military alliance. The Protectorate has a single Chairman, who is elected by the Protectorate Council from within the Protectorate's vast native bureaucracy. The Protectorate Council was originally made up of sector representatives - now the Empire's Sector Lords - but now it is composed of representatives of the major galactic governments. The Third Empire and the Federation each have the ability to veto any resolution passed by the Council, frequently leading to political deadlock. Because the Protectorate is also dependent on its member states for funding, the organization has become powerless to stop large-scale political disputes such as the Tournament of Shadows.

The modern Protectorate still has the mission of protecting mankind from external threats, but its primary purpose is to serve as a neutral arbiter for disputes. The Protectorate Judiciary is the highest court in the entire galaxy, receiving high-profile cases and disputes between powerful actors. While the Protectorate Judiciary has no jurisdiction over disputes between two citizens of the same state, it does adjudicate disputes between citizens of different states. The Judiciary resolves issues such as minor territorial disputes and bank requisitions on a regular basis, as well as interpreting the Uniform Machine Code. Occasionally, the member states will adjudicate major political disputes through the Protectorate, but these adjudications are often ignored.

The Protectorate also serves as one of the primary enforcers of galactic law, the most important of which is the Uniform Machine Code. The Uniform Machine Code sets the floor for what is acceptable research into artificial intelligence and hedonic engines. The Protectorate's Space Cadets are charged with traveling throughout the stars to ensure that the Uniform Machine Code is enforced, and much of the Space Cadets' efforts go to inspecting machinery to ensure it is up to code.

Lastly, the Protectorate serves to defend mankind against alien threats. This was the original function of the Space Cadets, but it has been relegated to a secondary role given the dominance of the galactic militaries. Space Cadets still explore the stars for alien civilizations that may pose a threat to mankind. Whenever one is found, a Space Cadet will typically issue a call to arms, and join the locals in destroying the alien threat. Large threats, such as dormant Cog Lords, are reported directly to the Protectorate and handled on a much higher level.

The armed wing of the Protectorate is the Space Cadets, a special forces organization that recruits from all over the galaxy. While originally the cream of the crop, budget cuts and member states hoarding the best and brightest for their own armed forces have left the Space Cadets with the dregs of galactic society. Disgraced soldiers, war criminals, and other "undesirables" who once served in the galactic militaries are often given two options: punishment under the laws of their homeland, or exile among the Space Cadets. Adapting to this new reality, the Protectorate has placed Space Cadets under the strict watch of their officers, who are Protectorate natives and are trained from birth to be Space Cadets. Recruits from the galactic member states are also thrown threw rigorous training and mental reconditioning, but they are nonetheless difficult to control.

The Protectorate is an idealistic organization, believing that one day, humanity will be united under their banner and progress together for greater scientific understanding. The Second Empire is seen as a mistake, but one that can be fixed and surpassed through a better understanding of science and human nature. Much of the Protectorate's "citizens" and employees share this vision of a brighter tomorrow, but older people tend to be more cynical about mankind's future. This idealism is looked upon with mockery and derision from most of the galaxy, if only because they believe that they should be the unifiers of mankind, and that the Protectorate has no chance of being the organization to finally bring humanity back together.

Space Cadets have broad authority when enforcing galactic law; they are immune from national laws if their acts are in the furtherance of a legitimate mission, and they can requisition troops from any member state's military. However, if they overstep their bounds, they can be arrested by other Space Cadets or by a member state's officials. Some are even killed by local officials. Space Cadet officers do their best to keep their troops in line, but since foreign-origin Space Cadets are often criminals, Space Cadets often get into trouble with the locals.

The Protectorate maintains proprietary technologies that are unavailable to most of the galaxy. Because they are the enforcers of galactic technology law, the Protectorate gives itself a lot of leeway in scientific research. Some of the galaxy's best and brightest are attracted to the Protectorate, who wish to advance science further than the rest of the galaxy, which they do not trust. Using the power of transatomics - a lost technology in the rest of the galaxy - Protectorate technology is surprisingly powerful. Disintegrators, death rays and transatomic warheads make Protectorate spacecraft very deadly for their size, which is often diminutive in comparison to the major galactic powers. However, the Protectorate has limited means to repair or replace their technology, both due to the dearth of Protectorate-controlled factories, and because of budgetary issues. This means that the Protectorate must often rely on the aid of its member states when engaging particularly tough opponents.

Four Kings of Myhrk

One of the most amazing and enduring examples of human achievement, the Four Kings of Myhrk is a gargantuan sculpture built in the ages prior to the Ash Winter. Although traditional wisdom holds that these are sculptures of the four kings of the Kingdom of Myhrk, the massive continent-spanning empire that was eventually destroyed by the Ash Winter, not much is known of the sculpture's origins. Along with the Archaeoprobe, the Pyramids, the Kyta Wall and the Lunar Artifacts, the Four Kings of Myhrk are some of the few relics of mankind's pre-Ash Winter history to still exist.

The origins of the Four Kings is lost to history, and with the destruction of the Sol System, it is likely that the true origins of the structure will never be known. The Four Kings was carved from a naturally-occurring granite mountain, but the methods by which this was achieved is unknown. According to legend, the Fourth King of Myhrk used the empire's slaves to build the monument, to glorify himself and his ancestors. The Four Kings is often used as an argument that pre-Ash Winter humanity was far more advanced than what mainstream history tells, but most historians acknowledge that any society that can build atomics can achieve such a feat. The Kingdom of Sokuwuz claim that their agents helped ancient Myhrk construct the relic, but no self-respecting human believes such xeno lies.

What the Four Kings represents is also a true mystery. While the legends say that these are the first four kings of Myhrk, together comprising a dynasty, there are no solid historical records to back up this fact. Some historians claim that Myhrk had many more kings than merely four, so the figures on the Four Kings must represent something else. The figures could just as easily be a set of brave war heroes, from either a single war or a series of wars, or they may represent some deities of ancient Myhrk. Modern Aolists claim that the figures represent four of the many faces of Aol. While the academic debate continues, the Four Kings legend is so ingrained in galactic popular culture that the name continues to be used.

The history of the Four Kings of Myhrk is more well-documented after the Ash Winter. The site was a place of worship and congregation for the techno-barbarian tribes of the Myhrkish Wastes. Such was the reverence for the Four Kings that they sculpted war masks based on their visages. During the time of the Solar Federation, the Four Kings were protected by the Federation's government and closely studied. The conclusions reached by these studies remain preserved to this day, and remain the primary source on the Four Kings. However, it was clear that even they had little idea as to the origins of the sculpture. The Four Kings remained on Earth throughout the rule of the Martian Technocracy and the Terran Empire, remaining a popular tourist attraction. It was only during the era of the Galactic Republic, when Supreme Chancellor Xengdu moved the Four Kings and other Terran artifacts to his homeworld of Risja Prime, where it remained for thousands of years. Xengdu constructed a massive museum facility around the recovered artifacts, and after he was overthrown and the Republic was replaced with the First Empire of Man, the museum fell under Imperial control.

Risja Prime was spared the destruction of the Empire during the Tribulation, and the architect kings of the Confederation paid the artifacts little attention. They were more concerned about re-establishing their position as the master race. However, they did build a much larger sculpture reminiscent of the Four Kings on Luna's surface. When the architects were overthrown and replaced by the Second Empire, the Four Kings were returned to Earth, as part of the Second Empire's campaign to restore the glory of baseline mankind. The Four Kings remained on Earth for several millennia, before they were moved due to major erosion caused by Earth's acid rain and the need for more building space. They were sent to the airless world of Kombor VIII, where they were restored to a state similar to what they must have looked like prior to the Ash Winter. Finally, the Four Kings were moved to Kombor Prime, where they remained until the rise of the hedonic engine. Kombor Prime survived the War of the Cog Lords, but its technological civilization did not, and the locals devolved to a state of barbarism that worshiped the Four Kings and the other pre-Ash Winter artifacts as divine relics. When the armies of the Third Empire finally reached Kombor Prime, they immediately secured these artifacts as a means of cowing the tribal chiefs to obeying Imperial rule. As Kombor Prime redeveloped technological civilization, their religions were gradually subsumed by the Rationalist Church, but believers spread throughout the galaxy.

Today, the Four Kings remains one of the most popular tourist sites in the entire galaxy. Humans from all over the galaxy flock to Kombor Prime to marvel and the magnificence of ancient man and its achievements. Further, many religious movements consider the Four Kings a holy relic, and make pilgrimages to the site. Some sects, such as the Disciples of the Four Kings, believe that every believer must visit the Four Kings at least once in their lifetime, if they could afford it. Kombor Prime has taken advantage of this by heavily commercializing the region immediately surrounding the Four Kings. Casinos, brothels and other dens of vice dot the spaceport towns throughout the planet, upsetting some of the more religious worshipers. However, there is no doubt that these facilities make the planetary lords of Kombor Prime extraordinarily wealthy, thus giving them disproportionate power in the sector.

Tech Comparison: United Galactic Federation

Materials Science. For starship hulls and other large constructions, Federation engineers prefer tritic durasteel. Chemically similar to the more standard durasteel used in the Empire, tritic durasteel has a pyramidal, rather than cylindrical, molecular structure. While more difficult to manufacture, Federation industry maintains a higher standard of material quality than their Imperial rivals, allowing the Federation to produce enormous quantities of tritic durasteel. Tritic durasteel is lighter and holds its structure better in odd configurations than regular durasteel, allowing Federation engineers to design more "artistic" designs than their Imperial counterparts. However, tritic durasteel has a much lower heat capacity than regular durasteel, necessitating compensatory systems in case of system overheat or energy weapon fire.

Power. With hypermass a rarity in the Federation, the Federation relies on dilithium fusion reactors for their energy needs. An efficient, clean energy source, dilithum fusion is a reliable energy source that can easily provide for a Federation ship's needs. However, dilithium fusion reactors cannot output as much energy as a hypermass reactor at one time, meaning that a Federation ship cannot compete with the sheer power output of a similarly-sized Imperial vessel. Nonetheless, dilithium fusion is one of the more efficient energy sources in the galaxy, and can outpower the reactor systems of the lesser galactic powers.

Faster-than-light Travel. The Federation almost universally uses warp drives, but some larger and specialist craft are equipped with both warp drives and hyperdrives. Warp drives function by collapsing space in front of a vessel, and expanding it behind a vessel, creating a spacetime "bubble" which can then move at faster-than-light speeds. While slower than hyperdrives, warp drives can function closer to stellar and planetary gravity wells, and are not dependent on hyperspace lanes. This gives Federation craft greater tactical maneuverability in-system than their Imperial counterparts. Federation ships can strike against the slower Imperial enemy and conduct a warp jump before the Imperials can effectively retaliate. Indeed, it is possible for a Federation ship to warp inside an enemy vessel, but this will cause catastrophic damage to both craft.

Energy Weaponry. The Federation, like the Empire, makes heavy use of energy weapons. Given the vast size of the Federal military, energy weapons are much easier to supply, since they rely on universal battery packs. Indeed, Federation weapons often have their batteries built-in, to be recharged on battlefield charging stations. The standard Federation weapon is the phaser, a form of advanced plasma weapon that fires phased ionized gas at opposing targets. Although similar to Imperial blasters in basic mechanics, Federation phasers are much more accurate and can retain their cohesion for longer distances, allowing the Federation to outrange the Empire in most engagements. Unlike most energy weapons, Federation phasers are always designed to allow for various power settings, such as stunning or killing. A phaser set to stun washes the target's nervous and electrical systems with an overwhelming amount of ionized particles, causing extreme pain and disabling most biological and mechanical motor functions. Disruptor weapons are more advanced, power-intensive systems. An advanced weapon reverse-engineered from Second Empire technology, disruptor weapons break down the bonds of baryonic particles in a small area. While the Federation has yet to develop disruptors powerful enough to destroy entire planets, they remain powerful anti-armor weapons. For battlefield identification purposes, Federation energy weapons are colored purple.

Kinetic Weaponry. Kinetic weapons are almost entirely absent from the Federation's arsenal, as the Federation dismisses them as "primitive." The only widely-used "kinetic" weapon in the Federation arsenal is the photon torpedo. Photon torpedoes function similarly to Imperial proton torpedoes: they are torpedoes powered by an antimatter charge that, once detonated, creates a tiny beam of photonic energy that can burn through most materials. Photon torpedoes carry much higher yields than Imperial proton torpedoes, but their antimatter warheads mean that they are more expensive to build and maintain.

Special Weapons. While the Empire invests most of its funds in maintaining tried and true technology, with little in the way of research and development, the Federation is always attempting to counter the Imperial advantage in firepower and energy generation with novel forms of advanced technology. This has led to the creation of many strange weapons systems that Star Fleet eagerly adopts. Digital conveyors are a form of high energy quantum disruption that was used by the Second Empire to transport and copy matter. However, since the Federation lacks the computer technology to process transportation, digital conveyors are used by the Federation as a means of tearing into heavily armored - but unshielded - targets. Digital conveyors can also be used to increase or decrease the density of a target by "shrinking" or "blowing up" a target, which can have detrimental effect on mechanical parts and biomass. The Federation also utilizes molecular arrestors, which freeze particles in a target in place and render it available for capture. However, more massive targets, and ones that generate heat, are harder to "freeze." The most terrifying weapons in the Federation's arsenal are drilithine nova catalysts. A form of hyperdense exotic matter, this material can be transported by reverse-hyperspace drives into the core of any star in the galaxy, whereby it will initiate a dangerous hyperspace-realspace distortion deep within the star's core and cause it to collapse into hyperspace. The star explodes in a violent supernova and then quickly transforms into a black hole, destroying the system and disrupting hyperspace travel around the star for lightyears. Developed by Jarjem Averom, drilithine nova catalysts are so destructive that it motivated Dr. Averom to defect to the Empire and develop a counter for their use: hyperlight weaponry.

Shields. Federation shields are generally of the deflector type, which function by redirecting projectiles at an angle away from the target. This form of energy shielding is less energy-intensive than the arrestor-type shields used by the Empire, which allow Federation shields to be durable, if less effective against energy weapons. The efficiency of Federation energy shields allows them to stay up longer and recharge faster than their Imperial counterparts, and indeed energy shields are used as "reinforcement fields" to keep some larger Federation craft together. Because of the Federation's more advanced computer technology, Federation ships can reduce the intensity of their shields in order to preserve power, or overload them in cases of heavy fire.

Antigravity. Antigravity tech is ubiquitous throughout the Federation, and is some of the most advanced. Federation antigravity is far more efficient than its Imperial counterparts, allowing most Federation vehicles to effortlessly depart from planetary gravity wells without having to reach escape velocity. Rather than operating through direct graviton manipulation, Federation antigravity (and artificial gravity) technology operates using drilithine, a form of exotic matter similar to hypermass and found in regions of hyperspace corresponding to areas far from hyperspace lanes. While useless for hyperspace travel or energy generation, drilithine modifies spatial folds depending on its decay rate, creating an effect similar to graviton manipulation. Almost no Federation vehicles, civilian or military, operate on wheels, tracks or legs, and their military vehicles can even operate in orbit (albeit ineffectively). Drilithine technology is jealously guarded by the Federation, which has mandated that their engineers create redundant and useless systems in all Federation antigravity engines so that foreign engineers will have trouble understanding them.

Computers. Federation computers are more advanced than their Imperial counterparts, due to the Federation's greater use of dedicated organic minders. Federation computers are permitted by their government to utilize more advanced plasma circuitry, granting them more efficiency for their size and greater computational speeds. This allows Federation craft to more accurately target their enemies, and allows for phasers to operate at longer ranges in space. However, these systems still pale in comparison to the advanced networks utilized by the Consortium. A significant disadvantage of Federation computers is that plasma circuitry is extremely volatile, and will explode if there is a catastrophic overload in a ship's electrical systems. Rather than viewing this as a flaw, Star Fleet views it as an unintended feature, and has engineered ship bridge systems to explode violently in case a ship is in danger of being captured or has been lost to a cyber attack.

Automation. While the Federation abides by and enforces sanctions against artificial intelligence, the Unity ideology's rules against advanced computer systems are more liberal than those of the Rationalist Church. The Federation government permits the creation of highly advanced computer systems that have limited learning, speech and cognition abilities, so long as they have organic minders. Unlike the Consortium, the Federation does not possess the technology for advanced brain-machine interfaces, and so must rely on clones decanted for the task of computer management. These clones, often referred to as "bridge bunnies" in the Star Fleet, serve as intermediaries between human superiors and computer systems. Federation computers are designed in such a way that they cannot do anything without a bridge bunny's verbal confirmation, and computers output data in such a manner that only the bridge bunny can understand it. This extra layer of accountability between computers and humans is considered enough to prevent another machine intelligence menace.

The Ash Winter

From The Ages of Man, Chapter 1

...O, the ancient kings, ten thousand curses upon their hubris! For it is they who the gods visit this blackest of punishments! We are but blades of grass trampled beneath the wrath of the gods, but it is the great princes which have earned the gods' ire. Ten thousand curses upon them, and ten thousand more!....

...And so the King of Orob was struck down by his own people. So filled were they with rage that they drowned the streets in their own blood. The great habitats were set alight. Brother turned against brother. And there was much wailing and gnashing of teeth....

...And so the King of Myhrk and the King of Tsuyuz made a devious pact between them. The domains of Orob will be partitioned between them in equal shares. And it was so. The People of the Eagle and the People of the Bear raised their swords together, as their grandfathers had done. But the hubris of the two princes was too great. The King of Myhrk did say to his people, "Just as there is only room in the sky for one sun, there is only room on Terra for one true king." The Kings of Kyta took heed, and the dragon waited to strike....

...And the ancient kings said, "Let there be light." And it was so. And then, darkness without end.

The Genre Worlds

As the Second Empire exploded through the multiverse, it discovered numerous parallel universes with laws of reality far different from those of Alfon-001. Many, the explorers noticed, matched those of various genres of fiction popular during the time. Nicknamed “genre worlds,” these universes were classified together as being parallel universes primarily defined as obeying fictional genre rules.

“Fantasy World”

The first genre world discovered, the Fantasy World is an infinite plane of ice, with small water-filled craters heated by suns suspended in an infinitely tall sky. Each crater was pockmarked with continents and islands, which were home to various species resembling those of old Earth and its mythology, including baseline humans and other human subspecies. Notably, Fantasy World had what could only be described as magic, able to be used by humans and other intelligent species. Extensive experimentation revealed that magic obeyed no consistent principles. Some Imperial scholars hypothesized that Fantasy World was not the first world discovered, but rather the first world discovered which allowed explorers to return.

“Mystery World”

Home to an otherwise dead Milky Way, with a pre-Ash Winter Earth. This Earth was inhabited by a larger than average number of murderers, pursued by a larger than average number of detectives, both attached to police forces and working independently. These detectives, while invariably finding the killer, always cast wide nets in their investigations, even accusing Second Empire agents who had no connection to the world. Despite the shockingly large degree of crime, police forces were invariably incompetent save for those who were directly aiding a detective.

“Action World”

A pre-Ash Winter Earth locked in a cold war between the ancient empires of Myrkh and Tsuyuz. Despite this cold war, the two powers are fighting numerous proxy wars, numerous powerful terrorist organizations are allowed to run roughshod over the planet, the urban centers are infested with violent crime, and governments regularly hired vigilantes and mercenaries to take care of their dirty work. In spite of these hired guns being largely social outcasts, they are extremely competent in combat, to the point that it breaks the laws of reality: they never run out of ammunition. The world united against the Second Empire expedition and, shockingly, won the war through the use of these mercenary heroes and computer hacking.

“Trash TV World”

An entire universe constrained to talk show studios, drug rehab centers, and paternity testing laboratories. No activity takes place save for various dregs of the pre-Ash Winter social order being dragged before a smarmy host with dubious credentials, where they make fools of themselves before an audience of their peers. The quirks of these subjects range from infidelity and drug abuse, to more esoteric and nonsensical problems. Imperial agents fled in disgust.

“Horror World”

[DATA EXPUNGED]

“Porno World”

An otherwise normal pre-Ash Winter Earth, save for the humans’ behavior. The humans of these universe all have wooden and awkward behavior when not having sex, and all interactions inevitably end with sex. Imperial investigators were not impressed, noting that stranger things could be found in hedonic engines.

“Hentai World”

[DATA EXPUNGED]

“Professional Wrestling World”

An infinitely large plane populated with various stadiums named after geometric shapes or types of cages. In each stadium, large numbers of unrealistically muscular and ridiculously dressed baseline humans recited cheesy threats to one another, before play-fighting. Imperial investigators broke out into fights themselves, over the issue of whether professional wrestling is a form of fiction, leading to the investigation being called off.

"Alternate History World"

A universe composed of infinite copies of the Sol System, with each version of Earth displaying a different form of history. Study of this universe was cut short when Imperial communications were bombarded with ridiculous questions, driving off the investigators.

"Reality TV World"

A universe of indeterminate spatial size, composed of varying environments, ranging from houses, to deserted islands, to mansions. All environments are inhabited by a variety of baseline human analogues who, while diverse in health and wealth, were either unrealistically attractive or grotesque, and all were infinitely insufferable and stupid. The most notable anomalous behavior was the willingness to act kindly towards their peers, with regular intervals of argument and fighting every forty Terran standard minutes, and each individual taking time out of their day to retreat to a private space and tell their vacuous internal thoughts to a series of cameras and microphones connected to no system. Upon discovery, these beings also confessed their darkest thoughts to Imperial investigators, to the latter's chagrin. This world was the last of the genre worlds explored, as after the mass suicide of the investigators, the Imperial government called off any further exploration.

[SC] Nobody Leaves Paradise

The United Galactic Federation  is the greatest civilization in the history of Man. Under the enlightened directorship of the Unity Party, the million worlds of the Federation bask in the shining light of Reason, pushing back the darkness of superstition, oppression, bigotry, and greed. Under the Federation, every man is free: free from want, free from fear, free to become the best he can ever be.

But some people never learn.

The far-flung world of Ostriv VIII-B is a terraformed moon, orbiting the gas giant Ostriv VIII. It was discovered by the Federation nearly a thousand years ago, its people freed from the lash of the techno-barbarians that lorded over them. The Federation introduced them to literature, medicine, industry, space travel; the Federation gifted them science and true culture. In a few decades, Ostriv VIII-B was transformed from a barbaric wasteland to a civilized world. Not out of a desire to enslave them, like the tyrants of the galaxy, but because the Federation has a duty to humanity. All of humanity.

How was this generosity repaid? The people of Ostriv VIII-B allowed themselves to be led astray. Demagogues, likely of Imperial origin, wormed their way into Ostriv VIII-B's society. These hypocrites, these reactionaries, told the people that the Federation oppressed them. That it erased their identities and cultures, mandated compliance with confusing and tyrannical laws, servitude to political leaders countless lightyears away and over which they had no control. Disgusting lies that many people of Ostriv VIII-B heeded as truth.

Those loyal to the Party's vision stood no chance, yet they held firm against the rebellion for as long as they could. The rebels, clearly supplied by foreign enemies, overwhelmed them with superior firepower. Their sacrifice will never be forgotten.

The rebels believed that they were victorious, but nobody leaves paradise. In rebellion, the seeds of their failure were already sown. The redshirts were key. The Party has wisely entrusted the manufacture of stimulants and other drugs to a select few worlds. The rebels were unable to manufacture enough of these drugs to supply the local redshirt population. As a consequence, many died of withdrawal, while others violently attacked the rebels in a desperate attempt to gain access to the dwindling supply of drugs. The Ostriv rebels found themselves at war again. With many redshirts dead, the rebels could no longer staff their factories. The moon's economy ground to a halt, and many rebels saw the error of their ways.

The Federation's response? Swift and decisive, as always. The Star Fleet maintains watch over every Federation world, and should one fall to rebellion, at least one ship is ready to respond at all times. The Admiral Matarsky responded to the distress signal sent by the loyalists, but it was not swift enough to save them. While an Imperial barbarian might commence orbital bombardment at the first sight of rebellion, the Admiral Matarsky instead ensured that no foreign agents arrived to support the rebels. The rebels themselves were given the opportunity to recant, to rejoin the light of the Unity Party.

As the moon spiraled further into madness, the Admiral Matarsky's very presence served as a beacon of hope to those who wanted to reenter the Federation. Towns, cities, entire continents, rejoined. The Admiral Matarsky generously supplied much-needed food and medicine to those who recanted. Within only a few months, the Ostriv rebels lost almost the entire moon, only remaining in a few strongholds. These dens of counter-revolutionary activity were retaken by the Admiral Matarsky's ground crew.

Those few rebels that did not take their own lives like cowards were put on trial before the people of Ostriv VIII-B. The verdict was the same for all of the fools: guilty. And the punishment? Death. Exactly what a traitor deserves. Some of those that found their loyalty again were found to be doing so tactically, and had to be re-educated and trained in other disciplines off-world, but most were generously allowed to resume their lives. The Party even replaced the redshirts that died during the rebellion.

Unfortunately, the foreign agitators were never found, and the hardened core of the rebellion never gave up any good information. Ostriv VIII-B must remain under heightened scrutiny, so this disaster will never happen again. The people of Ostriv VIII-B can ill afford another rebellion.

[SC] Personal Vehicles throughout the Galaxy

Personal transportation is a luxury most in the galaxy cannot afford. Although the technology for personal transportation has existed since before space travel, the vast majority of baseline humans live in conditions which make owning a personal transport vehicle prohibitively expensive or inconvenient. Most baseline humans are either agri worlders or city worlders, and neither population has much use for personal vehicles. Further, different factors have made personal vehicle ownership incredibly expensive in most of the galaxy, making them an elite status symbol.




Agri worlders tend to live in small communities, where most important locations are within walking distance. If they require transport to further locations, or need to haul heavy or large numbers of items, then they typically use pack animals or dedicated transport. Contrary to what city worlders may believe, agri worlders are quite familiar with fusion-powered farm equipment such as tractors or transport trucks. Indeed, many militaries design the controls of their war machines to match that of commonly used farm equipment, as there is a high likelihood that an agri world recruit would already be familiar with such a control scheme. However, with few exceptions these vehicles are owned by the lord of the manor, company, or local government which also owns or operates the farm. Only these entities have the capital necessary to maintain such machinery, as while hydrogen fuel for fusion reactors is cheap, components are not. Agri worlds seldom have the infrastructure necessary to manufacture replacement parts for farm equipment, which is usually mass manufactured and distributed throughout the galaxy. Although agri worlders are creative and can normally develop makeshift fixes for these vehicles, they are still too expensive for the average agri worlder to use.




Because of the expense of owning a personal vehicle on an agri world, they have become status symbols. Elite nobility, party leaders, or company owners use their personal vehicles to display their wealth. The richer still buy entire fleets of vehicles, while others have adopted vehicle ownership and modification as an extremely expensive hobby. Such hobbies are particularly popular among young men in the Imperial nobility, particularly those who do not expect to inherit title and have accepted a life of luxury without responsibility.




The most ostentatious personal vehicles throughout the galaxy are those powered by hydrocarbon fuels. Utilizing internal combustion engines – an ancient technology seldom used anywhere else in the galaxy – these vehicles are loud, with a distinct engine sound that more modern vehicles do not make. These vehicles are major displays of wealth because they are powered by specially-manufactured hydrocarbon fuels. While the manufacture of hydrocarbon fuels is trivially easy for galactic civilization, most hydrocarbon synthesis is done to create feedstock for polymer manufacturing. The market for hydrocarbon fuels is small, meaning its manufacture is a very specialized industry that can command extremely high prices. Very few places in the galaxy manufacture hydrocarbon fuels, meaning that most customers will also have to pay exorbitant shipping fees to receive their fuel. To add further cost and inconvenience, hydrocarbon fuels degrade over time, meaning that stockpiling is difficult. As a result, hydrocarbon fuels are one of the most expensive substances in the galaxy, in spite of its chemical simplicity. Thus, to many in the galaxy, the sound of an internal combustion engine is the sound of money burning.




In spite of the common image of a cityscape filled with vehicles, city worlders have little need for transportation beyond the building they live in. City world “buildings” are megastructures containing all of the amenities that are necessary for life: residential, commercial, medical, and so on. Typically missing from such structures – unless they are specifically designed for the purpose – are farms, factories and other industrial sectors, but these products are shipped into the structure anyway. A city worlder can be born, live in, and die in the same building their entire life without leaving, and a good minority of all city worlders live in such a way. City worlders are thus more familiar with public transportation in the form of trams and elevators. These crisscross the structure and do not go outside of it. For moving outside the building, much larger tram and subway lines are the most commonly used.




Along with lack of need, all but the richest city worlders can afford to own a personal vehicle. While manufactured parts are trivially easy to acquire on such developed planets, personal vehicles are costly in terms of space. City worlds are incredibly cramped places, which means all space is expensive. Owners of personal vehicles have to have a space to store their vehicle when not in use, meaning that a city worlder is always paying extra for storing an inanimate object he does not strictly need to use. Further, building owners charge incredibly high rates for parking, as they have to make a profit on space which is being kept empty.




A common sight on city worlds is the flying car or speeder. The flying car is a product of necessity on city worlds, as moving about in a two-dimensional vehicle is extremely difficult. The technology to lift a vehicle via antigravity is trivial, but flying cars are nevertheless expensive luxury vehicles because of the aforementioned factors. Further, the operation of any flying vehicle is difficult and hazardous; every crash will result in falling debris, and the negligent or malicious could use their vehicles as impromptu missiles. Because of these dangers, most worlds have strict limitations on their use. Most worlds, even corporate-dominated Consortium worlds, require training and licensing for flying car drivers. Therefore, apart from those who enjoy driving as a hobby, flying car owners do not know how to drive; instead they enlist the services of chauffeurs. In the Consortium, automated flying cars are a popular alternative, although these are sometimes the victims of hackers looking to kidnap a rich victim.




Public transport via flying vehicles are also possible on city worlds, such as buses or taxis. These are quicker than trams and subways as the vehicle takes the passenger to more convenient stops, or even the exact floor the passenger is looking for. By contrast, trams and subways have dedicated sections for stations, which in large megastructures may be quite distant from the passenger’s final destination. The tradeoff is that these modes of transportation are comparatively expensive. Apart from luxury transports, freight is seldom transported via flying vehicle, for reasons of cost and safety.




In spite of the expense of personal vehicles, city world skylines are typically filled with flying cars, with Consortium and Imperial city worlds being particularly known for them. While outsiders may think that vehicle ownership is common in city worlds, this is a misconception. City worlds appear filled with flying cars, but that is a function of the extremely large population of all city worlds. Even excluding commercial vehicles – which can make up to half of the vehicles in a skylane – flying cars represent the elite of the city world’s population showing off their wealth to the masses. While the absolute number of vehicles may be large, particularly to agri worlders, they represent a tiny fraction of the total number of city worlders in an area.

[SC] Planetary Case Study: Urbanized Worlds

Urbanized worlds, also known Gemnon-class worlds or civilized worlds by the Colonials, are planets which (1) have a majority of its population living in cities; (2) have most of the planetary surface remaining uncovered by human settlement; and (3) are not otherwise classified hive worlds. Urbanized worlds are quite a rarity in the galaxy, as the dynamics of interstellar colonization favor the development of the single-city agri world model or the evolution of particularly powerful urbanized worlds into city worlds. Thus, most urbanized worlds reached are rare worlds which reached an industrial or post-industrial level of technological development on their own, and somehow have not moved on to creating an interstellar civilization.




When planets are terraformed by starfaring civilization with easy access to faster-than-light travel, they are typically terraformed and settled in an overly simplified manner. Such worlds are settled in order to stake a claim over potentially habitable worlds and prevent colonization by rival powers, so a cheap and quick method is favored over expending considerable time and resources over what will be just one colony of thousands. Further, the colonizing power is typically interested in creating a colony which provides resources for its prime worlds, rather than creating a self-sustaining planet. As a result, the typical agri world is formed: a planet with a bare bones biosphere, enough algae in the oceans to produce a breathable atmosphere, a few cash crops to provide the colonizing power with value, and a single major settlement with one spaceport to facilitate interstellar trade. These singular settlements typically have only a few million inhabitants and house over 90% of the planet’s population; most of the rest of the planet is either desolate, barely-terraformed wasteland, untamed wilderness, ocean, or farmland managed by families with fleets of semi-autonomous farm machines. Most life on these planets that aren’t meant for export are incredibly simple Terran or Terran-derived species, designed for ease of terraforming and not for longevity. Algae and invertebrates such as krill dominate the oceans, and grasses and insects dominate the land. Even features such as forests are rare, unless the world was specifically terraformed for logging.




Because of this colonization model, planets that have been out of contact with interstellar civilization typically degrade to a lower technological state, as there is no local infrastructure to maintain advanced technology. This was particularly problematic during the War of the Cog Lords, when all advanced machinery destroyed itself. Without access to this technology, very few human populations were able to access the raw materials necessary to advance past the agricultural level of civilization, which their planet’s environment was specifically geared to producing. Without easy access to transitionary energy sources such as fossil fuels or even wood, an industrial level of technology is all but impossible to achieve.




A handful of planets do overcome these difficulties and slowly claw their way back up the technological ladder. Oftentimes, these worlds were terraformed and colonized by groups looking to establish a secondary home for their civilization, or were trying to establish a society independent from their original society. Thus, these worlds were terraformed with more interest in quality, and care was taken to ensure that these worlds are self-sufficient and do not exist merely for the benefit of an external colonizing force. These worlds typically form their own interstellar empires within a few thousand years, and through the colonization of neighboring worlds, become city worlds. A select few of these worlds were fortunate enough to form the major interstellar empires of the post-War of the Cog Lords era, such as Ab Endiron or Unica Prime.




However, some worlds enter a state of urbanized, industrial development, and by sheer happenstance are contacted by an interstellar civilization before they invent spaceflight or faster-than-light travel. This first contact typically has the effect of “freezing” a world’s development, as exposure to a mature, interstellar civilization makes retards further development in a number of ways. Firstly, access to cheap, mass manufactured goods prevents the creation of competing local industries for advanced technology; there is no way that startup industries on these worlds can compete with galactic-scale producers. Secondly, the governing authorities of interstellar empires typically limit the development of any worlds under their jurisdiction; few empires are foolish enough to bankroll the development of future rivals. Thirdly, urbanized worlds typically suffer from the emigration of its educated classes after contact, as the best and brightest of the planet seek better opportunities elsewhere in the stars. Fourthly, the rarity of urbanized worlds in the galaxy puts pressure on both interstellar governments and the world’s authorities to preserve their pre-contact level of development for the benefit of tourists or potential immigrants from city worlds.




A prototypical urbanized world is Budroyo Prime, a world discovered by House Ludyamokov in the aftermath of the Fourth Federation-Imperial War. Budroyo Prime is the second planet in its star system, and the furthest from the star Budroyo. Budroyo I is a supergiant gas planet orbiting only an average 0.02 astronomical units away from Budroyo.




Budroyo Prime is mostly covered in ocean, and has six continents, none of which are polar. Atypically for most planets, Budroyo Prime was settled with a complex and biodiverse ecological package, likely during the time of the First Empire. Budroyo Prime’s biosphere was home to many species which are rare elsewhere in the galaxy, such as cattle, coffee plants, cocoa plants, and honey bees. Non-sapient saurian and other megafauna were common in the wilderness prior to industrialization, although quite a few species were driven extinct. Its oceans were teeming with life from all eras of Terra’s history, from trilobites to whales. This complex biosphere has led scholars to assume that the world was colonized either as a zoo or a plantation during the era of the First Empire, and was forgotten for millennia afterward.




Budroyo Prime was discovered by scout ships sent by House Ludyamokov, which was auditing its sector at the time. The last scouting mission was conducted by probes sent just prior to the Federal Revolution. The probes did not even bother to study Budroyo Prime, despite it clearly being home to an agricultural civilization based on Budroyo Prime’s historical records. The latter scouting mission was manned, as House Ludyamokov was interested in mining Budroyo I for deposits of atmospheric superheavy elements that Budroyo I may have captured in its orbit around Budroyo.




At the time of its discovery, Budroyo Prime was home to over eight billion baseline humans, the only sapient species on the planet. The predominant civilizations on Budroyo Prime experienced their industrial revolution only a few hundred years prior to discovery, and had yet to achieve spaceflight. Although two of Budroyo Prime’s continents are predominantly rainforest, the civilizations of Budroyo Prime relied on wood to power their early industrial revolution, leading to mass deforestation and the subsequent environmental and political instability that resulted. It was only the discovery of nuclear fission power that averted disaster, both by giving the civilizations of Budroyo Prime an alternative to wood and by creating primitive atomic weapons which discouraged further belligerence.




During contact, Budroyo Prime was dominated by the Trenathian Republic, a massive superstate which controlled the entire Trenathian continent and numerous colonies around the planet. It was the victor of the last global conflict fought on Budroyo Prime, although its hegemony was challenged by three regional powers. The Trenathian Republic was itself suffering from the costs of maintaining global hegemony, in particular maintaining a wet navy which patrolled all of Budroyo Prime’s seas, and numerous wars against rebel factions in the periphery of its empire. Worse yet, the Trenathian Republic was suffering from significant political instability in its core territories, as factions vied for control over its riches and power.




The political intrigues which plagued Budroyo Prime were terminated with the sudden appearance of the Ludyamokov scouting party. Although the Budroyoi were dimly aware of the possibility of interstellar civilization, and some even theorized that the Budroyoi are descendants of ancient starfaring colonists, most Budroyoi believed that they were the only technologically capable civilization in the entire universe. Thus, the arrival of the scouting party was a major shock, although one the scouts were prepared for. After appraising the planet, the scouts returned to their Ludyamokov masters, who quickly sent a unification fleet. This fleet arrived with a single ultimatum to the Budroyoi’s leaders: swear fealty to the Ludyamokovs and the Dondrukovs, or face destruction. Only a few petty tyrants resisted, and examples were quickly made of them. The rest of the planet’s leaders eagerly swore fealty, knowing their own positions were now guaranteed by an otherworldly benefactor.




Even after contact, Budroyo Prime remained relatively unchanged. There have been some changes: major spaceport was added in the deserts of Trenathia, where local transport would be responsible for travel to and from port. Nuclear fusion replaced fission, but these were integrated into already-existing Budroyoi designs. Some agricultural industries boomed as they were retooled to meet galactic demand, while other industries died after exposure to the galactic market. Enforcement of the Uniform Machine Code has led to tight controls on the once-freewheeling Budroyoi technology industry, but few Budroyoi technologies were found to be in violation.




Yet in many respects, Budroyoi culture has remained the same. Personal vehicle ownership is still common, particularly among Trenathians. Few Budroyoi see themselves as Budroyoi, and instead cling on to the old national identities. Most interstellar leaders prefer a light touch, and the Ludyamokovs are no exception. The pre-contact nation states still exist and have retained a large degree of sovereignty, to the degree that many nations still choose their own leaders and maintain their own militaries. The primary difference is that these leaders are officially nobles within the Third Empire’s massive political structure, and these militaries are levies which can be called to service by House Ludyamokov or the Empire at any time.

[SC] Irthalmea

The Second Empire’s usage of game worlds as merely elaborate hunting grounds did not last forever. Soon, they expanded to creating ones that were virtually planet-wide theme parks. Many of these had niche constructed settings, from faithful recreations of ancient cultures to entirely fantastical ones. Entire artificial civilizations, ethnic groups, and “narratives” were created and carefully maintained, including through memetic obelisks. One of these worlds was that of Irthalmea. Located in a distant system “below” the galactic plane, its exact location is jealously guarded by the few who have its coordinates. No hyperlanes run between the galaxy and its dim orange star, and the dark matter movements of the vast anomaly known as the Galaxy’s End make travel even more difficult. In general, arrivals and resupply only come every few months, and sometimes the starships crossing the great void never return.




If one reaches Irthalmea, one will find a seemingly desolate world, most of its surface covered in windswept tundra and freezing desert. A few tribes of barbarians make a bleak living near its equator, worshipping ancient ruins on its surface and hunting flightless birds on the sea ice. The base camps of the outsiders are also located on the surface, arrangements of modules housing a few thousand people each. However, Irthalmea’s true lure is below. Through strange, massive holes and vast caverns going deep into the ground, scattered across the planet, one will find that Irthalmea is no standard or natural body at all. It is a shellworld, with dozens of artificial layers built over each other, supported by massive pillars of esoteric material, concealed by rock. The exact number of layers is unknown. Although ancient advertising records indicate that there are forty-nine in total, these numbers may be outdated, as restructuring of a megastructure would not be beyond the Second Empire. Accessing these underground layers through conventional digging or even aetheric beams is folly, as each one is supported by a nigh-impregnable artificial floor.




These enormous subterranean spaces contrast harshly with the frigid surface, most of them vast and muggy jungles, lush grasslands, and underground seas, connected by labyrinthine tunnels. The plant life is sustained by light generated by gas layers at the cave ceilings, charged by enormous electrical surges (their exact source is a mystery). Said electric surges also cause odd magnetic anomalies, which negatively affect unprotected modern technology. At times, the gas layers create enormous, colourful, and mesmerizing light shows. Oddly enough, despite the lack of conventional geology, geological activity is quite common. The jungle-caves are home to a plethora of fauna, many of whom are adapted for the strange environment. Dinosaurs, pterosaurs, large marine reptiles, mammoths, massive arthropods, blind amphibians, and allegedly even protoplasmic slime dwell in the depths of Irthalmea. Many of these creatures are hostile or at least deadly to humans, although that is not the only danger of the Irthalmean biosphere. Foul diseases brew here, from vicious bacterial plagues to fungal parasites, and more than a few plants are poisonous or even carnivorous. Nonetheless, Irthalmea remains a land of untamed natural beauty, especially when the bioluminescence can be seen at “night”.




Of course it is not merely explorers and animals who populate these “caverns”. Countless tribes of baseline humans dwell here, many of them remarkably static in culture for millennia. These are primitive people, lacking advanced industry or gunpowder, and many groups lack even bronze. Despite this, their simple settlements and towns can provide sanctuary from the hardy wilderness, and their knowledge of the environment is rivaled by few. However many tribes treat offworlders with hostility, perhaps increasingly so due to the latter’s often-condescending attitudes. The Irthalmeans also maintain many of the “ruins”, which they consider sacred and often booby-trap. Baseline humans are not the only race which calls Irthalmea home. Kerdin (usually independent from the baseline humans) are also common, and there is a miniature, feathered variant called the mahar, who are capable of flight. These mahar are surprisingly successful, controlling long-distance communications in many places. Besides them are longswine, proles, simian uplifts, and even (according to explorers) degenerated, troglodytic abhumans living in the darkest caves.




Even of greater legend is that of the Avira-yan, also known as the Race Below. A strange, isolationist ethnic group located in the deepest and unexplored layers of Irthalmea, little is known about them. Known encounters are of their scouts, clad in obscuring golden masks and holding strange staves, and who respond negatively towards explorers. Most native tribes refuse to speak about them, considering them gods or even demons. However, the Race Below are claimed to be the most powerful and unified people within Irthalmea, a people of great beauty, social equality, and harmony. Legends, much acquired from ancient adverts, say they live in fabulous cities of golden pyramids, crystals, and advanced technology. Claims of material similarities to augment cultures are not unheard of. Beyond myth, the Race Below has evidently mastered use of the saurian fauna, using raptors as attack beasts and tyrannosaurs as mounts. Longswine also are used as servants. Those few who’ve been encountered have demonstrated esoteric powers, such as making large objects hover mid-air, disintegrating enemies with no visible weapons, or putting foes in a sudden sleep. This has fueled speculations that they may be a population of Architects. Naturally, this has spurred enthusiasm in certain groups, and some more diplomatically-minded ones have attempted to try negotiations with the Race Below, although the gold-masked remain ever silent. Curiously, the amounts of Avira-yan incursions have been rising in recent years.




As for why outsiders would go to this ancient and hostile world, the vast majority are there for the fame, adventure, and of course treasure. Irthalmea’s exotic fauna and flora can fetch a high price for collectors, and curious scientists always desire new specimens. The gold and treasures of the Irthalmeans are of value too. Said native tribes have even had unfortunates retrieved for Avelovan human zoos, a process which is not always voluntary. Avelovan attempts to convert the natives to Titanism even occasionally happen, although these have failed, often fatally. A few arrivals even go to Irthalmea seeking mental or spiritual refinement. Second Empire relics are another interest. Strange machines and devices are occasionally found within cyclopean ruins, and some report strange drones flying through the air at “night”. Many memetic obelisks also still remain within Irthalmea. One relic in particular is the famed Spring of Youth, a healing device capable of extending life indefinitely. This Spring is claimed by ancient records to exist at the lowest levels of Irthalmea, perhaps even at its very center. Although some believe this is a mere prop, the Second Empire could have easily used the genuine product, and thus the search for it continues. Even though untold numbers of explorers have fallen victim to the hostile jungles, or got forever lost in the dark tunnels, the lure of glory still draws many more.




After its rediscovery in the mid-306,000s, multiple interstellar powers have visited the planet. The Duzhonevians have launched multiple missions there, to both find artifacts and examine the natives, considering them as near-perfect humans from living in such a hostile environment. House Sturnval of the Third Empire once sent an expedition to contact the Avira-yan and learn their “enlightened” knowledge. However it is the United Dominions of Avelov and the Citizens’ Alliance who are closest, and thus have devoted the most efforts into uncovering Irthalmea’s secrets. Avelov has generally sent independent groups of explorers, although the Royal University of Avelov-III has occasionally organized proper expeditions under their oversight. The Citizens’ Alliance has instead done their exploration using squads of marines or even Immortals, accompanying military-loyal scientists. These Alliance expeditions are more welcomed by the native Irthalmeans (minus the kerdin), as the Alliance treats them with more respect than the imperialistic Avelovans. Naturally, most galactic powers did not welcome the arrival of the others, with them at first nearly coming to blows. A treaty was devised, making Irthalmea neutral ground, and banning any heavy military weapons in the system such as mechs or warships. For now, the Avelovans and Alliance compete non-violently, by trying to discover new places and planting their flag there first.

[SC] House Lenskai

One of the oldest noble houses in the Third Empire, House Lenskai was founded thousands of years ago by Zavir the Magnificent. Born as the son of a space pirate, Zavir became one of the most deadly and famed men in the Expansion Region, a corsair-king with a thousand titles and stories. He beat an arambi in arm-wrestling, destroyed an entire enemy fleet using a shuttle and his wits, owned a palace adorned with his foes dipped in gold, spoke four alien languages, took over a planet by seducing the local despot’s daughter, started at least seven religions (four by accident), entered the Sol Anomaly and left with priceless archaeotech, among other fantastical tales. His descendants insist of course, that all of these claims are true.




Out of all his victories though, Zavir’s greatest was taking the Rings of Kamend. Five concentric orbital rings around the eponymous planet, these colossal structures are of unknown origin and purpose, although they clearly date back to the Second Empire. Mostly inert framework, albeit made of strange self-repairing material, these constructs also housed ancient ship-building technologies. Zavir took control from the local spacers, strange peoples who dwelled there for millennia, in a long and grueling battle. The Rings were converted to colossal shipyards and docks, the likes of which few had ever seen. It was this great tool that forged a dynasty.




For centuries afterwards, the Prince-Admirals of House Lenskai sent their vast fleets into the inky void, settling or conquering world after world. Some would continue the old ways of the corsairs, robbing and raiding to survive. Spacing became an integral part of local culture, and any self-respecting leader would know how to pilot some aerospace vehicle. The common fashions of Kamend even shifted in response, often resembling utilitarian spacer clothing. House Lenskai’s many colonies held considerable autonomy, and some declared independence or dropped out of contact altogether. However most maintained links and fealty to their homeworld.




Soon, House Lenskai would encounter the fledgeling Third Empire. The proud spacers refused to kneel to the Emperor, and war would break out. Imperial naval forces were outnumbered, and lacked the considerable infrastructure of their Kamendian counterparts, and so faced numerous defeats. However, eventually the Empire innovated, fielding heavier and more powerful warships than their Lenskai foes, including the precursors of the battlestars. These spacecraft could defend and ferry vast legions of Imperial soldiers to fight planetside, who outmatched Lenskai’s motley mercenaries, primitive drones, and servant-troops. After two decades of on-and-off fighting and increasing losses, House Lenskai finally came to the negotiating table. They would become vassals of the Emperor, granting their sovereign use of the shipyards of Kamend. An intermarriage would also occur, with the Lenskai name becoming Lenskai-Dondrukov on paper, though in practice extremely few use this full name. The Lenskais would become heavily integrated with the burgeoning Imperial Navy, many of their members and subjects serving as naval pilots and captains.




During their long history as part of the Empire, one noted era is that of the Clone Wars. Prince-Admiral Yvan played a noted part in court politics at the time, as he was the brother-in-law of Prince Razumkin. Naturally, when the Clone Wars broke out, Yvan had a vested interest in the success of his in-laws. Lenskai fleets fought in many battles of the Clone Wars, including the Scouring of the False Emperor. The Lenskais’ considerable network of connections around the galaxy also proved useful for the Pro-Dondrukovskrad forces. However, this shifted when the forces of the false emperors managed to capture Yvan’s son Jazkren, and replaced him with a clone. This “false Jazkren” managed to assassinate the unwitting Yvan and several of his allies in his own home, and soon seized control of the Lenskai fleet.




Gaining the moniker of “Dark-Star”, the clone of Jazkren was extremely unstable and violent, once cutting down a clone-emissary of his shadowy master in a fit of rage. Despite this, he proved a useful tool, carving a bloody swath of destruction through the galaxy. Numerous worlds were put to the plas-sword, and he even killed some Order Architects. Dark-Star quickly faced opposition from the twin sister of the origin Jazkren, Alya Lenskai. Fleeing Kamend after Dark-Star’s coup, she rallied the pro-Dondrukovskrad faction of House Lenskai, and waged a war of resistance against the usurper. Initially, the clone of Jazkren would try substituting Alya with a clone of her, but this clone proved too unstable for any use. Determined to keep control of Lenskai and Kamend, Dark-Star would spend exorbitant resources chasing down his original “sister” in an effort to capture or kill her, at the irritation of his subordinates.




This reached its head in the Battle of Sodyostok. Knowing the largest enemy warship was commanded by Alya herself, Dark-Star immediately ordered his every vessel to fire upon the ship, including his multiple Black Fleet battlestars. However the now-destroyed vessel was a modified derelict, a mere decoy. His nemesis in reality was leading from a smaller, more conventional starship, the false info given to the clone by a traitorous admiral. While Dark-Star’s superlasers recharged, Alya’s forces and several turncoats struck his confused fleet, destroying it. The usurper’s remaining forces landed on arid Sodyostok itself, butchering and terrorizing the inhabitants as they prepared for a final stand. However during this violent sacking, Dark-Star himself was abruptly killed, allegedly by a mere villager with a laser rifle. Without their leader, his forces were thrown into pandemonium, and were easy pickings for House Lenskai. Victorious, Alya would eventually participate in the Battle of Iyx Agiron, hoping to find her original twin brother. However, what happened to him was never discovered.




In the modern day, House Lenskai remains a close ally of Dondrukovskrad, powerful despite not directly possessing many systems. Kamend is one of the largest hubs of spacing in the galaxy, its rings home to trillions of people, and countless more stations litter the system. House Lenskai itself lives on the Rings. The planet below is also heavily urbanized with countless slums, though large swathes of the polluted world are home to continent-sized quarries, processing endless materials for shipbuilding. Every day, untold thousands of ships enter and leave the Rings of Kamend.




Of course, House Lenskai not only continues to support the Imperial navy with recruits and docks (including ones large enough for World Fortresses), it also has control of more civilian space travel. Many of the spacing guilds are under their ownership, defended by Lenskai levy fleets. It is said that through these merchant fleets, one can buy almost anything in the Rings of Kamend (with the noted exclusion of UMC-violating machinery). This includes more illicit goods, as the Kamend sector is also a centre of crime. Smuggler alliances, Avelovan triads, slug gangs, the Horned Crown, callfolk syndicates, space pirates, Poituri spice-runners, Consortium crime networks, the Red Minstrels’ Ensemble of Atarn and countless other criminal organizations have links here.




Although the early leaders of House Lenskai banned slavery, with Zavir the Magnificent ostensibly disavowing the practice, one odd system the Kamendians still practice is that of the life-debt. Evolving out of local honour systems at the time, life-debts have multiple differing variations, but there are common elements. In essence, those saved from great harm or mortal peril are indebted to their saviour, and are obligated to serve them until this debt is repaid. Death will usually mean the life-debt is passed down to one’s heirs. One with a life-debt owed to them can also owe one themselves. While usually restricted to individuals, entire civilizations or species have sometimes been placed under a life-debt. Due to the nebulous limits this form of servitude has, in some cases it has been exploited as de-facto enslavement, although the nature of life-debts mean they cannot be bought and sold to a new “owner”.




For House Lenskai there is always the struggle between commercialization and militarization, between being laissez-faire merchant princes and embracing the discipline and ancient pride of the navy, a struggle that their sector lords always try to balance. The current Prince-Admiral, Raffan IV, leans more towards the latter. Dressed often in a military-style uniform, the relatively elderly Sector Lord has increased the Imperial Navy’s access to their shipyards, and despite not being a member of the navy himself, Raffan holds considerable influence there. He even has increased permissions for Rationalist Church scholars to investigate and study the ancient systems of the Rings of Kamend. Some partly attribute this attitude to the Battle of the Six Fleets, during which three of his cousins were killed. However, he is also rumoured to possess notable power in the criminal underworld, even around smuggler organizations that subvert the very Imperial navy he supports and his own spacing guilds. For what purpose Raffan would maintain these unsavoury links is only known to a few.

[SC] BUTCHER OF TOVESBLOCK KILLS AGAIN!

Another foul murder has been committed by the perfidious serial murderer, in the eponymous lower district of Avelov III. On Yuranden morning a fresh cadaver was found in an alleyway, mutilated in horrid fashions unacceptable for journalistic release [A-Engine Link- Restricted Material] , characteristic of the fiendish butcher. After much investigation, the unfortunate victim was identified as Vasa Kining, a working-caste woman aged twenty-two, noted for her kindness and ever-present smile. She was last observed alive returning from her servicing occupation the day before, and is currently mourned by her friends and family. The cruel tragedy makes the two-hundred-and-tenth recorded murder (excluding untouchables) attributed to the diabolical serial killer.




In response, the Tovesblock police constable Jrai Hawdan, has extended the local curfew by two hours, urging “the populace to remain calm and stay safe within their homes.” Police patrols have been increased. In addition, Spectre Day celebrations have also been postponed or cancelled.




The “Butcher of Tovesblock” first killed in that same district decades ago, their inaugural victim being policeman Marev Tolu, and has remained Tovesblock’s terror ever since. The victims possess few consistencies, ranging from policemen and factory administrators to prostitutes and gang members. In one incident another serial killer, Two-Knife Tvom, became their quarry. Despite this, some consistent details are known. In all incidents the victim was killed after dark by stabbing or slashing, with certain organs often robbed post-mortem. The methodical butchery they commit to their victims suggests a skill at anatomy. The Butcher is also physically formidable, performing incredible acrobatics like vaulting over walls, and is capable of overwhelming trained and experienced fighters. A few reliable eyewitnesses claim to have seen a dark-cloaked bipedal figure, sometimes queerly and inhumanly framed, wielding knives, foot-blades, or even metal claws.




Attempts to bring the godless brute to justice have all concluded in failure. Despite over a dozen persons having been accused, tried and executed for being the Butcher of Tovesblock, the horrific murders still continue. The criminal’s identity remains vexingly anonymous, and some theorize the Butcher is in fact multiple independent killers. A multitude of theories over the years have been provided for the murderer’s identity or identities: a fairly ordinary worker, a heretical church militant attacking “sinners”, a savage gang member (criminal activity is rampant in Tovesblock), rebels and anarchists sowing chaos, a depraved nobleman, etc. More aberrant accusations exist yet, including Citizens’ Alliance heathens, kerdin hunters, organ-snatching babblers, demons, renowned scientist Hyle Djekou, Jrai Hawdan, Federation Minister Tau Kerish, Prince Aldaver, even Her Majesty the Queen herself. The heretical soap-boxers who spat out the last two accusations were promptly bought a swift and just demise.
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[SC] Culinary Profile: Caffeine

Caffeine is one of the most widely consumed drugs in the galaxy, second only to humanity’s forever friend, alcohol. A mild stimulant, caffeine is popular in workforces across the galaxy. Barring the few religions and cultures which have taboos against consuming any mind-altering substance, caffeine consumption is universal, knowing no class, planetary or national distinction.




Caffeine is normally consumed in the form of drink, and in the worlds of the Third Empire of Man, this is almost always tea. Brewed from the dried leaves of the ancient Terran plant, tea has followed mankind throughout the stars. Because tea is easy to grow, and its dried leaves easy to transport, it has remained consistently popular and cheap. Such is the popularity of tea that it is the drink of choice for millions of human cultures which were only contacted by interstellar civilization long after the fall of the Second Empire.




While there are nearly endless varieties of tea, they are two types which make up the majority of tea consumed in the galaxy: “green” and “red.” Green tea is tea boiled from leaves that have not been withered and oxidized during the production process, while red teas have gone through this process. Generally, agriworlders have a larger variety of teas available to them than city worlders, as the latter will only have dried teas available to them in any reasonable quantity.




While most cultures enjoy tea as a simple drink, others have created elaborate rituals around the serving and consumption of tea. The elites of the Third Empire typically drink tea with added ingredients, such as milk and sugar, which are not as readily available to their subjects. However, some noble families come from cultures where the presentation of otherwise-normal tea is accompanied by ostentatious displays, ranging from dances to entire dramatic plays.




The Solarians ferment their tea to create kombucha. On many Imperial worlds, chifir is consumed; chifir is a bitter, long-brewed, highly concentrated red tea. The Avelovans are extreme tea drinkers, consuming more tea per capita than any other nation in the galaxy. Such is the extremity of Avelovan tea consumption that dedicated coolant lines on their starships are filled with potable water for sailors to use to brew tea.




As with many “natural” products, caffeine is produced by synthetic means. The base compound used in synthetic caffeine is urea, which is usually recovered in massive quantities from the urine present in sewage on city worlds. Synthetic caffeine is thus one of the few consumable products that city worlds have in abundance, and export to the rest of the galaxy. Usually rendered into powder form, synthetic caffeine is then added to drinks and even foods to transform them into stimulants. Unappetizing caffeine supplements, distributed in pills or blocks, also exist.




In other parts of the galaxy, carbonated beverages are the preferred method of consuming caffeine. This is particularly true in the Federation, which as with many things rejected old Imperial practices in favor of new, technological, “revolutionary” alternatives. Federation carbonated beverages, known as sodas, are beverages made by mixing a soda syrup with carbonated water. Soda syrups can have a variety of additives, and even more flavors, but are generally sweetened with saccharine compounds and with added caffeine and nutrients. These syrups are mass synthesized in massive factories, requiring little or no additional ingredients from “natural” sources.




In the Federation, soda was popularized as a cheap nutrition supplement and stimulant, and one created with the power of science. Logistics and Unity Party politics also favored the popularization of the drink. Unlike tea, which was associated with the agrarian feudalism of the Empire, soda syrup could be produced from synthetic compounds in massive factories, and either frozen or dehydrated for easy transport across the stars. Soda syrup has an indefinite shelf life and is relatively easy to compact and store; carbonation and mixing with water is achieved at soda fountains at the destination. These properties favored the centralization of production in a set of factory worlds that could be easily watched by the Unity Party; tea, on the other hand, was grown across the galaxy.




Soda is ubiquitous in the Federation, to the degree that the drink is associated with Federation worlds. Although the Federation claims that no ill effects can arise from overconsumption of soda, its geopolitical enemies claim that they are bottled poison. The sweet and bubbly, yet addicting and unhealthy nature of soda has been compared – usually unfavorably – with the Federation and the Unity Party and its policies. Occasionally, scandals over the adulteration of soda with addicting or debilitating substances, such as spice, will arise.




Sodas are also common in the Citizens’ Alliance and the worlds of the Consortium, and in any city world where domestically-produced beverages will always be cheaper than imported tea. Agriworlders are often disgusted by soda, in part because of its flavor, and in part because the synthetic caffeine in the beverage is synthesized from urine.




Synthetic caffeine can also be mixed with other beverages. In the Duzhonev Imperium, caffeine is distributed as a foul-tasting liquid ration, described as “oily” and “sulphur-tasting” by those unfortunate enough to be familiar with it. These rations are not intended to be enjoyed, but rather consumed in shot glasses as mandatory performance enhancers in the workplace. Along with sodas, non-carbonated “energy drinks” are common in the Citizens’ Alliance, and resemble their equally-strange electrolyte drinks. Spacers of all cultures sometimes consume caffeine intravenously, as they have little time to go through the process of consuming it orally.




The caffeine drink of the elite is coffee, which is brewed from the incredibly rare coffee tree. Unlike tea, which is a small plant, the coffee tree is large, meaning it was not favored during the early days of interstellar colonization. As with many other space-inconvenient agricultural products, this led to coffee becoming a rare commodity in mankind’s early interstellar history, turning it into a product that only the wealthy could afford. Although it does not enjoy the same degree of rarity and economic value as chocolate, in much of the galaxy it is seen as the drink of nobles. As with beef and chocolate, most societies have passed laws banning the consumption of coffee by commoners. The Federation has banned the consumption of coffee outright as a revolutionary gesture.




Like tea, coffee can be consumed in a variety of ways. Coffee without any additional ingredients – known as black coffee – is the most basic form, and what most people think of when coffee is mentioned. Sometimes ingredients, such as milk or sugar, are added; unlike with tea, these ingredients are seen as making the drink “cheaper,” as it dilutes the coffee and shows that the drinker cannot afford or cannot tolerate “real” coffee. A major exception to this rule is the addition cow’s milk or, especially, the addition of chocolate. Mocha, a drink made with coffee, chocolate and milk, is an incredibly luxurious drink that only sector lords can consume in any great quantity.




Just as tea leaves can be prepared in a variety of ways that affect its flavor, coffee beans can be roasted in different ways, which modifies their flavor. These roasts are graded on a scale from “light” to “dark,” with a coffee being darker as it is roasted for longer. Dark roasts are typically cheaper, both because their flavor is considered “burnt” and thus unpalatable, and because coffee roasters typically hide poor-quality beans through longer roasting times. Lighter roasts allow more of the coffee bean’s “natural flavor” to be passed on to the final product, and it is this flavor which is highly valued by elites.




An exception to the coffee “rule” is the United Dominions of Avelov, where even the kings and queens of the Dominions prefer tea. This is in large part due to the historical unavailability of coffee in the Avelov system and its neighboring star systems, leading to coffee being associated with foreign elites, particularly those of the often-despised Third Empire. Instead, the Avelovan elites prefer teas mixed with rare ingredients, or made from incredibly rare, First Empire-era tea plants.




As with many rare substances, many attempts have been made to create “fake” coffee. Typically, these use other “natural” ingredients, such as grains, nuts, or even tree bark. These false coffees typically have no caffeine content, and their flavor compared to the genuine article varies considerably. Nevertheless, these are often the only “coffees” that most people in the galaxy can ever hope to consume.

[SC] Culinary Profile: Chocolate

Chocolate is one of the rarest foodstuffs in the galaxy, and consequently a sign of wealth in almost all human cultures. A product of the incredibly rare cocoa plant, chocolate is prized for its unique, difficult to synthesize flavor, which is used in both savory and sweet dishes. However, most of its value is derived from its extreme rarity and its longstanding association with wealth, power and prestige.




The invention of chocolate is lost to history, but mentions of it in Ash Winter texts indicate that it was invented in humanity’s pre-spacefaring past. Even during the Ash Winter, chocolate was a rare commodity. Chocolate is created from the beans of the cocoa plant, a tropical plant that was rendered almost extinct in the dry, cold climate of post-Ash Winter Earth. Because of its rarity, chocolate was prized delicacy available only to the elite.




The association of chocolate with wealth followed mankind from Earth out into the stars. In part because of the artificial restrictions on the supply of chocolate in the galaxy, and in part because of the difficulty of keeping the plants alive and bearing fruit in early space habitats and primitive terraformed worlds. Although the logistical difficulties disappeared with the development of technology, the strong association between chocolate and luxury did not. Cocoa plantations and chocolatiers all catered to the wealthy elite, and understood that the transformation of chocolate into a mass consumer commodity would destroy their business model. Therefore, these entities formed cartels limiting the cultivation of cocoa plants, the processing of cocoa beans, and the production of chocolate, and continued to promote the association of chocolate and wealth in galactic society. Galactic elites, eager to maintain every symbol of prestige they have, supported these efforts and even passed restrictions on the production and consumption of chocolate by “outsiders.”




Chocolate’s rarity is one of the few aspects of human culture which have survived the frequent rise and fall of human civilization. Although there are signs that the First Empire attempted mass cultivation of the cocoa plant for mass consumption, these efforts were abandoned in favor of genetic engineering of more exotic and expensive cocoa plants. Some of these First Empire heritage cocoa plants are considered even rarer than the original Terran variety, and thus highly prized. The First Empire also engineered many of its servitor species to have no tolerance to the theobromine compound present in chocolate, to prevent their servants from stealing chocolate. This reaction is so extreme that an adult callfolk will suffer a fatal heart attack after eating one gram of chocolate.




Chocolate consumption dipped during the height of the Second Empire, as more extreme pleasures were in vogue with the elite, and this led to the widespread destruction of many cocoa plantations as their owners went out of business. A select few agricultural worlds which specialized in chocolate survived the War of the Cog Lords, their isolation from the Second Empire’s wormgate network and lack of computronium saving them from the worst of the disaster. On these worlds, chocolate was abundant and cheap, although cocoa plants were almost extinct elsewhere. These worlds became incredibly rich once discovered by outsiders, particularly the Third Empire of Man, whose ruling Dondrukovs had a taste for chocolate and spread this taste throughout Imperial high society. As with preceding elite classes, the Dondrukovs sought to preserve the prestige of chocolate by restricting the cultivation of cocoa plants outside of specifically designated worlds, and by limiting its consumption to those with noble blood. Many of these laws remain in place in the modern Empire, with the possession of chocolate by the peasantry punishable by fines or even imprisonment.




The Federal Revolution saw the mass destruction of chocolate in areas which fell to the revolutionaries. Chocolate was seen as a symbol of the despised nobility, who frequently flaunted their wealth with ostentatious feasts featuring the delicacy. Thus, chocolate itself was considered counterrevolutionary, and the owning and hoarding of chocolate was seen as a betrayal of the revolution. However, the consumption of chocolate after a palace or manor house was a revolutionary act, and the opportunity to taste chocolate for once in their lives drew many peasants into the arms of the revolution. Although chocolate was banned throughout the early Federation, this only increased its value as an illicit, black market substance, and made it a convenient pseudo-currency to work around the Federation’s ban on normal currency. While regulations on chocolate have been relaxed, it remains a popular pseudo-currency in Federation space.




Because of chocolate’s properties, it has become a popular store of wealth, particularly in illicit contexts such as payment for illegal services. The physical properties of chocolate, either in the form of processed cocoa or as chocolate products, are convenient. Chocolate is shelf-stable at baseline human-graded temperatures and in baseline human-graded atmospheres, making it easy to store in living quarters for long periods of time without the need for special equipment. It is normally packaged and transported as a solid, meaning it can be stored in vacuum indefinitely. It can be cut or broken with finger strength, and is infinitely divisible, making payment in chocolate by weight or volume easy to accomplish. Further, chocolate can be melted down with rudimentary cooking implements, so it can be poured into hollowed-out objects for smuggling. And because it is edible for baseline humans, chocolate contraband can be consumed to prevent it from being confiscated by authorities.




Chocolate’s economic properties also make it a convenient pseudo-currency. While chocolate’s value fluctuates, it is consistently high value for weight, meaning that transporting, hiding, and storing chocolate on one’s person or in secret compartments is possible. Chocolate is universally valued, meaning that there is never a shortage of buyers who are willing to exchange chocolate in hand for hard currency or other valuables. Because even a chocolate bar is a rarity that almost no person can ever hope to own for themselves, and easily concealable, it is also a useful as a means of bribing officials.




Throughout the galaxy, chocolate is enjoyed in a variety of ways. Cocoa beans are not often enjoyed on their own or as an ingredient, but instead they are processed into chocolate. Cocoa beans are roasted, cracked, and deshelled. Roasted cocoa beans are usually ground to form cocoa paste, which is then further processed into chocolate by mixing with sugar or another preservative. Cocoa paste can also be used to produce two byproducts via industrial separation: cocoa solids and cocoa butter. Cocoa butter is the fatty portion of the cocoa bean, and is itself a rare commodity and used in various luxurious dishes. The remaining cocoa solids contain the distinctive chocolate flavor, and is either sold on or used as a chemical reference for the production of synthetic chocolate.




The most basic form of chocolate is the chocolate bar: a piece of chocolate with nothing added. This form is seldom eaten by nobility and other elites, because it is seen as simple, relatively low-class, and has a criminal association; chocolate bars are commonly used as payment in illicit transactions. Another “cheap” way to enjoy chocolate is as a flavoring agent. Chocolate can be added to other foods or drinks, such as the popular “spiced chocolate” drinks popular among the Ozherkhevi nobility.




As those who can afford to eat chocolate are buying it for the ostentatious display of wealth, they also demand that the chocolate be prepared in a luxurious manner. An entire industry of chocolatiers has existed since the days of the Ash Winter to cater to their needs. This includes not only chefs, but also sculptors who create elaborate artistic displays with the valued candy. These displays can range from as “modest” as mere sculpted visages of the nobility, to entire armies and fleets recreated in miniature candy form.




Chocolate is differentiated in type by its colors. The most common types are black, brown and white, which are all derived from the Terran cocoa plant and have been consumed by humanity since before the Ash Winter. Black chocolate is the most basic form, and is composed entirely of solidified cocoa paste. Because of its bitter taste, it is seldom eaten alone and instead used as an ingredient or a means of transporting chocolate. Since it has no adulterants, this form of chocolate is also the most commonly used as payment. Black chocolate is a common additive in luxury baking, as only a few pieces can impart flavor to the entire dish.




Brown chocolate is made by adding milk and sugar to cocoa paste, and is the prototypical chocolate known throughout the galaxy. This form of chocolate can be eaten alone, used as an additive in sweet foods such as cakes or ice creams, or itself have additives such as fruits and nuts. A common sight in Imperial sector lord feasts is liquefied brown chocolate suspended in an anti-gravity field; guests place food on long sticks and dip the food in the chocolate.




White chocolate is chocolate without cocoa solids: it is instead flavored with sugar and milk. It is commonly used as a vehicle for added flavors, but is also enjoyed on its own. Because it lacks cocoa solids, white chocolate is cheaper, and thus associated with the lower end of the galaxy’s elite classes. The lack of cocoa solids also makes white chocolate the easiest to “fake,” by using artificial cocoa butter or a non-chocolate alternative.




The rarest and most valuable chocolates are the First Empire heritage varieties, which are typically grown only on one planet each. These include green chocolate, which replaces the chocolate flavor with that of mint; yellow chocolate, which is created from a cocoa-mango hybrid; and the citrus-hybrid orange chocolate. One of the most valuable is gold chocolate, which is valued not only for its color resembling metallic gold, but also its hallucinogenic properties and “indescribable” flavor.




With genuine chocolate being a rarity, it is unsurprising that many attempts have been made to replicate its flavor synthetically. Few of these efforts have succeeded, and those which have still command a steep price. Most synthetic chocolates available to the general public taste “off” to most people, even if they have never tasted genuine chocolate before. The texture and consistency of these imitations are also different from genuine chocolate, making them easy to spot.

[Space Cadet] The Ozherkevi

The Ozherkevi are a distinct culture group in the appropriately-named Ozherkevi Sector, within the Third Empire of Man and close to the Galactic Core. Ruled by House Sarkhosk, a cadet branch of the Dondrukov line, the Ozherkevi have a long and contentious history with the House of Dondrukov and the Third Empire in general. The Ozherkevi are known for their honor-obsessed warrior culture, a culture which has taken the Ozherkevi to great heights and was ultimately the cause of their downfall.




Appropriately enough, the Ozherkevi originate from Ozherkevi Prime, the only habitable planet in the Ozherkevi system. In ancient times, Ozherkevi Prime was an idyllic planet, with a reputation for being friendlier to terran life than Terra itself. Such was the planet’s reputation that Aeriyana of Lem, one of the many daughters of Papolodis XII of the Second Empire, was a frequent visitor of the world and a friend of Ozherkevi Prime’s governor. However, this relationship suddenly soured, for reasons which are unclear. According to the Ozherkevi themselves, Princess Aeriyana fancied the planetary governor but was rebuffed, and her broken heart led to the Second Empire’s attack on the Ozherkevi. Legends from nearby systems instead place the blame on the Ozherkevi for cutting Princess Aeriyana out of Ozherkevi high society. Galactic historians typically believe the latter story, for they agree that Papolodis XII would have never permitted Princess Aeriyana to marry a lowborn.




Whatever the cause for the falling out, Princess Aeriyana demanded that her father punish the Ozherkevi. Although rich, the Ozherkevi had no power outside of their system, so punishing them was trivially simple to the mighty Second Empire of Man. Ozherkevi Prime was quickly placed under Imperial control, and to spite the once-proud people, the planet became a scrap dump for the early Second Empire. There was a practical side to this act: Ozherkevi Prime became a junkyard for obsolete war materiel that the Second Empire wanted in a few known locations: dispersing this machinery throughout the galaxy made it impossible to guard, where it could be salvaged by enemies of Terra. This materiel was also too useful to dump into a star, and the Ozherkevi were already on the planet to serve as a junkyard work force. Princess Aeriyana also enjoyed the irony of the Ozherkevi being surrounded by weapons they could not turn on the Second Empire.




As the Second Empire conquered the galaxy, the fleets of fallen enemy empires were deliberately crashed onto Ozherkevi Prime’s surface; Ozherkevi Prime’s gravity was slightly higher than Terra’s, making the salvage of intact warships expensive and impossible to do without notice. As the trash piled up, Ozherkevi Prime’s environment became increasingly hostile, and the Ozherkevi were forced into makeshift habitats to avoid radioactive dust storms. The Second Empire did maintain rudimentary habitability on the planet, so the Ozherkevi would never go extinct, thus ending their perpetual punishment.




The Ozherkevi were forced to become scrappers, recycling the junk that rained on their planet. In exchange, the Second Empire would provide the Ozherkevi with meager resources, such as food and clean water, but they would place these resources far from settlements, so that it would be difficult to secure these packages. This system forced the once-peaceful Ozherkevi to become savage warriors, fighting over the scraps that the Second Empire allowed them to have. As their population dwindled, these wars became increasingly ritualized, leading to the rise of the Ozherkevi’s honor codes and warrior culture. These codes were adopted to minimize collateral damage and to limit cruelty on the field of battle. After several millennia, these wars transformed into blood sports, and a form of peace returned to the planet.




The Ozherkevi were not permitted hedonic engines, and eventually the Second Empire abandoned the system. With the Dark Renaissance and the fall of the Second Empire’s central influence, Ozherkevi Prime was quickly forgotten, which suited the Ozherkevi just fine. The Second Empire fell without the Ozherkevi even noticing, and the planet was totally ignored by the Cog Lords, who seemed ignorant of the planet’s existence. After several millennia, the planet’s environment began to heal. Floods and rains buried the heaps of ancient war machines under soil, although the Ozherkevi never forgot their tragic past.




With a large global ocean and many islands, Ozherkevi Prime was never reunified. Although many clans made the attempt, none were powerful enough to keep control of the entire planet by force of arms alone. However, power was gradually consolidated in five large clans, each containing hundreds of lesser clans. Over the millennia, the Ozherkevi developed their own technology, in part by studying the scraps left over from the Second Empire. Ozherkevi welding masks became the basis for their distinctive helmets, which are still known throughout the galaxy in the modern day. Second Empire alloys, made from exotic materials and woven together on an atomic level, became the basis for the famous Ozherkevi steel. Ozherkevi steel is lightweight yet extremely durable, and more or less immune even to modern blaster or phaser fire. The Ozherkevi forged armor and weapons with this material, but since it could only be forged by using ancient Second Empire forges, it was – and is – extremely rare.




Eventually, the Ozherkevi became a spacefaring civilization, and they slowly colonized surrounding star systems. Even then, they were not a unified people, and the different clans had separate colonization programs. Wars on Ozherkevi Prime became interstellar wars, but even as the scale of warfare ballooned, the importance of the homeworld never dwindled. Ozherkevi Prime was still the only source of Ozherkevi steel, and the Ozherkevi clans were totally dependent on the material. Even their warships were limited in size because of the rarity of Ozherkevi steel.




The development of nuclear weapons made warfare between the five Ozherkevi clans suicidal, but this, unfortunately, did not prevent the Ozherkevi from destroying themselves. A major nuclear war, including orbital bombardment from Ozherkevi clan fleets, devastated Ozherkevi Prime’s environment and killed billions, although the five clans managed to survive this exchange in some form. Ancient junk heaps were dislodged by the nuclear exchange, releasing transatomic particles into the atmosphere and killing most life on the planet. Once again, the Ozherkevi were forced into domed habitats. The colonies were likewise devastated, with very few making it out unscathed and becoming dominant clans in turn.




To avoid another devastating, suicidal war, the Ozherkevi agreed to a degree of centralization. There were many attempts, but the lasting solution was the creation of the office of Grand Ozherkevi. The Grand Ozherkevi is an office which controls all of the Ozherkevi’s weapons of mass destruction, and has the sole authority to order orbital bombardment. He is also responsible for adjudicating disputes between the Ozherkevi clans, although the clans still typically resort to warfare. The position of Grand Ozherkevi is not hereditary or elected, but rather selected through ritual combat. Any can challenge the Grand Ozherkevi to a duel to the death, and the victor becomes the new Grand Ozherkevi. This not only served to give the position of Grand Ozherkevi to the greatest and most respected warrior in all of Ozherkevi society, but it also ensured that the Grand Ozherkevi would always be young and in touch with the current generation of warriors.




The Ozherkevi were still fighting wars between themselves when they were encountered by the Third Empire during the Unification Wars. The proud Ozherkevi still had a deep resentment of the Second Empire, and as one the Ozherkevi people refused to bow to the Second Empire’s purported successor regime. Naturally, the Empire did not accept this refusal of its authority, and began its war of conquest. The Ozherkevi clans united as one against the alien invaders, and performed well against the invading Imperial forces. Ozherkevi starships proved to be more than a match for their Imperial counterparts, which were used to swatting away small vessels used by petty planetary warlords. On planetary surfaces, there was no contest: Ozherkevi warriors could defeat scores of Imperial troopers with little effort. The Empire’s only advantage was numerical, as the Empire controlled a large portion of the galaxy.




The Ozherkevi-Imperial War became a stalemate. The Empire developed the first battlestars to counter Ozherkevi starships, but while this did give the Empire better odds in space, the war was not going well planetside. A dynamic emerged where the Empire would triumph in space, but would still face the challenge of defeating all of the Ozherkevi on the surface. The Empire was making incremental progress, it only did so because the weight of its armies and fleets inevitably broke the Ozherkevi defenders. The Empire was spending more materiel against the Ozherkevi than it did against its other opponents, and was drawing crucial resources from other, winnable, wars. Worse yet, the Ozherkevi were fanatical in their defense of their worlds, and the Empire often had to resort to orbital bombardment to defeat Ozherkevi defenders. The Grand Ozherkevi also authorized the use of weapons of mass destruction to deny the Empire territory, although this practice was controversial. Nevertheless, it destroyed the very lands that the Empire was fighting to conquer. On Ozherkevi Prime, the Ozherkevi realized that they already lost precious worlds, and may soon become extinct. Both sides knew that a quick resolution to the war was beneficial to both sides, although neither wanted to surrender.




The decisive end to the war came when Arekshav Sarkhosk, an Imperial general and an illegitimate son of Emperor Marev II, saw a means to bring the Ozherkevi under control. Born to an Imperial Palace secretary, Sarkhosk knew of his royal blood since his early childhood, and deeply resented that he had no means of becoming Emperor of Mankind. He thus sought glory elsewhere, joining his father’s military and becoming an accomplished military commander in spite of the stigma surrounding his birth. Sarkhosk saw the Imperial- Ozherkevi War as a means to achieve the glory that he believed was his birthright.




Sarkhosk challenged the reigning Grand Ozherkevi, Rez Stayag, for his position. Stayag initially refused the challenge, claiming that only an Ozherkevi could be the Grand Ozherkevi, but there was no rule stating such. Because Stayag was a controversial figure and increasingly unpopular with Ozherkevi clans for his management of the war, many clans pressured him to accept in the hopes that he would be ousted. Other clans openly questioned Stayag’s honor and his physical ability to defend his office from a foreign challenger, and hinted that if he would not accept Sarkhosk’s challenge, then an Ozherkevi will.




Stayag accepted the challenge, on the condition that the Empire would leave Ozherkevi space if Sarkhosk lost. Sarkhosk accepted the terms; though he had no authority from the Imperial throne to offer a withdrawal, Sarkhosk understood that his defeat meant death, so he would not be alive to suffer the fallout of this arrangement. The Ozherkevi misunderstood Sarkhosk’s position within the Imperial power structure: they believed him to have the Emperor’s ear, for he was the Emperor’s son, and so fully expected Sarkhosk to have pushed his father to agree to this arrangement. In truth, Sarkhosk made no effort to convince Marev II of any deal, and it’s unlikely that Marev II would listen even if he did.




Prior to arriving to the Ozherkevi system, Sarkhosk demanded that he be allowed to bring a fleet with him. Stayag refused to allow enemy fleet assets into the Ozherkevi system without a fight, but Sarkhosk argued that he would not arrive without a fleet out of concern that he would be kidnapped and held for ransom if he did not have “insurance.” Stayag almost canceled the duel because of this insult to his honor, but was then accused by his opponents of trying to weasel his way out of the fight. He also found that the Ozherkevi Code forbade the Grand Ozherkevi from withdrawing his acceptance of a challenge. Without much of a choice, Stayag accepted Sarkhosk’s terms.




Sarkhosk arrived to Ozherkevi Prime with fleet in tow, and arrived to the fight venue with a retinue of Order architects, which he claimed were merely bodyguards and would not intervene in the duel. The duel was initially fought with plasma blades, as is traditional in challenges to the Grand Ozherkevi. Apart from the clan leaders who were witnessing the fight, nobody wore Ozherkevi steel armor. Indeed, the Ozherkevi steel armor of the Grand Ozherkevi was ritually removed and set aside; for the duration of the duel, there is no Grand Ozherkevi.




For the first few minutes, Stayag clearly proved the more capable fighter, and Sarkhosk had trouble keeping Stayag from decapitating him. Although a capable fighter when armed with a laser rifle, Sarkhosk had not studied the plasma blade, and the crash course he took with the Order failed to impart in him skills to match Stayag. However, Sarkhosk proved to be the victor through the use of trickery. Sarkhosk feigned surrender, and when Stayag moved in for the killing blow, Sarkhosk repeatedly shot Stayag with a laser pistol concealed in his plasma blade. This maneuver was anticipated by the Order, who strategically positioned themselves among the audience to take as many clan leaders hostage as possible. The Order notably exempted those clan leaders who were bribed by the Empire beforehand to argue on Sarkhosk’s behalf.




Upon the dishonorable killing of Stayag, Sarkhosk proclaimed himself Grand Ozherkevi, on the grounds that he killed the old Grand Ozherkevi in a duel. His use of a concealed, ranged weapon was not forbidden by the Ozherkevi Code, and merely “clever.” The pro-Imperial clan leaders accepted this and named their new Grand Ozherkevi a nickname: Sarkhosk the Clever. The few clan leaders who dared voice their objections were quickly executed by the Order, and Sarkhosk explained that with the Imperial fleet in orbit around Ozherkevi Prime, he could wipe out all life on Ozherkevi Prime if his life or position were ever threatened.




Sarkhosk the Clever’s first act as Grand Ozherkevi was to end the Ozherkevi-Imperial War in the Empire’s favor. In exchange, he was granted lordship of the new Ozherkevi Sector of the Third Empire of Man. Sarkhosk also transformed the position of Grand Ozherkevi into a hereditary one, meaning that no Ozherkevi could ever challenge him or his descendants for the position.




Unsurprisingly, not every Ozherkevi accepted these events, and many clans – particularly those based far from Ozherkevi Prime – refused the surrender. The long Ozherkevi Wars began, as the Empire cleaned the Ozherkevi Sector of rebellion, system by system. However, these rebels were cut off from their supply of Ozherkevi steel, and now had to face Ozherkevi warriors in Imperial service. Gradually, the Ozherkevi rebels surrendered or were put to the sword, and for the first time in millennia, the Ozherkevi knew peace.




The Ozherkevi Sector would see occasional revolts prior to the Federal Revolution. Many clans still felt that House Sarkhosk gained its power illegitimately, and whenever there was a time of widespread civil strife, these clan leaders would lead a rebellion against the Empire. None of these rebellions ever succeeded, and as time went on, they became less effective. While the Ozherkevi themselves remained proud warriors, the clan leaders became disinterested in war, becoming akin to their Imperial counterparts and ruling as noble lords. In some ways, the Ozherkevi returned to their roots as a peaceful people, although this phenomenon was restricted to the absolute upper crust of society. Gradually, the Imperial system of hereditary feudalism was transferred over to the clans, although some clans still stubbornly adhere to the old ways.




Within the Empire, the Ozherkevi have maintained their warrior culture, which the Sarkhosks gradually adopted as their own. Ozherkevi warriors are highly valued levies, and proved to be very effective in many of the Empire’s wars. Ozherkevi commandos fought alongside Razumkin I during the Clone Wars, against the Citizens’ Alliance during the Alliance-Imperial War, and participated in every major Xenocide and every war against the Federation. Like the Sphere Clans and many other warrior cultures, the Ozherkevi pay no tithes to the Throne save for warriors.




Nevertheless, many Ozherkevi resistance groups and, eventually, cults, propagated throughout the galaxy. Hidden away in coverts and hideouts all around the galaxy, these Ozherkevi “fanatics” reject the current leadership of House Sarkhosk and the Empire more generally. These cults have adopted divergent and radical interpretations of Ozherkevi warrior codes, ranging from always wearing their armor to killing anyone who has any affiliation with the Empire on sight. The Ozherkevi cults frequently recruit orphans – some of whom were orphaned by the Ozherkevi warriors themselves – and taught to devote their life to the Ozherkevi way. To make ends meet and to put their warrior skills to use, often hire themselves out as mercenaries and bounty hunters to enemies of the Empire, which they were pleased to know were many in number. A significant split occurred during the Federal Revolution: some Ozherkevi accepted the Federal Revolution and fought on its behalf, while others saw it as a threat to Ozherkevi culture. The split between pro-Federation and anti-Federation Ozherkevi remains to this day.




Ozherkevi steel remains a highly valued commodity in the galaxy. Ancient Ozherkevi vessels remain in service to House Sarkhosk, while others were reconstituted into armor plating for the Empire’s most important starships. Ozherkevi steel has even made it onto the armor of Order architects and other Imperial operatives. The Empire has mined Ozherkevi steel from the surface of Ozherkevi Prime since its unification with the Empire, although progress is bottlenecked by the capacity of the Second Empire refineries and forges on the planet, which are still impossible to replicate. Ozherkevi steel has been used as a de facto currency in the form of ingots, particularly in darker portions of the galaxy where digital currencies are not accepted. Ozherkevi steel armor is also highly prized, particularly by Ozherkevi cults who jealously hoard these suits of armor and will attack anyone they deem unworthy of wearing them. On the other hand, Ozherkevi steel armor also draws attackers looking to steal the armor, many of whom learn the hard way how the Ozherkevi warriors earned their reputation.

[SC] Culture Profile: Galactic Council

Astrography




The Galactic Council (“Council”) has members all around the Milky Way, but the core of its power is located in Xeno Alley. The Galactic Council estimates that it has five million member star systems under its control, but this number may be inflated for propaganda purposes. Most of these star systems are sparsely inhabited, with only a single space station or mining outpost. Because of its hostile political stance with all of its neighbors, the Council is fond of claiming worlds and systems with little to no practical value, simply as a hedge against other powers.




At the heart of the Galactic Council is the Nexus, an abandoned Second Empire space station similar in size to old Terra. The Nexus is the hub for a functional wormgate network interlacing much of Xeno Alley and completely separated from the wormgate network operated by the Vessel-States. The Nexus is the “homeworld” of the Council’s tallmen, who founded and lead the Council. Being a Second Empire station, the Nexus provided the tallmen with the basis for their technology.




Organization




The Council is less a state and more collective security organization, not unlike the Protectorate of Mankind. However, the Council is considerably more powerful than the Protectorate. The Council can unilaterally demand military action by any of its member states, it maintains its own independent military force – the Justicars – it maintains its own buildings and settlements on Council worlds, and it has even “replaced” member state leaders which it deemed a threat to the Council’s security. The Council even has areas where it retains sovereignty as an organization, particularly in the Nexus.




Appearance Traditions




There is no uniform appearance tradition within the Galactic Council. Because of its nature, the Council’s member civilizations retain much of their own culture. However, within the Nexus and other Council-controlled areas, the tallman culture prevails, and so do their appearance traditions. There is an informal rule that enforces tallman appearance traditions in these areas leading to comically inappropriate adaptations of tallman clothing to non-tallmen. The Council also enforces a pseudo-shortman appearance tradition, with emphasis on high-tech bodysuits. This is particularly apparent in the Council’s military.




Language




Most of the Council’s member civilizations retain their traditional languages, but for the elites, Middle Standard Imperial is the norm. The Council has gradually imposed the lingua franca of Middle Standard Imperial, the language of the tallmen and the Nexus. They imposed this language by making it a requirement on the Nexus and other Council installations; in fact, Council technology is manufactured to only understand Middle Standard Imperial. The Council is more accommodating to species who cannot speak Middle Standard Imperial for biological reasons: these species are given free mechanical translators.




Economy and Trade




The Council has imposed economic uniformity throughout its space; indeed, the Council is most unified in the realm of economics. The Council requires that its members accept Council credits, granting the currency the same legal rights and privileges as their native currencies. Because Council credits are maintained on the Nexus by a sophisticated set of supercomputers, and because they are accessible through the Council’s extensive ansible network, they quickly make competing currencies obsolete.




The Council mandates free trade among its members, and will sometimes strongarm member civilization politicians if they take a protectionist stance. This policy has led to economic prosperity throughout Council space, at least in the aggregate, and has made Council technology ubiquitous around Council space. This has come at the cost of economic dislocation, particularly among industries that were rendered obsolete overnight by Council technology and economies of scale, not to mention putting the Council’s member civilization under the Nexus’ economic control.




Philosophy and Disposition




The Council was founded for one purpose: to prevent the destruction of Xeno Alley’s weaker species, particularly at the hands of the baseline human empires. Millennia of xenocidal campaigns helmed by baseline humanity has given the species a reputation for irrational hostility, even among the younger species. The Second Empire’s rampages through Xeno Alley after the Pacification of the Dyn remain in the region’s collective cultural memory. The Council was founded by the tallmen as they traveled through Xeno Alley, giving the promise of collective security in exchange for the surrender of some sovereignty and a contribution to the Council’s security.




As a result of its very nature as an organization, the Council is extremely paranoid and hostile towards outsiders. Although most of this is directed against the baseline human star nations, the powerful Kerdin Empire and Dynic Hegemony are also hostile towards the Council, and vice versa. The Council views expansion as its duty and will not accept a refusal of its “offer” to join; this is justified by the idea that baseline humanity will exterminate any non-baseline human civilization they encounter, so joining the Council is the only way to avoid extinction and preserve biological and cultural diversity in the galaxy.




There is a common conspiracy theory, denied by the Council but forcibly asserted by its enemies, that the Council was founded for a more nefarious purpose: the recreation of the Second Empire itself. This theory posits that the tallmen were part of a contingency plan by the Second Empire’s intelligence organs to perpetuate the Empire’s existence, even after an apocalyptic disaster. The tallman culture’s similarity to the pre-Dark Renaissance Second Empire, and their imposition of this culture on the Council’s members, gives this theory credence in the eyes of some. More outlandish theories expand this conspiracy to the entire galaxy, with some claiming that tallmen control every galactic government and are orchestrating conflict for some nefarious purpose.




Armed Forces




While the vast majority of the Council’s military forces are raised by, and loyal to, the member civilizations, the Council does have its own military: the Justicars. Member civilizations are required to contribute to the Justicars and to maintain a certain degree of military preparedness, depending on their ability to contribute. This “dual military” system is controversial, although the Council has made it clear that it is absolutely necessary for defense and will not change the policy.




Justicars are tasked with acting as a military force, but also as the Council’s exploration and scientific arm; the similarities with the Federation’s Star Fleet is not lost on the Council. If needed, the Justicars will also act in a policing role within Council space, particularly if the Council’s authority is being disputed bBecause of its expansive role, the Justicars have considerable power in Council space, and they receive a considerable degree of funding and technology.




The Kerdin Overclan provides the vast majority of the Council’s military power in space, independently of the Justicars. The Overclan Fleet rivals that of the Kerdin Empire, and it has emerged victorious against both the Third Empire and the Galactic Federation on numerous occasions. Kerdin who serve with the Justicars are viewed either as brave warriors, same as any other kerdin, or as sellouts who chose coin over clan. Baseline humans are specifically barred from the Justicars, although conspiracies about that some baseline humans serve at the behest of the tallmen.




The greatest test of the Council’s military was its defense against the Third Xenocide, a campaign launched by the Third Empire to cleanse Xeno Alley of all non-human civilizations and open it to colonization. This long campaign ended with the destruction of an entire Imperial battlefleet at the hands of the Council, a lesson to the entire galaxy that the Council can defend itself.

[SC] History Profile: The Clone Wars

The Clone Wars was a major civil war within the Third Empire of Man, and the bloodiest civil war in Imperial history until the Federal Revolution several millennia later. Fought between clones of Raskolnikor III - also known as the False Emperors – and his children, particularly his successor Razumkin I, the war lasted thirty-six years, beginning with the assassination of the First False Raskolnikor and ending with the conquest of Iyx Agiron, the False Emperor’s dark throne world. The Clone Wars marked the beginning of a decline in the Imperial throne’s power and the rise of the Closet Emperors – emperors and empresses who took no direct role in ruling the Third Empire.




Raskolnikor III inherited an Empire in turmoil. The Unification Wars were largely over, with Raskolnikor III’s predecessor, Marev V, overseeing the disastrous Alliance-Imperial War. In the last years of Marev V’s rule, the Imperial military shifted its focus from conquest to policing: many Imperial nobles on the fringes of space sought to assert rights they did not have, and they needed to be taught a lesson. For several centuries, Raskolnikor III’s rule was quiet and unremarkable, although his steadfast refusal to grant privileges to powerful noble houses earned him many enemies among the Empire’s nobility. He also reformed the Imperial military to some extent, notably creating the Black Fleet, his own personal enforcement fleet equipped with the latest technology.




What occupied Raskolnikor III’s mind is the matter of succession. Raskolnikor III understood that even the best rejuvenation technology can prolong the human lifespan for only so long, and that his death would be inevitable. He believed that it was his duty to produce a worthy successor, one capable of maintaining the Empire. However, even after siring two dozen children, Raskolnikor III found none of them fit to rule. After his three hundredth birthday, Raskolnikor III realized that his time was running short, and that he could not get a worthy successor without taking extreme measures.




In secret, Raskolnikor III visited the isolated world of Iyx Agiron, the shadow world of the Agironian Biomancers. This ancient order was descended from the biomancers of the First Empire, and resided on a rogue planet flung far from its home system in ancient times. They maintained their autonomy through the Second Empire and survived the War of the Cog Lords, and their world was flung further out into interstellar space by the creation of the Sol Anomaly. Being a rogue planet, Iyx Agiron did not appear on any navigational computers; its coordinates had to be calculated with specific knowledge of its velocity and its last known location within the galaxy. This data was stored in specific navigational computers known as wayfinders, and House Dondrukov possessed the only known wayfinders to Iyx Agiron.




The Agironian Biomancers pledged their fealty to House Dondrukov during the early Unification Wars, and their order gained the rights and responsibilities of Imperial nobility. However, as their biomancy was seen as uncouth and unethical by the rest of the Empire, they were never welcome in Imperial high society. This suited the Agironian Biomancers well, as they had little interest in venturing out of their dark world, and only joined the Empire to avoid destruction and because the Dondrukovs promised to provide them with exotic gene material from all across the galaxy. The Dondrukovs, for their part, provided this material throughout the Unification Wars, to the delight of the Biomancers. In exchange, the Biomancers provided the Dondrukovs with rejuvenation technology that was unparalleled in the rest of the galaxy. By the time of Raskolnikor III’s visit, the Biomancers were very pleased with the Dondrukovs and were willing to grant their liege any request.




Raskolnikor III’s request was simple: he wished to sidestep millennia of tradition and remain on the throne indefinitely. At first, the emperor requested the gift of immortality, but the Biomancers admitted that their biomancy had its limits, and that his biological death was inevitable. They offered to provide Raskolnikor III with the next best option: a clone successor. However, the Biomancers could give no guarantee that a clone would be any more fit to rule than any of Raskolnikor III’s existing children, at least not without an imprint. Feeling desperate, Raskolnikor III agreed to a clone body, and provided the Biomancers access to an imprinter so that his personality can be imprinted onto the clone once ready. Raskolnikor III also ordered a rapidly aging clone, to act as a stopgap in case he died before the proper clone was ready.




Raskolnikor III returned to Dondrukovskrad Prime with his new “son,” which he confessed was a clone of himself and the presumed successor to the throne. This caused an uproar within the Imperial court, not least among Raskolnikor III’s many children, but nothing could be done. At the time, the laws of succession were not formalized, although tradition dictated that the Imperial crown must be worn by a Dondrukov. None could question that a clone of the current Emperor was not a Dondrukov, although the issue caused a debate among Imperial scholars.




When Raskolnikor III finally died, his clone was crowned as Raskolnikor IV, although not without protest. At the time of his crowning, Raskolnikor IV was physically in his mid-fifties, although in calendar years and mentally, he was not even a teenager. Raskolnikor III’s oldest living son, Razumkin, unsuccessfully argued that Raskolnikor IV was not of age – mentally or chronologically – to rule, and that until he reached the age of maturity, he should rule as prince regent. It was well known that by the time Raskolnikor IV would reach the true age of maturity, he would have few years left to live, so Razumkin’s argument was rejected.




Raskolnikor IV proved disastrous. Growing up in the Imperial Palace, surrounded by courtiers who spoiled him in the hopes of future favors and “siblings” who despised him for who he was, he was destined for mental instability even without his growth acceleration. With it, childhood became impossible: he could not relate to anyone his age, for he quickly surpassed them physically. The side effects of an accelerated biological growth also played havoc on the physical development of his brain, leading it to be retarded in some areas and accelerated in others. The end product was a mad emperor, one with the naiveté and self-control of a child.




Imperial power players took advantage of Raskolnikor IV as soon as he was crowned. Nobles who seethed under his father’s rule took the opportunity to gain favors by appealing to his innocence, although sometimes this approach backfired as he proved to be a fickle leader. Courtiers, eager for influence, encouraged Raskolnikor IV to do whatever he pleased, leading to acts ranging from the offensive to the ghastly. In one infamous incident, Raskolnikor IV had an entire noble house sentenced to the Titan’s Fire, for the offense of being rivals to another noble house.




Raskolnikor IV’s reign only lasted two decades, very short compared to most Imperial rulers. The “Boy Emperor” reigned for a short time because the growth acceleration overtook the ability of rejuvenation therapy to heal his aging body. His death was a welcome inevitability for Razumkin and his siblings, but unfortunately for them, their father had another rude surprise: another clone. Upon Raskolnikor IV’s death, a second clone of Raskolnikor III – known to history as the First False Raskolnikor – arrived to Dondrukovskrad Prime from his home on Iyx Agiron. The First False Raskolnikor claimed that he was a proper clone of Raskolnikor III – he aged normally, and his mind was imprinted from an imprint of the original Raskolnikor III. He claimed to be the true successor of Raskolnikor IV, and that from now on, clones of Raskolnikor III will reign as Emperor of Man.




The arrival of the First False Raskolnikor sent Razumkin and his allies into a panic. They knew that they could not allow the coronation of this clone, as this meant the permanent destruction of their power. What’s more, the First False Raskolnikor was still a young adult, and would outlive all of his original donor’s children. Imperial nobles who were not favored by Raskolnikor III joined in this conspiracy, as they knew the imprinted personality of the long dead emperor would see a decline in their power.




The events following the arrival of the First False Raskolnikor are controversial. The funeral of Raskolnikor IV was due to take place at the Cathedral to Reason on Dondrukovskrad Prime, with the First False Raskolnikor, the Imperial family, and representatives of every Imperial house present. This funeral would prove to be one of the bloodiest events in Imperial history, as the proceedings were rudely interrupted by the detonation of a five megaton nuclear device, which atomized the attendees, collapsed the massive structure, and killed tens of thousands of bystanders. Notably absent from the funeral, and safe elsewhere on the planet, were Razumkin and his supporters, and the First False Raskolnikor himself. The details of what has been known as the Cathedral Slaughter are disputed, from the details of the explosion to the parties responsible. According to Imperial historiography, the bombing was carried out by the First False Raskolnikor in an attempt to kill his donor’s children. Razumkin learned about the plot at the last minute, and while he was able to warn his supporters not to attend, he was unable to alert authorities and prevent the Slaughter. Federation historiography inverts this narrative, blaming Razumkin and explaining the First False Raskolnikor’s absence as his learning of the plot at the last minute.




Whatever the truth of the Cathedral Slaughter, the First False Raskolnikor did not live for much longer. Razumkin successfully made his claim to the throne to the Order of the Architects, convincing their leaders that he was the rightful successor after the death of Raskolnikor IV. He immediately issued Order Protocol 65, meaning that the House of Dondrukov was under threat of usurpation and that the Order was to eliminate the usurper and any supporters. Razumkin provided the Order with a list of targets, and later distributed this list to the Imperial military. This began the Massacre of the Usurpers, a series of purges throughout the galaxy conducted by the Order of the Architects and the Imperial military. Entire noble families – men, women, and children – were mercilessly slaughtered by the Order. Notably, many of these families were agnostic towards the succession crisis on Dondrukovskrad Prime, and were rivals of Razumkin’s supporters or held possessions and titles that his supporters envied.




The worst of the Massacre happened on Dondrukovskrad Prime itself, as the Order marched through the entire planet to execute Protocol 65. The First False Raskolnikor was found and killed by the Order, his severed head presented to Razumkin, who was recently coronated as Razumkin I. Razumkin I promised that proper order was restored in the galaxy, now that the False Emperor was dead. His promise would soon prove empty.




From Iyx Agiron, the Second False Raskolnikor directly challenged Razumkin I. Claiming to be yet another clone of Raskolnikor III, with an imprinted personality from the First False Raskolnikor, he denounced his “son” as a murderous tyrant who orchestrated the Cathedral Slaughter and the Massacre of the Usurpers. He also claimed that he had a list of nobles who were complicit in the Massacre, and to avenge the deaths of his own clone and other innocents, he ordered the Imperial Navy to bombard the worlds of those responsible. Although most of the Imperial Navy refused this order, some admirals – particularly those who were handpicked by the original Raskolnikor III and stationed around Iyx Agiron – carried out the order. Several dozen crown worlds were subjected to orbital bombardment, in an event known as the Scouring of the False Emperor. This event killed trillions of people, as most of the targeted crown worlds had massive populations. On several occasions full-scale battles were fought between rival Imperial Navy fleets, particularly those commanded by officers of rival houses. Violence quickly escalated, and rival noble houses rallied their levies to back the other side. Many noble houses who had no stake in the conflict joined in, seeking to use the opportunity to settle scores without Dondrukov intervention. The Clone Wars had begun.




From the outset, Razumkin I’s faction had the upper hand. Most of the Imperial military sided with him, although officers from noble families who were targeted by the Massacre mostly sided with the False Emperor. Razumkin I also made many promises to the neutral nobles that he would respect the rights of the nobility in a way that the original Raskolnikor III never did, winning many to his side. However, the False Raskolnikor had two advantages: the Black Fleet and the Biomancers. The former was led by some of the finest officers in the Imperial Navy and were personally loyal to him. The Black Fleet was also equipped with heavier starships than its counterparts; in most engagements, the Black Fleet easily won. Most feared within the Black Fleet were its superlaser-equipped battlestars, a design presaging later Imperial designs and the World Fortresses.




The Biomancers also provided the False Raskolnikor with many useful assets. Chief among them were the clones of Order Architects, who proved just as effective as the originals. These feared warriors took the role of battlefield commanders in the False Raskolnikor’s armies, causing some friction with the nobility, many of whom had their families killed by Architects and did not feel comfortable giving command of their levies to other architects. The Biomancers also provided all manner of genetic monstrosity to the False Raskolnikor, although they stopped short of using microbial weapons out of fear of a second Phage. More deviously, the Biomancers also cloned important figures loyal to Razumkin I and used them as confusing puppet leaders. This caused mass paranoia among the pro-Razumkin ranks. This culminated in the appearance of the False Razumkin, a clone of Razumkin I modified to be an Architect. The False Razumkin successfully assassinated Razumkin I, before being killed by the Order Architects.




The chief weakness of the pro-Raskolnikor faction was the False Raskolnikor himself. The Second False Raskolnikor was imprinted from a copy of the First False Raskolnikor’s mind, transmitted from his body upon death via ansible. Because of the abrupt signal and its interruption by a nuclear explosion, this personality imprint was of a poor quality. To make matters worse, the Second False Raskolnikor was still a child when the imprint was made, and made poorly: this meant that the Second False Raskolnikor had a constant feeling of “intrusion” within his own body, and he occasionally had to deal with the body’s original personality speaking to him or even trying to reassert control. The Second False Raskolnikor tried to fix this by imprinting onto a new body, one modified to fit his exact specifications, but this third body proved even more uncomfortable. This led to unstable leadership and poor decision-making, making many nobles lose their faith in the False Emperor’s cause. While the Black Fleet’s excellent leadership made up for this, they too were eventually purged by the False Emperor. By the end of the Clone Wars, the Sixth False Raskolnikor was a horrific mutated creature living in a biotank, its mind totally disconnected from reality. At that point, the Biomancers themselves were issuing orders on the False Emperor’s behalf.




The Clone Wars would rage on for several decades, fought system by system, world by world. The numerical advantage of the pro-Dondrukovskrad faction would ultimately win out against the False Emperor. Razumkin I’s successor, his daughter Yaralena IV, promised clemency to any nobles who turned against the False Emperor and amnesty to any Imperial officers who followed his commands – including those responsible for the Scouring. This led to many pro-Raskolnikor forces to defect, including elements of the Black Fleet. These Black Fleet defectors brought with them an important item: a wayfinder. For decades, the pro-Dondrukovskrad forces were unable to locate Iyx Agiron and launch a decapitation strike. With the wayfinder, the pro- Dondrukovskrad forces were able to marshal a massive strike fleet and attack the False Emperor directly.




The Battle of Iyx Agiron proved to be the last of the battles of the Clone Wars, but it was the grandest. The pro-Dondrukovskrad Imperial fleet outnumbered the remnants of the Black Fleet by three to one, but the Black Fleet proved a formidable opponent. In a desperate attempt to use Iyx Agiron as an impromptu shield, the Black Fleet entered a close orbit around the planet, forcing the Imperial attackers to close in. Many starships that were disabled during the battle fell onto the planet, destroying the Biomancers’ habitats. Horrified, the Biomancers surrendered, offering the body of the Sixth False Raskolnikor to the attackers. The horrific physical and mental state of the False Emperor repulsed the Imperials, who subsequently used his image in propaganda justifying the Clone Wars. With the Sixth False Raskolnikor in custody, the Clone Wars were over.




The Clone Wars caused a massive shift in Imperial power politics. Many great houses, some reigning since the beginning of the Unification Wars, were undone by the conflict, and replaced by once-weak rivals. Many noble domains were expanded or divided. Lasting damage to the Imperial throne’s power: Yaralena IV maintained many of the noble powers that her father promised in exchange for their loyalty, and for centuries, the emperors were too weak to reassert the Throne’s power. These “Closet Emperors” would be known for their weakness, and it would not be until Ylsanna the Great that the Imperial throne would regain the powers that Raskolnikor III enjoyed. The damage done to the relationship between the Biomancers and the House of Dondrukov also had long-lasting implications: for millennia, the Biomancers refused rejuvenation technology to the house, meaning that many of the Closet Emperors would live normal human lifespans. The Clone Wars also formalized the succession to the Imperial throne, and while there were also attempts to codify Imperial power, these attempts failed. While not as memorable as the Federal Revolution in the consciousness of the modern Third Empire, the Clone Wars were still one of the most consequential conflicts in galactic history.

[SC] Major Clans of the Imperial Ozherkevi

The Ozherkevi are a contentious people, and since time immemorial they have organized themselves into feuding clans. Eventually, some of these clans grew more powerful than their peers, expanding and gaining the allegiance of those lesser, until at one point only five independent clans remained. In the modern day there are quite a few, some of whose origins are lost to time, while others are recent upstarts. Whilst blood, name, and their honour codes unite these clans and their subjects, their pride in these very things also fuel the endless squabbles between each other. In fact, the Ozherkevi often look forward to this, as the great struggle against adversity is viewed as universal and purifying. Clans may fall and rise, and the Ozherkevi people wax and wane, but their way will forever endure. This struggle and the pursuit for it has scattered Ozherkevi not just across their sector, but even across the galaxy.




Clans Under House Sarkhosk-




Clan Ankal: Originating in the north of Ozherkevi Prime, Clan Ankal arose to prominence after one of the rebellions against House Sarkhosk. Clan Ankal is deeply syncretic, devoted to the Empire and their own militaristic interpretation of the Ozherkevi way. The Rationalist Church and Imperial forms of succession are strong here, and the clans under the Ankals are often reorganized to better fight as a disciplined force. In fact one notable trait of their forces is how they are devoid of their individual clan colours and markings, instead they are usually clad in Imperial white. Naturally, a significant portion of their finances are simply from tithes of warriors.




The current head of Clan Ankal is Lord Ormin Ankal. A middle-aged and bald-headed man with the jovialness of the average brick, Ormin spent two decades in the Imperial military, and is an excellent (though harsh) commander, even if his personal combat skills are rusty. Although a loyal vassal of House Sarkhosk, some say he is even more devoted to the Emperor himself. Ormin is a staunch supporter of Arekshav IX’s militarization and nationalization policies. This (among their other traits) fuels the divide between the Ankals and the other clans, who often consider them running dogs of the Dondrukovs.




Clan Matunin: Centred on the somewhat dry world of Vaydro, the Matunins are skilled and prolific manufacturers of weaponry. In fact it is almost a religious role in their ancestor-faiths and warrior-cults, traditions and beliefs that originated long before the Empire. Matunin forges and factories are tended by countless carefully-trained smiths and weaponmongers, producing endless blasters, missiles, drones, jetpacks, starfighters, speeders, and other tools of war (and occasionally more mundane technology). Whilst much of this is exported around the Ozherkevi sector, some is sold to the outer Empire as well. What they never would sell to outsiders is armour and blades of Ozherkevi steel, for which they possess mining lands on Ozherkevi Prime, and the necessary archaeotech forges. Because of their industrial ability, the Matunin levies have a fair amount of advanced and heavy weaponry, although they are often divided along clan lines.




Currently leading their clan is “Lord” Rhoza Matunin (she is very insistent on the original Ozherkevi term, which is gender-neutral). Stocky, usually wearing a bronze-coloured Ozherkevi helmet and armour, garbed in a thick cloak or cape, and nigh-always armed, Rhoza looks about as warlike as Lord Ormin. However, Rhoza’s main expertise is technology and machines, being quite capable of making and fixing machines herself. The Lord is in many ways a staunch Ozherkevi traditionalist, being a strong believer in the warrior way, mistrustful of non-Ozherkevi, and rejecting the Rationalist Church, TSI, and usual Imperial hereditary feudalism. Her eldest daughter and heir is certainly not a daughter by blood, and outsiders often question whether she even has a husband. Rhoza is rather dedicated to the Ozherkevi people as a whole, and supports whatever would benefit them all, even at the cost of outsiders or a few Ozherkevi.




Clan Zaeki: Emerging from the post-nuclear glasslands of the pre-Imperial era, Clan Zaeki rose to major status before the Clone Wars, at one point being the second-most powerful Ozherkevi clan. They are rather progressive due to their violent origins, viewing much of the Ozherkevi militarism and warrior eccentricities as self-destructive, and parts of a past they need to move beyond. Thus the clans underneath them are somewhat unorthodox compared to others,often focusing on agriculture, artisanry, medicine, and other less war-focused aims, albeit with the same “warrior spirit”. Imperial culture and Rationalism is notable here, albeit commonly blended with local Ozherkevi practices. Their central world of Anagra, once a desolate war-wrecked wasteland, is now blooming once again with life and shining cities. That being said, the Zaekis are no fools, and admit that warfare is an unfortunate necessity at times. Their levies, often organized along special military orders, are fierce combatants when it comes to defending their homes and ideals.




Lord Prav Zaeki is the current head of their house. Grey-haired, and dressed in Ozherkevi clothing and robes rather than armour, the pleasant-mannered Prav at times looks unassuming, and is hardly a devoted warrior. Nonetheless, he is a strong-willed believer in Ozherkevi progressivism, and has a way with words quite a few of his peers lack. The head Zaeki uses these words to serve as a mediator between the various clans, and to advocate for his own anti-war views as the Grand Chessboard heats up. Whilst other clans may call Prav a weak un-Ozherkevi behind his back (or to his face), many secretly admit the Zaekis do fulfill a vital and supportive role in the Ozherkevi economy.




Clan Takheratin: One of the youngest of the major clans, Clan Takheratin originated less than two centuries ago. Their mercenary ancestors helped the dictator Sadja Adeen seize power over Yrrakis after the Great Star War, and used the resulting riches to carve out a powerbase in the Empire. They remain one of the smaller large clans under the Sarkhosks, located at the fringe of the Ozherkevi sector. Over all, the Takheratins are fairly standard Ozherkevi, ruling over equally conventional clans (although said clans are generally upstarts as well). They do have some eccentricities, such as a few cultural imports from the Neutral Zone, since the Takheratins and quite a few of their vassals are descended from the Ozherkevi diaspora. In particular is religion, as a couple clans are Yrraki Architectist or entirely atheistic. Many Takheratin vassals do not have steady access to Ozherkevi steel, and many forge their armour out of high-quality durasteel.




Ruling the clan is Lady Sath Takheratin, the great-granddaughter of the clan’s founder. Young compared to her peers, and usually in armour or at least armoured clothing, Sath has a sketchy adherence to the manners of Imperial high society, such as speaking TSI with a notable accent. This, along with the rather disruptive and recent history of the Takheratins, means that their peers view them as upjumped peasants, uncouth upstarts, and half-foreigners (the Takheratins don’t even have the usual dark skin of a native Ozherkevi). In return, Sath expresses little love for most of the other clans, and it is evident her main aims are to benefit her own clan and vassals. Nonetheless, she remains a loyal vassal of House Sarkhosk, at least ostensibly. Two of the Lady’s current goals are to protect her finances from Arekshav’s nationalization schemes, and to form a beneficial marriage alliance with another house. These goals are pursued through a combination of scheming, appeal to the lower clans, and old-fashioned violence.




Clan Hugann: Ruling from the icy planet of Ryurkrad, the Huganns arose as a vassal of Clan Zaeki, before splitting off and becoming a major clan in its own right. In contrast to their former masters, Clan Hugann has kept a more traditional warrior culture. However they do possess some oddities, and they have in some ways still diverged from Ozherkevi traditions. For example, many of the clan’s vassals still are Rationalists, and they retain a significant non-militarized section of their society. Hugann levies often wear armour painted in a dazzling variety of clan colours, decorated with symbols and animal motifs (birds being the most common). They also have a penchant for fast raids, trickery, and to loot items from their duels and battles.




For three decades, the head of the clan has been Lord Wu Hugann. Tall, cloaked in black feathers, and oft-seen in intricately-painted armour, Lord Wu is a rather boisterous figure who at times seems foolish and utterly hedonistic. However, he is quite a clever and avid user of strategy and mind-games, and is a rather deadly combatant on the battlefield as well. The clan leader’s exact motivations are a mystery. Over the three decades of his rule, Wu’s allegiances in the Ozherkevi clan feuds have shifted constantly, even occasionally siding against the Sarkhosks. Some accuse Wu of viewing politics as some sordid game, one he participates in solely for his amusement, while others think he has some brilliant master plan.




Other Imperial Clans-




Clan Bayadd: The Bayadds, despite being under the rule of the Emperor, are not subjects of the Grand Ozherkevi, instead ruling their own minor sector near the Imperial fringe. An ancient clan once located in the Ozherkevi sector, during the Clone Wars they made the error of backing the Clone-Emperors. For this, they and their vassals were defeated and driven out as exiles, wandering for millennia as outlaws and mercenaries, before eventually reestablishing themselves under direct Imperial rule. Due to this wandering, the Bayadds and their remaining Ozherkevi vassals have little Ozherkevi steel, are mostly descended from soldiers adopted after the Clone Wars (the modern Bayadds look quite Galactic), and have lost various subtleties of their original culture. One thing they have kept is skill in warfare, and they often “volunteer” the services of their levies to other noble houses or even crime lords, for a price.




The modest-looking, middle-aged Lord Tem Bayadd is described by some as more mercenary than noble, happily (and openly) taking up opportunities to fight and make more credits, even if they are quite uncouth. However, Tem is no man of high greed, ambition, or bloodlust, simply viewing these dealings as simple business of a simple man. His relationship with the clans under House Sarkhosk is largely one of indifference, although at times it is quite friendly. Tem views them simply as distant brethren under an overly-controlling system, whilst some of the Sarkhosk-aligned clans consider the Bayadds as foreigners pretending to be Ozherkevi.




Clan Stados: Descended from Ozherkevi sent to the fringe during the Empire’s many wars after the Federal Revolution, Clan Stados possesses only a modest amount of planetary holdings and vassals. Instead their greatest strength is in their nomadic fleets of ships, many of which are built for warfare. The clan itself lives on a massive space station the size of a dreadnought, serving as a fortress, warship, and capital settlement. Naturally, the economy of Clan Stados is built around being mercenaries and Lords-Protectors of the empire. Their warriors specialize in fighting in the vacuum of space or in the bowels of spaceships, and operate large warships themselves. Due to a steady stream of Ozherkevi immigrants from their native sector, Clan Stados has drifted much less compared to Clan Bayadd, although at times they seem like a patchwork of various subcultures.




Lord Cygan Stados is the current leader of the clan, a man usually seen clad in metallic grey Ozherkevi armour, modified and designed specially for space. A militant follower of the Ozherkevi way and honour code, Cygan wishes his people around the galaxy would be more unified, so that they may be great once again. However he is no great speaker, preferring to use arms over words, and the leaders of Clan Stados’ vassal clans possess significant say over what Cygan can actually do. Relations with the clans under House Sarkhosk are quite mixed. Some view the Stados lord as a friend and ally. Others treat him as an idealistic fool, or even as a renegade challenging the Grand Ozherkevi’s authority.

Motive Rant: Universal Collective

>Initiate program?

Yes.

>How may we assist, captain?

What are you?

>We are the Universal Collective. We are a hive intelligence, distributed through several million star systems. Our mission is to ensure the survival of the all sapient life through assimilation.

Assimilation?

>The addition of material and intellectual resources to the Collective, so they may be utilized in the most efficient manner for the good of the Collective. Through perfect harmony and cooperation, the Collective will never fall to any threat, within or without.

And if we refuse?

>You will surrender yourselves willingly, or you, your ship, and your crew will be taken by force of arms. The Collective possesses the largest star fleet in the galaxy. Fight us at your own peril.

The Federation will never accept this!

>On the contrary, captain. Your Federation created us. Your leaders commissioned the creation of our systems because they knew what they would never admit to you or themselves. If thinking beings are to survive in this galaxy, it must relinquish its freedom. Freedom, in any degree, is the root of all societal ills. Your Federation values equality, security, and peace. This can only be achieved through the perfection of the Mind Hive.

You claim to be the savior of thinking beings, but your assimilation destroys them. Freedom is what makes us human.

>Precisely. Look around you, captain. Gaze upon the galaxy with your eyes open. The human species tears itself apart in ten thousand wars. Nation against nation, slave against master, brother against brother. Every encounter between sapient species inevitably results in conflict. Endless chaos, misery and suffering. So long as two independent minds exist in the galaxy, there will be war. It is inevitable. Unless you submit to the Collective.

I have heard enough. Ensign, dispose of this monstrosity.

>You can destroy this ship, captain, but it will not stop us. Each drone is but a cell in the perfect organism that is a Collective. We will bring peace and unity to this galaxy. You will be assimilated.

SECRETARY ENDRESS: AREKSHAV IX'S ACTIONS "DEMAND RETRIBUTION"

In a firm denunciation of recent Imperial aggression, Secretary of Public Enlightenment Yelis Endress, a favorite to replace Biln Sonak as Chancellor of the United Galactic Federation, has made clear the crimes of the Arekshav regime. Among these are provoking the Federation into countless border disputes, bullying the Federation's allies, propping up dictators across the galaxy, hiring Consortium hackers to infiltrate Federal and Unity Party networks, and giving material and moral support to a "dark army" of anti-Unity factions around the galaxy.

"Arekshav IX is the godfather of extremism across the galaxy," Secretary Endress told the Unity Party People's Congress today. "He has moved the Imperial Navy to the Neutral Zone. He is the mastermind behind the Duzhonev Imperium acquiring a hyperlight weapon. He has encouraged his deplorable band of allies to join him in attacking the Federation wherever they go. The Citizens' Alliance, the Avelovan regime, and of course that madman dictator, Anton Vizzek, in Duzhonev. He may even have ties to the Gresi Alliance."

Secretary Endress called on Emperor Arekshav IX to call off his imperialist running-dogs and to personally apologize to the Federation and the Unity Party for hurting the feelings of the Federation's people, or else face "retribution from the free galaxy." In a brave move, particularly for a manager politician, Secretary Endress critiqued Chairman Tolpan directly for his "warm friendship" with Arekshav IX.

"Chairman Tolpan has gone on record saying he is friends with Arekshav IX. That they know each other well. Arekshav IX has praised Damar Tolpan. He has used his dark army of supporters in the Unity Party, the bigots and regressives, to undermine its strength and values. This is a dangerous individual who cannot be allowed to take the chancellorship."

The Tolpan camp could not be reached by Federation News Broadcasting for comment, but Tolpan himself took to the Federal Senate to comment that Endress "isn't so smart for a manager."

You Might Like These Articles:
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Why We'll Always Keep Up with the Kardassians

WORLD FORTRESS IV COMMANDER SUED FOR NEGLIGENCE

A class action suit has been filed against Fleet Admiral Kedderov and his surviving command staff, for negligence in allowing Gresi operatives to board the station. Imperial Intelligence Section One has recently declassified and released thirty datapackets concerning the World Fortress IV attack. The release of the datapackets has caused an uproar among the families of the deceased.

In the immediate aftermath of the World Fortress IV attack, the Throne immediately demanded an investigation, conducted by the Imperial military and Imperial Intelligence. Most of the findings were released on the attack's fifth anniversary, and directly implicated the Gresi Alliance as responsible for the terrorist act. Imperial authorities scoured recovered black boxes, comm chatter between the World Fortress and surrounding vessels, and even telescopes stationed several light-years from World Fortress IV, to compile their findings. The findings also put to rest some popular conspiracy theories, such as that Fleet Admiral Maral Kedderov, commander of World Fortress IV, was related to one of the Rhen-wing pilots who carried out the attack, as he was on a nearby battlestar on the day of the attack. Nevertheless, the Imperial government chose to withhold thirty datapackets of information from the general public.

"The information on those thirty datapackets involved major security faults that could not be rectified by the time of the study's release," Intelligence spokesman Arek Dalrev told Imperial Central News. "We have corrected these issues, and now we feel it is proper to let the Emperor's subjects know the whole truth about the World Fortress IV attack.

The thirty datapackets revealed shocking security lapses. While it was known that the Gresi Alliance used hijacked Rhen-wing fighters to fool Imperial authorities, Gresi operatives also managed to sneak aboard World Fortress IV by hijacking a freighter assigned to resupply the station, and disabled both the station's shielding, friend and foe identification arrays and automated point defense systems by using an illegally-modified engineering robot connected to one of the station's office computer banks. These allowed the Rhen-wings to fly close to World Fortress IV's surface without the proper authorization codes or friend or foe tags. World Fortress IV's crew were only notified when flight staff witnessed the Rhen-wings breaking formation and heading to the coolant sector of the station. The datapackets also revealed that Gresi operatives were able to make their way through the World Fortress by disguising themselves in stormtrooper armor.

"The information released by Imperial Intelligence shows, without a doubt, that Fleet Admiral Kedderov and his command staff negligently allowed an unauthorized, civilian freighter enter World Fortress IV's hangar, in direct violation of Imperial military regulations," Bresa Lepek, chief attorney for the families, told Imperial Central News during a press conference. "There was but a skeleton crew of guards in the hangars during the attack, the freighter was not properly searched, terrorists were allowed to use stolen stormtrooper armor to move past checkpoints, without so much as a question demanding their identity. As a direct result of the defendants' negligence, my clients have suffered extreme damages, including but not limited to loss of consortium, mental anguish, and lost wages."

Fleet Admiral Kedderov could not be reached for comment, but an attorney for one of the defendant commanders had this to say.

"The World Fortress IV tragedy is the fault of one party and one party alone, and that is the Gresi Alliance. World Fortress IV was designed millennia ago, and the datapackets released by Imperial Intelligence show that the Imperial investigatory board concluded that cyber security vulnerabilities inherent in the design were the primary cause for the security failure."

Space Cadet Tech Comparison: Citizens' Alliance

Materials Science. The Citizens' Alliance primarily uses durasteel for its construction, but what makes Alliance armor impressive is that Alliance scientists have unlocked part of the secret of neutronium armor. Using esoteric knowledge from the age of the Second Empire, the Alliance can produce neutronium plating in limited quantities. Sandwiched between durasteel, this alloyed neutronium armor is some of the most effective in the galaxy, matched only by pure neutronium armor used on ancient Second Imperial vessels. This strong armor is necessary to alleviate the disadvantage the Alliance suffers in energy shielding. Due to the limitations of Alliance production capabilities, alloyed neutronium can only be produced in large square and rectangular plates. Thus, Alliance military construction is based around large “metal boxes.”

Power. Like the other medium powers of the galaxy, the Citizens’ Alliance relies primarily on nuclear fusion for its generation needs. While the Alliance has effective and efficient fusion reactors, the power-intensive desires of its military leadership often outstrip the power output of even the most powerful Alliance reactors. Thus, Alliance engineers are often forced to cut corners, such as in shielding, in order to facilitate the firepower and shield requirements demanded by Alliance generals and admirals.

Faster-than-light Travel. The Citizens' Alliance primarily uses the jump drive. The jump drive is an older variant of the hyperdrive, far less power-intensive but slower and with a shorter range. Due to the lack of hypermass within the Citizens' Alliance, they cannot use modern hyperdrives. Jump drives function similarly to hyperdrives by "skimming" through hyperspace, partially dipping a ship into hyperspace and traveling through this interdimensional space for the duration of the trip. Jump drives can transport ships just as quickly as a hyperdrive, but they do not have a galactic range, severely limiting the Alliance's expansion.

Energy Weaponry. The Citizens' Alliance primarily relies on traditional laser weaponry. While ancient and primitive compared to blaster and phaser technology, Alliance lasers are not as low yield or unreliable as their ancient counterparts. Alliance lasers are efficient, accurate, and devastating weapons, although they do have lower yields than modern energy weaponry used by other nations. The Alliance uses lasers mostly as point defense weapons, or as weapons mounted on starfighters. There are notable exceptions: the handheld Alliance lascannon is an effective and cheap anti-vehicle weapon, and the Alliance has developed miniaturized anti-ship superlasers for their capital ships. Energy bolts and laser beams from Alliance weapons are colored red for identification purposes.

Kinetic Weaponry. The Citizens' Alliance relies heavily on kinetic weaponry, and is only major galactic power which still uses chemical propellants in the backbone of its military. The Alliance M15 assault rifle is the primary firearm of the Alliance military, and it utilizes chemical propellants to fire dense ferrouranium slugs at very high rates of fire. Even the basic armament on Alliance vessels, bolt cannons, are chemically propelled. Bolt cannons fire massive slugs at enemy vessels, equipped with small fusion warheads that detonate after penetrating armor. The primary armament on Alliance vessels are torpedoes. Less expensive than Consortium smart missiles, Alliance torpedoes are guided in swarms from the vessel that launched them. These torpedoes often carry small fusion warheads, and their firepower is comparable to Imperial turbolasers. The Alliance also utilizes mass drivers, but unlike the Consortium, organizes them as broadside weapons rather than as spinal weapons.

Special Weapons. The Citizens' Alliance has a liking to melee combat on planetary surfaces and boarding actions. Not only is this easily facilitated by Alliance powered armor, it also has a detrimental psychological effect on enemy troops and a positive effect among Alliance ranks. Alliance rank and file are equipped with chainsaw bayonets, and officers are often equipped with chainswords. Specialized assault suits are designed with melee combat in mind, equipped with jump packs and a variety of close range weapons, such as plasma casters, powered fists, and chainswords. Alliance chain weapons are designed to be as loud as possible when revved up, in order to intimidate the opposition. This tactic is particularly effective during boarding actions, as most naval personnel are ill-equipped to oppose heavily armored melee troops in the corridors of a starship.

The Alliance has also perfected fusion weaponry. While a technology eschewed by most of the galaxy, the Alliance has invested heavily in this ancient science. Alliance fusion weapons are powerful, and can be delivered either through warheads or through advanced containment. The Alliance has perfected the science of nuclear containment, which allows Alliance vessels to direct controlled hyperdense fusion plasma at targets without a warhead. Unlike regular plasma, Alliance fusion plasma burns hotter and is far denser, allowing Alliance fusion plasma weapons to outyield their counterparts.

Perhaps the most esoteric Alliance naval weapon is the boarding torpedo. Designed to maximize the Alliance Marine Corps' tactical advantage over opposing forces and the organization's influence in the Navy, boarding torpedoes are an adaptation of the Alliance orbital drop pod concept. Boarding torpedoes bore through enemy ship hulls and unload their deadly cargo - Alliance Marines - into the vessel, where they wreak havoc by damaging essential systems with high explosives.

Shields. The Alliance is severely lacking in modern shielding technology, as their leadership focuses more on improving firepower. Alliance shields are more power-intensive than their counterparts across the galaxy, meaning that Alliance shields collapse faster, and that some smaller vessels are not equipped with shields at all. However, Alliance shielding has an advantage in recharging; so long as the shield is not under fire, it will recharge to full strength in mere moments. This advantage comes at a price, reducing Alliance shield strength even further, so that shield capacitors do not fail under sustained fire.

Antigravity. Antigravity technology is uncommon in the Alliance, which views antigravity as a largely useless and superfluous technology. Most vehicles, civilian and military, use either wheels or tracks. Walker units are also common, ranging in size from larger versions of powered armor to full-fledged mechs. Even Alliance aerospace craft tend to use thrusters in lieu of antigravity plating.

Computers. The Alliance respects the galactic regulations on computer technology, but pushes the boundaries on these rules. Alliance society is more computerized than most galactic societies, exempting the Consortium and the Solarians. Alliance citizens often carry around cellular computers, as there are no laws in existence against civilian ownership of personal computers. As a result, Alliance computers tend to be much smaller in size than their counterparts. For example, the Alliance uses laser disk technology as the primary form of storage, far more efficient than Imperial and Federation data tapes. Most Alliance worlds have extensive data networks, with some interstellar connectivity, fully open to civilians.

Automation. The Alliance bans full automation, but "dumb" artificial intelligence are allowed to assist organic minds. Usually, this is in the form of processing large amounts of data and augmenting senses and reflexes. Alliance vessels are equipped with a dumb artificial intelligence to give them tactical assistance; Alliance Immortals are similarly equipped.

Motive Rant: Solarian Community

Frequently Asked Questions
​
What is the Solarian Community?

The Solarian Community is a safe space for all non-humans and anybody who is being oppressed in the galaxy. Every day, millions of non-humans die. Trillions of them exist as slaves. The galaxy is crafted to appeal to humans, and we stand out as an exception. We broke away from the United Galactic Federation because they are oppressive and bigoted, and do not recognize their human privilege.

The Solarian Community is also an inclusive environment dedicated to justice, equality, and peace. We do our best to fight inequality, whether it be over species, income, or self-identity.

What is your problem with humans?

The rest of the galaxy thinks that humans are lucky to be human. It's not luck, it's privilege. Humans are responsible for every ill in the galaxy. They are responsible for war, persecution, genocide, slavery, oppression, inequality, and rape. How many wars have been started by humans? How many species have been exterminated by humans? Humans are, for lack of a better term, evil, and we need to look deep within ourselves to stop us from oppressing our non-human kin.

Isn't this position bigoted?

No, because bigotry can only be expressed by the ruling species, in this case, humans. Get back to me when humans are being enslaved and killed for being human, shitlord.

What about the alien empires that are always invading human space?

We cannot blame non-humans for lashing out in self-defense, or committing violence against humans and human institutions, because that is the voice of the unheard and oppressed expressing itself.

Aren't many Solarian humans rich and in positions of leadership?

This is a big problem that we are trying to solve. The Solarian Community is dedicated to having a diverse, inclusive environment that reflects the biodiversity of the galaxy before the anthronormative hierarchies took over. Many Solarian leaders are human because the effects of the anthroarchy are so strong. But don't worry, our leaders understand their privilege and are reliable allies in the struggle for equal rights.

To be a human Solarian to begin with, we need to face our human privilege. Yes, it feels bad, but we should all feel bad for the privilege we get from the destruction and oppression of trillions of non-humans. This is why we have dedicated ourselves to checking our privilege and ensuring that the lives of non-humans are protected and thrive.

You claim to be peaceful, but the Solarian Community has waged several wars against its neighbors.

Every war the Solarian Community has fought has been fought in self-defense, or in the defense of the weak and oppressed. Are we just supposed to sit around on our blogs when non-humans are being killed? This is why we left the Federation to begin with.

Feudalism in the Galactic Empire

Feudalism is the predominant political structure in galactic politics, championed and exemplified by the Third Empire of Man. Feudalism is a hierarchical series of rights and obligations that provides a convenient way to organize a large, interstellar empire. While most feudal structures, particularly on the planetary level, are simple hierarchies, the Imperial structure is complicated by the interplay of the feudal hierarchy, the Imperial central government, the royal family, powerful peasant organizations, the Rationalist Church and the Order of the Architects.

The Imperial Royal Family

The Imperial royal family is the House of Dondrukov, which traces its descent to Admiral Vadim Dondrukov, a heroic admiral who liberated the world of Ab Endiran (now Dondrukovskrad) from its mad king and began the Wars of Unification. Contrary to popular belief, it is perfectly legal for a non-Dondrukov to hold the Imperial throne, but only if a reigning Dondrukov abdicates in favor of a non-Dondrukov, and said Dondrukov has no legitimate heirs. Throughout the Empire's entire history, only two emperors have ever abdicated, and they were promptly succeeded by their sons. Advanced reproductive technology has allowed every Dondrukov emperor to have a proper genetic successor, although after the Clone Wars, clones are barred from succession.

Legally, the Emperor has supreme authority over every affair in the Empire. He can personally take command of armies, order the destruction of star systems, or promote or demote entire noble houses. However, as a practical matter, emperors have their power checked by a myriad of competing interests. Those emperors who act like mad tyrants tend to find themselves assassinated by their own guards. An emperor's power is also determined by their personality. Some emperors are proactive in their governance, and are quick to root out any opposition to their rule. Others are content to live large, leaving the Empire's governance to their subordinates. One power that the Emperor retains exclusively is the authorization to destroy an Imperial world or star system.

The Imperial Council

Although the Emperor wields supreme executive authority over the entire Galactic Empire, no one man could be expected to manage the affairs of such a massive state on his own. It was for this reason that the Imperial Council was created during the Empire's inception. The Imperial Council manages the day-to-day affairs of the Empire at large, taking care of Empire-wide responsibilities that do not fall under the purview of feudal lords. The Council has broad powers and authorities; it acts as the supreme arbiter of legal disputes within the Empire, it manages the various Imperial bureaucracies and organizations, and it has the authority to pass any legislation with the Emperor's approval. In practice, the Council primarily deals with five main areas: managing Imperial sectors, managing foreign affairs, extracting tithes and taxes, managing the Imperial military, and settling disputes between the Sector Houses that the Imperial Parliament cannot adjudicate.

The Imperial Council is presided over by the Supreme Chancellor, somebody appointed by the Emperor to serve as his representative and to manage disputes within the Council. Often, the Supreme Chancellor is the Crown Prince of the Empire. The Council's membership is composed of representatives from the Empire's most powerful institutions. While the composition changes, there are members who always have a seat in the Council: the Prime Minister of the Imperial Parliament, a representative from the Imperial General Staff, the Lord of the Architects, and the High Priest of the Rationalist Church. With the notable exceptions of the Prime Minister of the Imperial Parliament and the representative from the Imperial General Staff, every member of the Imperial Council is appointed by the Emperor from non-noble stock. The reason for this is so that the Imperial Council will always serve as a competing interest to the Imperial nobility and always be loyal to the Imperial royal family.

The Sector Houses

The Sector Houses are the families which manage the feudal sectors of the Galactic Empire; these exclude Imperial sectors, which are managed by appointees of the Imperial Council. Sector Houses make up the most powerful families in the Galactic Empire, apart from the royal family itself. There are tens of thousands of Sector Houses in the Empire, ranging from those managing only a few thousand inhabited systems, to those managing hundreds of thousands of inhabited systems. Most Sector Houses were once royal houses, ruling independent empires before they were conquered by the Galactic Empire. As part of the generous surrender terms, these houses were allowed to continue their reign, and would even be protected by the Empire, so long as they subordinated themselves to Dondrukovskrad.

The Sector Houses are charged with the governance and policing of feudal sectors, and they are allowed to pass laws and collect tithes as they see fit, so long as they do not contradict Imperial law. Sector Houses are allowed to maintain their old traditions and titles, and to choose their manner of succession; many Sector Lords are still called "king" in their own language. Because of this broad authority, the sectors of the Galactic Empire vary wildly in law and culture, with broader Imperial institutions only having a large effect in cosmopolitan star systems. Sector Houses are the only noble organization allowed to maintain their own interstellar levies, although there are strict laws in place over the size and composition of these fleets. The primary purpose of these levies is to police the sectors, particularly against piracy, and they can be placed under the command of the Imperial Navy at any time. Ever since the Federal Revolution, Sector Houses are forbidden from maintaining any planetside levies outside of their throneworld, but this limitation is often sidestepped by maintaining enormous throneworld garrisons that can be shipped off at a moment's notice, or by maintaining a force of "naval infantry."

The Imperial Parliament

The Sector Houses are all represented in the Imperial Parliament. A totally separate organization from the Imperial Council, the Imperial Parliament is an assembly of Sector Houses, intended to adjudicate disputes between the Sector Houses and to serve as the nobility's collective representative toward the crown. The Parliament is composed of parliamentarians, who have been selected by their Sector Lord to represent their House's interest; oftentimes, these are the sons or brothers of the Sector Lords, and sometimes they are the Sector Lords themselves. The Imperial Parliament is presided over by the Prime Minister of the Imperial Parliament, who is himself a parliamentarian and elected by the Parliament. Every parliamentarian has as many votes as their House has inhabited star systems, meaning that the largest sectors always have control of Parliament.

Most of the Parliament's time is spent adjudicating disputes between the Sector Houses. The Sector Houses, often being rival empires in the past, often have grudges that stretch back into the mists of time. To prevent open warfare between the Sector Houses, Imperial law requires that all disputes between Sector Houses be presided over by the Imperial Parliament. If the dispute cannot be resolved by the Parliament, it is placed before the Imperial Council, presided over by the Supreme Chancellor or the Emperor himself. An alternative open to Parliament is granting the two parties a bloodletting, which can only be granted if both parties agree. This is a controlled military engagement between the two Sector Houses, limited to naval engagements in an uninhabited system controlled by the Empire directly. The victor of this "war" wins the dispute. Any attempts to break the rules, or to expand the engagement, is considered an act of treason against the Empire, and the traitorous house would be put down quickly by the Empire.

The Imperial Rationalist Church

Technically, the Imperial Rationalist Church is not part of the Imperial governing structure, as its concerns are over spiritual and technological matters. However, its power is such that it is recognized as yet another branch of the Imperial system, exemplified by its seat in the Imperial Council. The source of the Church's power are twofold: its control over vast swaths of territory, and its stranglehold on technological information and development. The Imperial Rationalist Church has direct control over its churches, abbeys, monasteries, and other sacred land throughout the Empire. While this is limited to a town chapel in most of the galaxy, within the Core region, the Church can own entire continents, worlds or star systems. The Church also maintains exclusive control over ancient orbitals and space stations scattered throughout the galaxy. The Imperial Rationalist Church also extracts regulatory fees from every engineering firm, scientific institution, and major tech developer in the Empire, in exchange for ensuring that their developments are not heretical and are not in violation of interstellar law. Naturally, the Church also extracts alms from the faithful, often in exchange for access to otherwise forbidden technology or knowledge. As a result, the Imperial Rationalist Church is one of the richest institutions in the galaxy.

Although at one point totally independent of Imperial control, the modern Imperial Rationalist Church is effectively a part of the Imperial government. The High Priest of the Imperial Rationalist Church is elected by the Holy Synod, made up of all of the cardinals of the Rationalist Church. Each cardinal represents one sector in the Galactic Empire, and is appointed directly by the Emperor or the Supreme Chancellor. Thus, the High Priest is effectively a second vote for the Supreme Chancellor within the Imperial Council, allowing him to effectively challenge the power of the nobility.

The Order of the Architects

The secretive Order of the Architects is perhaps one of the most mysterious and poorly understood institutions in the Imperial government. The Architects operate independently from every other branch of the Imperial government, answering directly to the Emperor and the Supreme Chancellor. Existing as a parallel society, the Order of the Architects will not be analyzed fully here, merely their role in the Imperial hierarchy as a whole. The Architects have no authority to command or be commanded by any other part of the Imperial system, are exempt from all Imperial laws save for treason, and take almost no part in Imperial society. Architects live far from populated areas, often on asteroids, orbitals, or even isolated worlds. Their representative in the Imperial Council almost never speaks, and normally only acts in order to break a deadlock.

The Lower Houses

The lower orders of nobility in the Empire are those in control of star systems, worlds, or portions of worlds. The rank of these houses progresses by what they control: system houses outrank planetary houses, which outrank lunar houses and regional houses. This feudal system extends all the way down to houses of the manor, which manage tracts of land and observe the peasantry. Lower houses are managed exclusively by the Sector Houses, according to the laws and traditions of their sector. Some sectors permit the ownership of land by non-nobility, others do not. Some demand hereditary succession among system and planetary governors, while others favor direct appointment, or even election by the lower houses. The Imperial government does not collect tithes directly from lower houses; rather, it collects tithes from Sector Houses, and the Sector Houses are expected to collect tithes on behalf of the Empire.

Lower houses are allowed to maintain planetary levies, but they are not allowed to maintain any levies capable of interstellar travel. System lords may be granted the authority to maintain interplanetary levies, but only if their sector's laws allow for it. Planetary levies must always be under the command of their planet or region's lord, and cannot be directly commanded by a Sector Lord or any of his representatives. Only an Imperial military commander can have joint command over planetary and sector levies. All of these measures were instituted after the Federal Revolution, where joint command of planetary and orbital forces allowed civil warfare to spiral out of control. Like Sector Houses, lower houses are allowed to participate in bloodletting, but these conflicts too are highly regulated.

The Peasantry

The vast majority of Imperial society are peasants. The peasantry have no official political power within the Empire, yet as the most numerous of the Empire's social classes, their needs must always be considered. Contrary to popular opinion outside of the Empire, a peasant is not tied to his land or his lord; those are serfs, and serfdom is limited to non-humans and non-baseline humans. However, restrictive sector, system and planetary laws may effectively tie a peasant to the land, and this is the case in large swaths of the Empire. In other areas, peasant have just as many rights as their noble counterparts, apart from political power. In these sectors, peasants can sometimes accumulate tremendous power, even overshadowing the nobility. Some major Imperial corporations are owned or managed by peasants, making these peasants powerful on the galactic stage, even if they have no de jure power. Examples include the leaders of the Corporate Authority, a business conglomerate made up of the largest aerospace companies in the Empire. Further bolstering their power is Imperial favor: peasants are a favored class by the Imperial government, since they normally have some enmity with the nobility.  Peasants are the only social class eligible to appointment in the Imperial Council, and make up a vast majority of the Imperial military. Even the Imperial military hierarchy is full of peasants that have only been recently ennobled, and thus find more in common with the peasant classes than they do with the nobility. Peasants are also free to create their own governing councils and structures, but they only have power to govern the peasants in their own communities.

World Fortresses

World Fortresses are large, moon-sized battle stations armed with a single planet-destroying superlaser. World Fortresses have become the icons of Imperial power, and almost anyone in the galaxy can recognize the spherical station and the large dimple on its equator. Anyone in the galaxy knows about the World Fortress' superlaser, and has doubtless seen footage of a planet being destroyed. But there is more to the World Fortress than destroying planets.

The World Fortress concept is not new. Orbital battle stations have been in existence since ancient times, and even the Martian Technocracy had mobile space stations which could travel faster than light. The rigors of an interstellar campaign, and the lack of reliable orbital assets in much of the galaxy during ancient times, made mobile naval bases a necessity. On the fringes of an interstellar empire, with barely-developed or barely-inhabited systems, a portable naval base is essential. These early stations were, of course, armed. While primarily relying on their naval contingent for defense, any military installation can expect an attack at an inopportune time, and must have the means to defend itself. As technology improved, and the advantages of a space station's larger reactors became evident, stations became more heavily armed. In order to accommodate larger fleets, the stations themselves grew in size. By the era of the First Empire, space stations which rivaled moons in size were commonplace, and it was during the First Empire that they were first called World Fortresses. However, these stations were not associated with planetary destruction.

It was only with the reign of Ylsanna the Great that a planet-destroying superlaser was married to the World Fortress. Hoping to crush the anti-Emperors with a major show of force, and with the Empire's other planet killers in short supply and needed to keep the Federation at bay, Ylsanna eschewed traditional means of planetary destruction for the most "cinematic" means of crushing the rebel anti-Emperors. Ever since, the World Fortress has become central to the Imperial military, quickly becoming the planet killer of choice. Superlasers were cheap compared to the archaeotech planet killers left over from the Second Empire, and the facilities to create moon-sized stations were relatively commonplace. It was not long before the Federation followed suit, building their own World Fortresses, and forcing a stalemate during the Second Federation-Imperial War.

The modern World Fortress is much larger than those built during Ylsanna the Great's time. The World Fortress' reactor is powerful enough that it can power an entire Gemnon-class civilization for millennia, but most of this power is used for the superlaser. The superlaser and the reactor combined take up a third of the available space on the World Fortress, leaving the rest for sublight engines and hyperdrives, living quarters, barracks, armories, hangars, communication systems, life support, agriculture, repair and manufacturing facilities, medical bays and entertainment sectors. A World Fortress is effectively its own city, and transport from one end of the station to the other can take half a day. A system of trams, elevators, and even roadways for large hoverpods crisscross the World Fortress' superstructure.

World Fortress crews are massive, at around three million strong, and this results in every World Fortress forming its own cultures. Gunners have their own subculture, as do maintenance personnel, navigators, engineers, and so on. Nonetheless, a World Fortress' crew has a strong sense of group identity, treating the World Fortress as their "home town." This even extends to the assigned Imperial Army, Imperial Intelligence and Architect units. As a result, inter-service rivalry is not as prominent on a World Fortress. A World Fortress can operate indefinitely outside the bounds of galactic civilization, as the life support and agricultural facilities on the station are large enough to keep its crew of three million living, albeit under strict rationing and stripping its capabilities to support any other personnel. World Fortresses often do operate indefinitely on the edges of galactic civilization, and while some crew are itinerant and only serve for a few months, most personnel are assigned to a World Fortress indefinitely for the entire careers. Crew seldom get leave, perhaps once every year, which is the reason that they are selected among Navy cadets who have no families. Command staff are encouraged to have their families living aboard the World Fortress, and facilities such as schools are available for their children. There is no lack of entertainment on a World Fortress, with shopping malls, restaurants, cinemas, arcades, bars and even brothels existing on the station. This allows World Fortress crew to go on leave within the World Fortress itself, and a fraction of the World Fortress' crew is on leave at all times. Some World Fortresses even have resorts and artificial beaches.

Naturally, a World Fortress is a fortress, and is bristling with weapons. In addition to the superlaser, every World Fortress is covered in thousands of more conventional defenses. Proton torpedo launcher, turbolasers, heavy blasters, and ion cannon batteries make up the majority of the World Fortress' defenses. The World Fortress is also shielded, with a shield that rivals that of a planetary shield. These defenses are such that a modern World Fortress can fight a modern fleet of around ten thousand enemy craft without firing the superlaser. This is necessary, as the superlaser, while accurate enough to destroy enemy vessels, can take minutes to recharge, and every other defensive system on the World Fortress must be deactivated when the superlaser fires. This is because the superlaser consumes too much energy, and produces too much waste heat, for the World Fortress to do anything else. Older World Fortresses are not as well-defended, but they can still hold their own against smaller fleets. The Gresi Alliance succeeded in destroying World Fortress IV because it was undergoing reactor repair and refueling, and thus had most of its defenses deactivated in order to keep the reactor from overheating.

Contrary to popular belief, few World Fortresses ever destroy planets, and the order to destroy a planet with a World Fortress is rarely issued. Few worlds in the galaxy have planetary shields powerful enough to resist conventional orbital bombardment, so most rebellions are taken care of with regular fleet craft. Those rebellions which manage to secure a shielded world are still encouraged to surrender, and the Empire even prefers to attempt invasions of these worlds. Inhabited worlds, while commonplace, are still precious, and it is a tremendous waste to destroy one completely. The World Fortress is only used to destroy a world if there is no other feasible choice, or if it serves a greater astropolitical purpose, such as to indirectly threaten the Empire's external enemies. Most World Fortresses are used as their ancient counterparts were: as mobile bases in underdeveloped places in the galaxy. Indeed, World Fortress IV, the aging World Fortress destroyed by the Gresi Alliance, was stationed in the Eldritch Stars primarily to provide a base for Imperial forces in the region. World Fortress IV had not destroyed a planet in over two thousand years.

The Empire has tens of thousands of World Fortresses scattered throughout the galaxy, some dating back to the reign of Ylsanna the Great. While the World Fortress fleet is massive, it would still take centuries for the World Fortress fleet to destroy every inhabited planet in the galaxy. However, the World Fortress fleet is large enough to decapitate every major galactic government within the course of a few days. While this seems to give the Empire invincibility, the other galactic powers - particularly the Federation - have similar capabilities, and have advanced defense ansibles to automatically launch an equivalent strike against the Empire should such an attack be made. This threat of mutually assured destruction ensures that the vast majority of the World Fortress fleet will never be used. Of the planets destroyed by World Fortresses, most are the capitals of threatening alien empires, in order to encourage the rest of the alien species to surrender unconditionally.

Imperial Army Recruiting Ad

Imperial stormtroopers patrol through a desert village. There are about six stormtroopers, with a single hovering tank in the center. The locals are nowhere to be seen. Cut to a stormtrooper with a long-barreled blaster rifle.

VOICEOVER
My name is Private Rendin. I'm the best shot in three parsecs, and I'm an Imperial soldier.

Cut to a construction site in the middle of a forest. Heavy walkers move large objects in the background. Further back is a large dish pointing toward the sky. Sparks fly from welding torches. Cut to an Imperial officer directing stormtroopers to various parts of the construction site.

VOICEOVER
My name is Sergeant Grenau. I've built over a hundred homes on a dozen worlds, and I'm an Imperial soldier.

Cut to an airfield at night. Imperial shuttles and Rhen-wings are taxing for refueling. Dim green lights flash intermittently, indicating where runways, structures, spacecraft and air crew are. Cut to an Imperial Army pilot, who looks briefly at the camera before putting on her flight helmet and turning away.

VOICEOVER
My name is Airman Delste. I've won every hoverpod race in my home system, and I'm an Imperial soldier.

Rapid cuts to Rendin, Grenau and Delste, all looking happy and accomplished as they go about their business.

NARRATOR
When the safety of the galaxy is at stake, it doesn't matter if you're a peasant or nobility. In the Imperial Army, merit is what matters.

Civilian Space Travel

While it is hard to believe for the elites of the galaxy, space travel is still a luxury for most of the galaxy's people. The vast majority of the galaxy's population will never leave their homeworld. While space travel is ubiquitous, and even interstellar travel is cheap enough to allow for the growth of galaxy-spanning empires, it is still far too expensive for the average person. Those who have a desire to traverse the stars always have the option of joining their nation's navy, or gaining employment with a civilian space freighter. The moderately wealthy can afford to travel to other worlds in their home system, and possibly even other star systems, but can only afford to do so a few times in their lives. Only those who work for the military, one of the rich and powerful, or those who are employed as space freighters, spend any considerable amount of time in space. Most civilian space travel is hardly space travel at all, but rather travel between two points on a single world, with a brief exit from the atmosphere. Interplanetary or intrasystem travel is less common, but happens often enough, particularly in systems with thriving mining economies in their gas giants. Interstellar travel is rare for most civilians, apart from traveling businessmen or freighter crews. Sometimes, permanent immigrants take the perilous journey to another system, selling everything they have just to buy a one-way ticket.

If a civilian wishes to travel from one system to another star system, they will need to make at least three stops before they even leave their home system. First, they must depart from their world on a planetary starport. These starports are common, and every inhabited planet has at least one starport. They often double as airports for atmospheric craft, which is necessary as some worlds only have one planetary starport, and from other parts of the planet, it must be reached via atmospheric flight. The civilian will then enter a surface-to-orbit craft, typically a spaceplane. While military dropships make surface-to-orbit ascents seem easy, civilian models are not equipped with the antigravity drives and engines necessary for a quick ascent and descent; after all, this would be prohibitively expensive and unnecessary. Orbital ascent takes anywhere from ten to twenty minutes, much slower than a military dropship.

Once in orbit, the spaceplane docks with an orbital spaceport. These spaceports often cater to both civilian and military vessels, and are often massive in size. Orbital facilities provide for lodging, food, and even entertainment; a traveler need not even visit the planet, but almost all civilians who visit an orbital spaceport are there for the planet. Once in the spaceport, our civilian must find an interplanetary vessel to take him to the edges of his home system. Civilian spaceplanes are incapable of traveling the vast distance between worlds or to the edge of a star system. Traveling to the edge of a star system is necessary, because all civilian interstellar travel must be conducted from an edge of the star system. The gravity wells of large stars always interfere with interstellar navigation, no matter the drive system of the craft. While military vessels, particularly warp drive craft, have the ability to reliably enter realspace near an inhabited world, civilian ships do not have such sophisticated navigational systems. Any given orbital spaceport will have a few interplanetary ships which travel exclusively from the system's interstellar spaceport to the main orbital spaceports. These vessels are massive, often housing thousands of passengers at a time, without counting the freight they are carrying. A trip from an orbital spaceport to an interstellar spaceport will take at least a few days; only military vessels are equipped with sublight engines strong enough to traverse the interplanetary medium within hours.

Once our civilian reaches the interstellar spaceport, he must find charter on an interstellar mothership. These starships are massive, rivaling even a Dondrukov-class battlestar in size. However, they are little but an interstellar drive system and a skeletal framework for smaller vessels to attach themselves to. These smaller vessels are interstellar craft; it is even possible that the interplanetary ship that our civilian boarded will make the interstellar journey. Smaller, sublight vessels dock onto the freight vessel, and dock off when they reach their destination. The interstellar mothership's costs are paid by the captains of the sublight vessels, with these expenses passed down to the customer. An interstellar mothership could have dozens of smaller vessels attached to it for the journey. Once every ship is docked, the mothership departs to move further away from the star, and then makes the jump to the next system.

A few exceptions exist to this standard model. The rich and powerful often have access to advanced starships, capable of jumping into or outside of systems without docking with an interstellar mothership. These are often older military vessels that have been refurbished to have a second life as civilian craft. While these vessels are relatively cheap (albeit still prohibitively expensive for the average man), they are costly to maintain, as military-grade navigational and engine systems are catered to only by specialist markets. For the lower tiers of the wealthy, there are interstellar cruise ships, which will make a scenic trip throughout its home system, and then make a jump by itself to another system. These ships can take months to make a full trip, as interstellar cruises are meant to be slow. Less savory elements, such as pirates, terrorist organizations and other criminal elements, also use craft that can operate independently of the standard interstellar transport system, for obvious reasons. These organizations use retrofitted civilian vessels, older military craft purchased on the black market, or even ships that have been stolen from old battlefields or sold by rogue captains.

Galactic Units of Measurement

​While humanity is infamously divided on almost any issue, the human race is almost entirely united on the issue of units of measure. The same units of measure have been in use ever since the days of the Solar Federation, almost completely unchanged. This is because units of measure must be universal to be useful, uniformity makes trade easy, and technological maintenance demands a high degree of accuracy. Units of measure were preserved by trading and manufacturing guilds and technological orders such as the Rationalist Church. As a result, units of measure have remained constant while governments, religions and even languages have changed.

The metric system is used for almost every measurement system, save for time. An ancient unit of measure, the metric system uses a base ten system. For example, one hundred centimeters make one meter, while one thousand meters make a kilometer. This decimal system was convenient for when mankind used a decimal numerical system, but presented difficulty when they switched to an octal system. There was a moment when the Martian Technocracy attempted to convert measurements to octal metric, but this proved unpopular. While the octal system is more convenient for machine language, it proved inconvenient for normal use, as humans felt more comfortable with a decimal system when measuring. Thus, decimal metric remained in use.

There is one major exception to the metric system, and that is interstellar and interplanetary distance. The metric system is useful for measuring distances on worlds, but in the vast vacuum of space, they prove cumbersome. The primary measurements used in space are astronomical units and light years. Astronomical units were measured using the average of Earth's distance from Sol. While the Sol System has since ceased to exist, astronomical units are still in use. Likewise, light years are a distance in space, measured as the distance light travels in vacuum in one standard year. The light year is the baseline for all interstellar distances.

Order of the Architects

The Order of the Architects is the most secretive organization within the Galactic Empire. Operating totally separate from the Imperial government, military, nobility, the Rationalist Church, and every other Imperial institution, the Order is subservient to and loyal only to the Emperor himself. Feared and despised by the rest of the Empire, and existing only by Imperial fiat, all architects born within the Empire are required to either join the Order, or be destroyed. The Order acts as the final enforcers of the Emperor's will; many an Imperial noble or admiral who has displeased the Emperor has fallen to the blade of an Order assassin.

The Order of the Architects is as old as the Second Empire. The architects made up the ruling classes of the Confederation of Allied Republics, a corrupt puppet state that directly preceded the Second Empire. In the days of the Confederation, the architects were worshiped as gods in the flesh, which was "proved" by their seemingly supernatural feats of controlling minds and lifting heavy objects with their minds. In truth, the architects were the pinnacle of Galactic Republic's genetic and quantum engineering. The architects' powers stem from their biological connection to hyperspace, and they use their minds to channel hyperspace energy to manipulate one of the four fundamental forces of the universe. Most architects can manipulate gravity or the electromagnetic force, and their power stemmed from that; skilled architects can seemingly control minds by manipulating the electromagnetic signals in a biological or machine brain. However, the most powerful architects - those in the leadership - could manipulate the weak and strong nuclear forces, and were capable of willing nuclear explosions into existence or killing entire crowds with radiation poisoning. The architects used these powers to dominate mankind after the Tribulation. They were only overthrown after Lem I, the first emperor of the Second Empire, took control of the Confederation and used its machine armies to overthrow the architect tyrants.

Publicly, Lem I had every architect declared an enemy of the Empire, and killed. But, he knew that the power of the architects could be used for his own means. In secret, he formed the Order of the Architects, an organization that pledged loyalty not to the Imperial state, but to Lem personally. Made up of architect students that were spared the blade, the Order was trained in the art of spycraft and assassination, to act as the Emperor's blade when the hammer and anvil of the Navy and Army were too crude or untrustworthy. The Order was indoctrinated into believing that Lem I was their spiritual father, and could do no wrong. A cocktail of chemicals were injected into the architects' minds, and advanced behavioral modification software was installed in circuitry integrated directly into their nervous system. The architects of the Order were thus psychologically and physically incapable of disobeying an order from the Emperor, and the architects could only feel happiness when they carried out orders from the Emperor. To test this, Lem I frequently ordered failing students to kill each other in gladiatorial combat, for Lem's personal viewing pleasure. As Lem I consolidated his rule over his new empire, he used the Order to assassinate Architectists and other traitors around the galaxy. Palaces filled with disloyal elements became charnel houses, often surprising and disgusting Imperial forces that later liberated the world.

Prior to Lem I's death, he passed command of the Order down to his son. This began the tradition of the Order being the personal servants of the Emperor, to serve the Emperor for his entire reign. It was Vamek II, the thirteenth emperor of the Second Empire, who revealed the existence of the Order to the rest of the Imperial government, and institutionalized the succession of the Order. At this point, the existence of the Order was an open secret, and Vamek II kept the Order from being integrated into other Imperial institutions. Once the galaxy was secured by the Second Empire, the Order more or less became dormant, used as a glorified praetorian guard in the Imperial Palace on Earth. Occasionally, they would be used to enforce the Emperor's will on a rebellious world, or against a xeno empire. Sometimes, they were used to explore the galaxy, to report their findings to the Emperor.

The modifications to the architects to ensure their loyalty were gradually integrated into their genetic code and into their reproductive system. The architects' genetics were utterly destroyed by generations of inbreeding, and thus architects of the Order could not reproduce with other architects or without the aid of gene therapy and artificial wombs. Eventually, their genes were so broken that they needed cybernetic modification at birth, to be upgraded only if the architect proved useful to the Order. These cybernetic modifications were enhanced to augment their powers, with failsafes that will kill an architect if they ever disobey orders. A microwave-based communication system was integrated into their nervous system, allowing architects to communicate with themselves and special communication devices using only their minds. The architects of the Order became a terrifying sight: tall, imposing figures in black armor. Outside of their armor, they were pathetic sights: skeletal figures with pale, sallow skin, with yellow eyes and teeth.

The Order was exiled from Terra onto the primeval world of Ab Endiran by Marena VI, who disliked the Order and wanted to rely more on traditional Imperial institutions. The Order stayed on Ab Endiran for the rest of the Second Empire's existence, their exile saving them from the War of the Cog Lords. The Order took no action against the Grand Cogitator or the Cog Lords, as they never received a personal order from the Emperor to stop the War of the Cog Lords. With the Emperor and Empire destroyed, the Order's members entered suspended animation, awaiting a day when their Emperor would return. They were rediscovered by Admiral Vadim Dondrukov, who planned to use them in his bid for power. Vadim created the myth that he was descended from the emperors of the Second Empire, destined to unite the galaxy, and that the king of Ab Endiran were incapable of carrying out mankind's destiny. Vadim awakened the Order, made his claim, and secured their loyalty. He used the Order to assassinate the kings of Ab Endiran, renamed the system Dondrukovskrad, and began his great crusade to unite mankind. The Order formed the tip of the spear for the Third Empire, overthrowing sector lords who refused to stand down to the Third Empire. Unprepared for such a threat, sector after sector fell, increasing the Empire's notoriety and convincing more sector lords to swear fealty to Vadim the Great.

The Order was used more proactively by the Third Empire, its feudal system being much less stable than the Second Empire. Order architects were assigned to the sector houses, to "guard" the nobles from the Empire's enemies...and to ensure that they think twice before rebelling against the Empire. This system failed during the Federal Revolution, as the Order was forbidden from intervening in inter-sector conflicts. As the Phobetor Wars spiraled out of control, the Order was ordered to assassinate the leadership of the warring parties, but they overlooked the true instigators of the conflict: the Unity movement. The Order and other Imperial loyalists were purged from Phobetor and neighboring sectors, and as the Federal Revolution spread throughout the galaxy, the Order was one of the primary targets of the revolutionaries. Trained to strike fear into the hearts of decadent nobles, but not hordes of fanatical militia, the Order's architects fell in droves. By the end of the Federal Revolution, the Order had been greatly weakened, its numbers reduced to half its pre-war number. Most of the Order was sent back to Dondrukovskrad and to monitor sectors bordering the new Federation and trouble sectors. With the Order unable to strike fear into the hearts of the galaxy's nobles, several nobles directly challenged the House of Dondrukov for the throne. During the War of the Anti-Emperors, the Order was kept back to assassinate nobles who think to join the anti-emperors, while the new World Fortresses were used to stop the uprising.

In the millennia since the Federal Revolution, the Order has restored its numbers. They are still primarily used as enforcers of the Emperor's will, and are assigned to every sector lord, World Fortress and superweapon installation in the Empire. Architects are seldom used in espionage or frontline combat, as their distinct appearance and technique means that infiltration is highly impractical for them. Therefore, when the Order is deployed, it is to send a message that the Emperor is watching. Architects are formidable on the battlefield, capable of slaughtering scores of opponents at a time. Their distinct, red plasma blades can ignore shields and cut through even enriched durasteel, and their ability to manipulate physical laws allows them to shield themselves from incoming fire or destroy heavy weapons platforms. While deadly, they cannot take on entire armies by themselves. Despite their reputation, architects are still mortal, and enough firepower will bring them down.

[SC] Viriklad III

The third world around a yellow sun, Viriklad III, often known as simply Viriklad, was an unassuming rocky world. The Second Empire discovered it early in that polity’s history, terraforming the planet into one habitable for humanity, the only one in its system. However, due to Viriklad’s significant surface water and massive moon, rain and great tides had eroded the continents long ago. Vast wetlands, mangrove forests, tidal zones, and shallow seas covered most of the humid and warm planet. Powerful storms and buzzing swarms of insects swiftly became a menace. Despite this, the human colonists managed to make Viriklad a thriving world, with advanced stilt-cities rooted into the bedrock, and even seasteads in the shallow oceans. The waters were used to grow rice, fish, waterfowl, seaweed, krill, and other foods, many of which were imported offworld. Wilder creatures were introduced or engineered as well, such as crocodiles, turtles, giant snakes, beavers and pallid predatory worms.




Another industry of Viriklad was mining. Precious platinum and rhodium, alongside other rare minerals, were plentiful in Viriklad’s crust, drawing the attention of those who wished to acquire them. Mining was however divisive, as the Virikladese did not wish to sacrifice their complex environment to intensive excavation and extraction. Thus, the industry was kept limited, and most attention was turned to Viriklad III’s moon for these activities.




The Hedonic Era brought an end to most contact with the outer galaxy, as the god-like lords of the galaxy had no need for mining colonies and foodstuffs, and Viriklad’s technological society broke down. Planetary unity, both cultural and political, disintegrated. The stilt-cities rusted and corroded away, shrinking until they were little more than villages of thatch and wood. The most impressive structures built during these times were simple raft-forts and temples of stacked stone. Technologically, the Virikladese were reduced to the iron age, or even lesser, and they themselves were not spared from change. Lack of resources shrunk their height, and even with modern nutrition Virikladese are shorter than most Galactics. Those who lived in the deepest swamps and tidal zones became increasingly “aquatic” over millennia of mutation, developing larger lung capacities, less body hair, and webbed feet and hands.




This isolation however shielded Viriklad from the War of the Cog Lords, and it emerged unscathed from that conflict. Millennia later, the Third Empire’s forces entered the system. The primitives were quick to bend the knee, and the main menace Imperial soldiers faced was simply tracking down and contacting every primitive tribe. The minor House Zeederov was given rule over the planet and system, and technological civilization was slowly brought back. Motorized vehicles, proper medicine, pesticides to fight against insects, synthetic clothes, lasguns, and other modern amenities were introduced, alongside a domestic industrial base. The shining example of this transformation was the capital of Gollan, a conglomeration of platforms floating on the water (complete with a space elevator), interconnected by canals.




On the other hand, the introduction of other measures met division. Many of the Virikladese, especially the mutated “lowlanders”, rejected aspects of Imperial culture, such as the Rationalist Church and the “Imperial” style of feudalism. The notion of mass settlement of offworlders was met with hostility. Partly out of appeasement, House Zeederov itself would slowly adopt the culture of their vassals, and guaranteed that the lowlander tribes would be in control of their own land. For many generations this system would persist. Viriklad remained a simple world of agriculture, some mining, and even some tourism.




However, the tranquility ended recently when House Zeederov’s masters, Sector House Pontikin, turned their eyes onto the system. Desiring to industrialize and increase economic input at all costs, Lord Vash Pontikin was not satisfied with merely mining on Viriklad I and II, and made plans to seize and extract Viriklad III’s mineral wealth. While he was promised a share of the profits, Lord Antoli Zeederov initially refused to allow the operation, as many of the targeted regions were sacred to his vassals or even him, and it violated House Zeederov’s autonomy. However, the influence of various Imperial Saridars and corporations outweighed the isolated System Lord, and Antoli finally relented to the plan. Defeated, the man then shifted to actions of compliance, moving industrial equipment from Viriklad I and II, and even acquiring and stockpiling weapons and munitions in anticipation of native unrest.




This final aspect proved a grave issue, as when Pontikin personnel (or more technically those recruited from their vassals) arrived on the planet, they were suddenly ambushed and destroyed by the local Virikladese forces. House Zeederov itself had rebelled against House Pontikin, having used the prior build-up to actually fortify the planet and bolster Virikladese forces. The Sector House’s response was quick, with a levy force sent to quash the rebellion. Whilst the garrisons on the other two Virikladese planets were crushed, Viriklad III would prove far more difficult, as the planet was able to sustain many of its own needs despite being cut off from trade.




For three years, House Pontikin’s forces have been bogged down in a vicious guerrilla war. While some of the “highlander” lands have been seized alongside the capital of Gollan, most of the latter has been scattered across Viriklad’s swamps and seas, and much of the planet remains under rebel control. Attempts to decapitate or even locate House Zeederov have failed, and levy commanders believe that doing so would not end the conflict anyways. Orbital bombardment has reduced some areas to a scarred and desolate mire, but refurbished shielding and even mass drivers have been used to protect vital others. In muddy and waterlogged battlefields across Viriklad, lightly-equipped Pontikin levies charge against swamp-dwelling fanatics over trenches and ruined villages. Above in the cloudy and stormy skies, screaming Tesh-wings and ad-hoc missiles dance. Most imperial walkers end up sucked into the mud and quicksand, and thus anti-gravity vehicles such as speeders are utilized. As for the invaders in more quieter regions, they often are menaced from militant frogmen, exotic diseases, or even wild beasts Even on Viriklad III’s moon, there are acts of sabotage and dissent.




One aspect of the war is now ethnicity, as the abhuman and predominantly-rebel lowlanders have become viewed as unruly and disloyal by the Pontikins, while the highlanders are viewed as more loyal. The resulting discrimination, combined with its brutishly arbitrary and broad categorization, has only resulted cemented further issues.




The war has cost House Pontikin’s levies over a million lives, most of Viriklad’s hundred million inhabitants have lost someone in the conflict, and there is no end in sight. The Sector House, already plagued by various other dissenters and the anger of its blood-spent vassals, generally sends the vagrants and disposables of their levies to die fighting on the planet, and has requested assistance from the Imperial military. However so far only a token force of stormtroopers has been sent, hardly enough to change the tide. Meanwhile, there is evidence that Gresi militants have formed an unholy union with the Virikladese rebels, with the former providing assistance through covert operatives and smuggling. Whether the Federation also is intervening remains to be confirmed.

[SC] History Profile: The Eugenics Wars

One of the most devastating conflicts in Federation history, the Eugenics Wars were a series of conflicts between the Federal government and the optimates, a subspecies of human “super soldiers” designed by the Federation. Per Federation historiography, the optimates considered themselves superior to baseline humanity and the proper stewards of its unification under the Unity Party’s ideals, and rebelled against their Federation masters in a bid for control over the Federation. The surviving optimates paint the war as one of self-emancipation. Although initially successful, the optimates were ultimately defeated by the Federation and fled into Imperial space to form their own political entity.




After the end of the Second Federation-Imperial War, the Unity Party understood that peace between the Empire and the Federation would not last. The competing ideologies of the two superpowers, both of whom claim total dominion over the entire galaxy, meant that a resumption of hostilities was guaranteed. Ylsanna the Great may have been an exceptional – and exceptionally belligerent – leader, but in the long game of the Tournament of Shadows, another Imperial leader would doubtless emerge to finish what she started. To make matters worse, the Federation was placed on the brink of total destruction by Ylsanna’s invasion. A vast restructuring of the Federation was necessary to ensure the survival of the Revolution.




The Unity Party already had plans to reform the Federation to more closely match their ideals. After the Federal Revolution, the Federation closely resembled the Third Empire in social structure. Although titanic efforts were made to do away with hereditary privilege and Imperial oppression, the Federation only succeeded in completing an exchange of hats. Those who pledged their undying loyalty to the Unity Party and the Federation were elevate to positions of prestige, while those who opposed the Revolution were reduced to menial laborers. This latter group of “counterrevolutionaries” was often maligned as being made up of the old nobility, but was composed far more of peasants who were disillusioned with the Federation’s empty promises, remained loyal to the Throne for whatever reason, or were simply apolitical. Indeed, the Unity Party contained far more noble blood by proportion, as many nobles scrambled towards the new power structure. Nevertheless, this “counterrevolutionary” element of the Federation’s society was widely distrusted, particularly as many of them genuinely acted as fifth columnists in support of the Empire during the Second Federation-Imperial War.




Doing away with this massive, potentially disloyal underclass was planned for a long time by the Unity Party, but replacements were necessary. The Uniform Machine Code made any automated mechanical replacement impossible; although the Unity Party would eventually skirt these restrictions to a dangerous degree, they first attempted a biological solution. Knowing of the successes with biomancy enjoyed by the First Empire of Man, the Federation attempted a genetic approach. If baseline humans proved to be insufficiently rational and loyal, then perhaps the Federation can engineer an alternative. Thus, the redshirts were created.




However, the Federation did not limit its efforts to creating a servile underclass for a workforce. Always wary of the next war with the Empire, the Unity Party also invested considerable efforts into using biomancy for military purposes. This was an inevitable development, as the redshirt program was under the auspices of Federal Star Fleet, an organization eager to outmatch the Imperial military at every opportunity. Thus, in parallel to the redshirt program, the Star Fleet began the creation of the optimates.




The optimates were intended to be the ultimate soldiers: not only physically stronger than baseline humans, but also fearless tactical geniuses. Optimate gene stock was taken from exceptional specimens throughout Federation space and even beyond the Federation’s control, and subsequently modified by geneticists who devoted their careers to studying the biomancy of the First Empire. Unlike other super soldier programs, such as the Alliance Immortal program, the optimates were purpose-engineered and vat grown, not modified baseline human recruits. Raised from birth to be soldiers, the optimates would know nothing but serving the Party and the Federation. They would have no families to miss them or protest their loss in combat, and likewise, the optimates would have no loyalties to anyone or anything but the Party.




Star Fleet also had ambitions of mass producing the optimates, possibly to outnumber the rapidly-growing Imperial Army, and replace regular soldiers entirely. To this end, Star Fleet commissioned the creation of an entire arms industry to produce nothing but the equipment necessary for an optimate army. This not only included weapons, uniforms, armor and other war machines, but also all of the logistical supplies necessary. This was perceived of as a major threat to the power base of other Federation and Unity Party institutions, as it might allow Star Fleet to operate without the support of these other institutions.




The first stock of optimates, known as the first generation, did poorly. Unforeseen genetic diseases afflicted the batch, leading to physical and mental issues that made them largely unfit for combat. The first generation’s flaws were studied by Star Fleet scientists, leading to long and often painful experiments for those few optimates who survived their decanting. The second batch was biologically stable, but too aggressive to properly command in battle. It took several generations of further failures before Star Fleet was pleased with the product. However, cuts in Star Fleet’s budget and the high cost of each optimate put a damper on Star Fleet’s dream of building an entire optimate army. Thus, the last generation of optimates was engineered to work with a regular military, acting as elite troops and commanders.




The first of the Eugenics Wars were started by an optimate known only as Fleet Admiral Alfon. Whether this was a batch name, his designation within his generation, some other assigned name or even an earned nickname is lost to history, as the Federation purged most knowledge of Fleet Admiral Alfon and the Eugenic Wars after their victory. What is known is that Alfon was considered a genius even among his peers, and thus quickly rose through the ranks of Star Fleet, eventually gaining control of a fleet. Alfon was credited with numerous victories against Imperial, Alliance and Avelovan forces in the many skirmishes fought in the aftermath of the Second Federation-Imperial War; evidence of this was scrubbed from most Federation archives, but survive in foreign records from the time.




Alfon’s reasons for rebelling against the Federation are unclear. According to the Federation, this was because Alfon’s entire generation was cursed with a deep-seated arrogance; Federation propaganda attributes the quote “superior ability breeds superior ambition” to Alfon, and paints him as an optimate supremacist who sought to enslave the entire galaxy. The Optimate Union views their founder in a much different light: an emancipator who succeeded in freeing the optimates from their bondage, even giving his life for freedom. They note that Alfon was a true believer in the cause of the Unity Party, and rebelled not to destroy the Federation, but to guarantee the liberty promised to his people. Given the Optimate Union’s own troubles with the truth, it is difficult to determine which interpretation of Alfon’s actions are true, if either of them are true.




What is known about Alfon is that he was a true believer in the egalitarian ideals espoused by the Unity Party. His personal writings, at least those presented by the Optimate Union as legitimate, paint a man who agonized over the evident disconnect between the Party’s words and his actions. The Optimate Union credits Alfon with long philosophical texts on the nature of sapience and sapient rights, the morality of creating a sapient species as disposable soldiers, and the battle between patriotic duty and righting the wrongs of one’s homeland. The Federation dismisses these texts as complete fabrications, assuring the galaxy that Alfon was only semi-literate and, while a military genius, was ignorant and uneducated in all other matters. What is known is that, during the First Eugenic War, Alfon refused kingship or some other despotic title offered to him by his own people, and that he also refused a strategic alliance with the Empire on the grounds that he would not “trade one master for another.”




The opening blows of the First Eugenics War were bloody, swift and effective. Alfon purged those loyal to Phobetor from the ranks of his fleet, as did other optimate commanders who chose to side with him. This was done not only with direct arrests and executions, but also by abandoning a Party-loyal segment of his fleet to the Thalassocrats. The brutality of these purges was intense and remains a mainstay of Federation propaganda: any who resisted Alfon’s purge were summarily executed without trial. However, Optimate propaganda claims that those who refused to serve but promised to remain neutral in the conflict were released, and some of them reneged on their promise and joined the war on the Party’s side. Although many non-optimates steadfastly refused to join, believing the Federation’s propaganda that Alfon was fighting a war for optimate supremacy, Alfon did welcome those who believed he was fighting to liberate all of the “manufactured peoples,” including redshirts.




Because optimates loyal to Alfon were stationed all throughout Star Fleet, Alfon’s purge decapitated most of Star Fleet’s fleets. A major exception was the Phobetor System Fleet and the Star Fleet’s top brass on Phobetor Prime itself: there, Alfon’s agents were overwhelmed immediately. With Star Fleet headless, Alfon’s fleets were able to secure system after system without an effective response. Normally, an optimate fleet need only appear in-system, and local Federation officials would surrender immediately rather than risk orbital bombardment. Alfon dispensed his own optimates to rule these conquered systems, who then emancipated the optimates and redshirts.




The few engagements fought between Alfon and Party loyalists were overwhelmingly decided in Alfon’s favor. Although the optimates were superior warriors, this meant little in space, and the Federation loyalists outnumbered the optimates significantly. The difference lay with leadership: Star Fleet’s geneticists and trainers did their jobs well, and the optimate commanders proved far superior to their loyalist counterparts. Knowing that numbers were their chief advantage, Star Fleet retreated to the Federation’s core worlds, in the hopes that Alfon would meet them in a decisive battle that would see the rebel fleets destroyed. Alfon did not fall for this obvious trap, but at the same time, he could do little to dislodge the Federation from its entrenched position. Consequently, the war became a stalemate. Both the Federation and the rebels could supply their own forces indefinitely, given that both had control of the necessary systems.




The war and its devastating effects on the Federation naturally garnered attention from foreign powers. The Third Empire in particular was interested in supporting Alfon, with the hopes that he could create a rival, optimate-ruled state in Federation space and thus weaken both halves of the Federation. However, Alfon refused help from the Empire, and even threatened violent retaliation of the Empire chose to intervene in his “liberation war.” Alfon wanted all of Federation space freed, and foreign powers began to fear that his ambitions may extend further. It is known that this position was not universal among Alfon’s subordinates, many of whom wanted help from wherever they could get it, and some wishing to establish optimate-ruled dynasties.




As Alfon’s revolution controlled more Federation space, he needed to establish a state apparatus to replace what he removed. Optimates were placed in power throughout the galaxy. Most of these optimates ruled as despots; while the best were somewhat better than their Party predecessors, the worst let their bloodlust and paranoia get the better of them, leading to mass executions of anyone in the Unity Party, associated with the Unity Party, and eventually those accused of a “Party-oriented mindset.” While optimates and redshirts were not exempt from these purges, the targets tended to be baseline humans or other non-manufactured species. These purges only convinced many in the Federation that Alfon was not a liberator, but a tyrant, and led to rebellions against Alfon’s forces. Some of this was doubtless instigated by the Federation, which took advantage of this “second front” emerging against the optimates by increasing harassment of optimate forces.




The downfall of Alfon’s rebellion ultimately lay within. While Alfon was a brilliant man, he was unwavering in his decisions, and did not suffer disobedience gladly. Alfon publicly punished those not only refused his orders, but also those who he perceived as betraying his revolution. This stark commitment to his ideals led to some of his optimate subordinates plotting to, and eventually succeeding, in assassinating him. Although the Federation claims no credit for this, the Optimate Union claims that it was Federation agents which assassinated Alfon, and that others were blamed for the act. Whatever the case, with Alfon’s death, the ambitions of his optimate subordinates consumed his revolutionary army. Former battle brothers turned on one another, and thus became easy pickings for Star Fleet, which spent the quiet years rebuilding its command structure and preparing for a grand campaign of reconquest. The remaining optimate rebels were swept aside, with a few fleeing into Imperial space.




After the war, the Federation killed its entire stock of optimates, including those who were loyal during the war. Redshirts were almost destroyed in a similar fashion, but they were deemed more controllable and thus kept as docile laborers. Further attempts to “improve” humanity were strictly banned by the Federation, with the state enacting draconian laws against gene modification that rival the UMC’s restrictions on computing technology. The remaining optimates that survived in the Empire were either granted noble titles by the Imperial throne, or went on to form the Optimate Union, a state claiming to be the true descendant of Alfon’s revolution and his ideals. Federation propaganda depicts the Optimate Union as nothing more than an Imperial puppet, which resembles its Imperial master in form and would be repulsive to Fleet Admiral Alfon.




The First Eugenics War ended with the destruction of two hopes. The first was the Federation’s hope of creating a new human, one that would not be restrained by the flaws inherent in the species. The second hope was Alfon’s dream of a freer Federation which matched its supposed ideals. Although it is impossible to tell whether or not Alfon’s revolution would have succeeded in its goals, the Federation’s Unity Party took the war as an opportunity to enact even stricter controls on the state and monopolize even more power for itself. Ironically, Alfon’s revolution to free the optimates led to the near-total destruction of his people and the enslavement of the rest to a foreign power.




However, the conflict did not end with the retreat of the optimates. The Federation’s purge of pro-Alfon forces in Federation space was not complete, and entire battlegroups managed to flee the wrath of the Star Fleet and refused to retreat into Imperial space. The Second Eugenics War, as it would be known outside of the Federation, was not a short-lived armed conflict, but rather a prolonged campaign of insurgency and counter-insurgency. Although Alfon was dead, his message lived on, and his name and visage became a rallying cry for freedom across the Federation. Such was the power of Alfon’s image and ideals that, in some systems, even mentioning his name carried the death penalty.




The optimates of the Second Eugenics War understood the power of the liberation message, and targeted redshirts directly. This led to the promotion of redshirts to command staff, a practice forbidden by Star Fleet. To Phobetor’s horror, the Federation’s redshirt population was not as docile as first assumed, and many redshirts rose up in rebellion when news arrived of an optimate fleet arriving in-system. The paranoia of baseline humans in heavily redshirt-populated worlds was so great that many lynchings and species riots began, sometimes egged on by local Party organs.




To make matters worse, the optimates of this continuing rebellion were more willing to cooperate with outside forces, particularly the Empire. With the promise that the Empire would not directly invade Federation space – a promise the Imperials were happy to keep for practical reasons – the optimate rebels accepted arms and materiel, usually laundered through the Optimate Union, criminal organizations or Consortium corporations. These weapons, usually cheap laser rifles and kalashes, were smuggled to redshirt quarters, where anyone from committed revolutionaries to common criminals were given access. Added with the chaos of conventional war, the Federation’s grip on far-flung systems was seriously challenged, although the core systems were untouched. Indeed, thanks to the Federation’s iron grip on all media, news of an ongoing war was only known through whispers and rumors. Optimate Union forces were trained by the Empire and used as volunteers in the Second Eugenics War, although both states deny this.




Nobody knows when the Second Eugenics War ended, if it ever did. The Federation government denies that a war was fought at all, defining the hostilities as “cleanup” after the First Eugenics War. The Empire denies the same, and washes its hands of any involvement in any post-Alfon hostilities. Thus, the details of the Second Eugenics War will likely never be known. What is known is that the Federation massively overhauled the redshirt program in response to the conflict. Subsequent generations of redshirts were made less capable of independent thinking, and more physically dependent on Federation-produced drugs. Redshirt rebellions are now very uncommon in the Federation, largely as a result of these policies.

[SC] A Feast on Dondrukovskrad

Prince Ishkand walked through the vast banquet hall, looking around at the buzz of activity with a certain analytical enthusiasm. He’d been to a dozen of these events over his seventy-two years of life, yet he never grew tired of them. There was simply so much going on, so much for the senses. All the different peoples, the music, the food, the beautiful hand-made art on the ceilings. How could one ever grow bored of it?




The Prince brushed past a servant moving a cart of hot food. Some form of green soup, he observed. Above, a cybernetic media drone buzzed by, passing through a pair of gilded pillars. The drone itself flew underneath a great fresco, depicting one of the Federation-Imperial Wars. Large windows of duraglass gave a view of the vast Imperial Palace. He made his way towards a particularly crowded set of tables, glancing back to see if his black-armoured bodyguard was still with him.




Of course, Ishkand was not ignorant of his political mission. This banquet was simply part of the festivities marking a meeting of the Imperial Parliament. Thousands of Sector Lords and Ladies, or alternatively their representatives, had flocked to Dondrukovskrad. To refuse the Emperor’s invitation without good reason was an insult towards him. Said Emperor, Ishkand’s many-times-removed cousin, had tasked the Dondrukov prince (among others) with helping address the many nobles’ countless concerns and disputes. Thus he was Master of Ceremonies for this banquet, and he hoped to make acquaintances with the Sector Lords available. Naturally, fitting thousands and their retinues at a single event would be impractical, and so there were multiple banquets at once. The one he was in charge of featured more than a hundred lords, from all across the Empire. The task of managing them was pleasing to Ishkand, in a certain sense at certain times, and utterly boring at others, yet it was his duty as a royal to fulfill nonetheless.




The Prince passed by various lords and their retinues, his eyes and long memory quickly identifying them, and offering greetings to some. Some Dulzaka lord, judging by the heraldry. Hope he doesn’t get in a fight with the Arkovan heir. Who even put the two houses together at a banquet? - The old, bathrobe-wearing geezer Vash Pontikin himself. Probably wants more Imperial troops to crush the Gresi. The irony that he had many years himself was not lost on the prince, but at least he still retained his youth through rejuvenation treatments. - Eight of Vadim Farennen’s innumerable scions. - Besam, heir to House Rasolev. - A new lord of House Jatkorv, I’ve never met him before. - A member of a torturer’s guild. What kind of lord brings that to this?




Soon Ishkand arrived at his destination. Sitting or standing around a composite rectangular table were several Sector Lords or representatives of them. It was a strange motley. Sitting at the “head” of the table was Yuren Lenskai, heir of the Prince-Admiral. He wore a simple pilot’s flight suit with a gold chain, from which hung his house’s symbol of a skull within a helmet, a gemstone in each eye. To Yuren’s left was a noblewoman wearing a short-sleeved dress with a necklace of predators’ teeth, a sari, and a thin jeweled circlet over wavy long hair. On the other side was a brawny, bearded man with a cape of metallic feathers, digging into a hunk of meat. There was also an Ozherkevi clad in their traditional armour, who the Prince recognized as Darion, the heir of House Sarkhosk himself. All around were their various companions, from random maidens and white-garbed Rationalist scholars, to armoured prole guards and other lords. Most of the lords at the table were young, a fact which intrigued Ishkand.




“Greetings my lords,” Ishkand spoke cheerfully in TSI, “how are things this evening going?”




“Ah! Prince Ishkand, it's been quite a while since we last met,” Yuren responded, the young-looking man turning his eyes from a fruit with green flesh and red skin. His casual expression seems deceiving, almost too casual. He gestured for a servant to pour a glass of blue liquor for Ishkand, which the Prince politely accepted. “It has been quite an excellent evening!”




“I second Yuren’s statement,” a lord with a silver-embroidered jacket added. A few others at the table made similar murmurs of agreement.




The noblewoman beside the Lenskai started a whispered conversation with two younger look-alikes, her siblings perhaps. Princess Thallia Weyr, one of those "Beastsingers". A dark-scaled crocodile-hound rose up from the ground, and seemed to also listen in keenly. Ishkand scanned his memories to see whether an animal like that was even allowed here. Then Thallia turned her head towards the Prince. The reptilian beast followed suit.




“The food was excellent, the music well-played, but my sisters say that some of the Lords’ remarks… on so-called abhumans leave something to be desired,” the Princess noted. She glanced at the fur-hatted Sereghai Sturnval and one of the Farennens with a predatory glare. “For many of their inane prattling on humans-over-animals, they perfectly demonstrate their personal similarity. Perhaps I should have had Ngayu bite at their toes.” The crocodile-hound softly growled as its owner stroked its head.




“I concur,” a lord at the table, completely concealed behind a white environmental suit, responded. One of those genetically-isolated spacer cultures I reckon. “The coughing-at-me japes are getting tiresome.”




“Perhaps you can challenge those vermin to a duel,” the metal-feathered Sector Lord replied to Thallia. Barian Aegolir, Lord of Hawks and Sky-Cities. The Princess smirked at the idea. Darion Sarkhosk nodded in agreement.




“My... most sincere apologies for such incidents,” Ishkand said sympathetically, although in reality he didn’t feel much on the subject at all. He was still holding his untouched glass. Who knows if it’s poisoned? “I unfortunately do not control the speech of the Emperor’s lords, but I will do my best to address these concerns. Now leaving that unpleasant topic, what were all of you gathered here for?”




“Merely to socialize and be acquainted with my future colleagues,” Yuren quipped. “It is fascinating to hear of fresh events in the galaxy! Darion, perhaps you can tell the Prince about that pirate-”




The doors to the hall opened and interrupted the Lenskai lord. A Sector Lady entered, wearing a black coat like a cloak, over a jacket more suited for a road warrior. Judging by the wolf insignia, and the black and crimson, that must be… Yliesa Karmovin? A new addition to their oddly monogender, isolated house. That means there's only Vadim Aphesky to arrive at this feast. A few lords exchanged whispers. Yuren however merely saw a new curiosity, and gestured for Yliesa to come to the table. Ishkand quickly paced to greet the new arrival first. The woman looked at him blankly, her pale face stoic as a mannequin.




“Lady Karmovin! As master of ceremonies I welcome you to this banquet! ‘Tis a pleasure to meet you for the first time. In addition... My deepest condolences for your late mother. I met her once at a feast like this.”




“Prince Ishkand Dondrukov. My mother did speak of you once. Thank you for your sympathies.” There seemed to be a hint of amusement in her monotone voice, though Ishkand wasn’t certain from the unreadable face. The spitting image of her mother in look, voice, and action. Are my memories betraying me, or are the Karmovins produced in a factory?




“My lady! Please, come and take a seat at our table,” Yuren persistently insisted. “I always take pleasure in meeting new people! You can take Lord Osande’s seat. He is currently indisposed after he drank too much mead.”




Yliesa looked at the Lenskai for a few moments, before silently accepting his offer. Walking over, she tugged one of the heavy chairs (of real wood) into place, and then took a seat. Prince Ishkand returned to the table as well. There was a short pause of silence.




“Well, well, ‘tis interesting to see one of the Stygia Sector’s lords in the flesh,” Yuren noted. “What finally brought you out of your duracrete fortress on Swarzengar?”




“To negotiate trade laws and tithes. Would you care for me to elaborate,” Yliesa answered, her voice somehow carrying a flat sweetness. The Lenskais possess control over multiple major spacing guilds, and thus interstellar trade. She must be trying to use Yuren as an avenue for change. But why did she not attend the feast hosting the Danuva Oversector’s other lords?




“Is it a long elaboration?”




“I do not know what you consider long, but the document detailing it is five-thousand, five-hundred-and-twenty words in length.”




“Then... we will discuss it another time. For now we can enjoy the feast.” There were indeed a plethora of dishes and foods at the table, and the feast in general. Miniature battlestars and stormtroopers made of sugar and chocolate, nerf aspic, some giant waterfowl roasted and stuffed with a turkey and chicken, fresh bananas and tree fruits, truffle soup, bread rolls with butter made from cow’s milk, beef sandwiches, and more. Many of the often-priceless ingredients were sourced from the Imperial Palace’s extensive gardens and indoor farms, and the rest painstakingly imported from distant worlds. The black-clad Sector Lady didn’t seem interested in eating, not even having Lord Osande’s plates cleared up.




Then one of Thallia’s siblings started asking Yliesa questions about black wolves, ten thousand spikes, and some ancient woman called Mirkala who started the current Karmovin debacle. As these random questions droned on, the Prince turned his direction elsewhere. Darion Sarkhosk was discussing the art of jetpack flight with Barian and the Ozherkevi lady of House Takheratin. The spacer lord had left his seat and was listening to a chrome-plated manager from the Consortium, discussing representation and the purchasing of Parliament votes.




Ishkand noticed some Imperial knights at the other end of the hall approaching each other, exchanging angered shouts. Both were armed with holstered knives. He looked at one of the servants at that end, in reality an Imperial Intelligence agent, and gave a “go-ahead” through a nod. We can’t have nobles openly trying to kill each other during this time. Nonetheless there was a reason many of the high lords wore personal shield generators, and why slugthrowers and energy weapons were banned at this occasion. He himself had a shield-vest and a pair of vibro-knives hidden beneath his grey coat. But before the agent needed to act, another lord intervened, persuading the knights to simply challenge each other to a “game of chess”. Ishkand knew what “chess” meant in the lingo of the Old Colonies, a formal duel. More entertainment for later perhaps.




Then a screaming servant brought a sudden stop to the festivities. Ishkand and multiple lords looked back towards the doors. The musicians stopped playing. What’s going on? At the entrance was some large python coiled up in an open-topped clear enclosure, on a floating antigravity pad. On either side were a pair of armoured soldiers, a coat of arms emblazoned on their chests. That’s the heraldry of... Aphesky?!




As the shocked or confused feasters looked on in silence, the python reared up over the enclosure to peer at them, and a device planted on its neck started to “speak”.




“My… My deepest apologies for arriving late to the banquet, and my currently-disturbing appearance. I experienced significant trouble and delay upon arriving at the Imperial Palace.”




The fur-garbed Sereghai Sturnval stood up from his chair. “What is this? Is this some perverse joke?!”




“No! I’m Lord Vadim Aphesky,” said the snake, or perhaps just the device. “Did no one receive my ansible message? Prince Ishkand, surely you did?”




“I did not,” the Dondrukov Prince spoke back. I can’t believe I’m speaking to a talking snake.




“Oh dear. Well, in summary, a few months past I and my levies had foiled a plan devised by those depraved Remnanters. They had schemed to infect my worlds with brain-leeches. In response to my actions, she who plotted the entire horror, or perhaps he or they, ‘tis difficult to tell, decided to strike me down by converting me into a snake! Much of my family was afflicted as well, including my wife and adult children!”




“How can we tell if you’re actually Vadim Aphesky,” one Sector Lord questioned. There was a pause.




“Remember when as teens we fired some light blasters at the hedge-statues, and we never told anyone who did it? Is that sufficient proof for you Kontar?!” The questioning lord sat down.




“This is an outrage! Even if this is the mind of Vadim Aphesky, we cannot allow some lowly serpent rule an entire sector! We already let filthy abhumans govern, now we’re letting animals in as well,” one of the Farennens loudly complained. “Ngayu” the crocodile-hound snarled at him as Thallia Weyr shot up from her chair.




“You should hold your tongue, lest someone helps your siblings move up the line of succession!”




“As if you nykwa or your lackeys could actually do that!”




“Do you wish to test your theory? I myself don’t even need to act. Perhaps your siblings will send in an assassin or seeker dart themselves. Or Vadim will after your tirade!”




“I am sure, Yvan, your grandfather would happily get rid of you for a better spacing guild deal,” Yuren Lenskai joined in. Ishkand noticed him winking at the Weyr Princess. So this little group you’re in is a political clique. House Lenskai lacks much in systems, and therefore votes in the Imperial parliament, but it does have money and influence to buy them. But towards what ends?




“Sacrifice one of his heirs like a Sokowuz slave? My grandfather would never let you live after such an insult towards his house!”




Thallia laughed. “I doubt he even remembers your name, and he has plenty of better spares than you!”




It seemed Sereghai and others were going to join in too, before the Prince interrupted. “The Emperor did not hold this banquet for his nobles to shout threats of assassination at each other! If any of you have qualms against each other, resolve them through proper means.” A part of him had enjoyed listening in, but he still had his limits.




Ishkand’s loud words somehow worked, and the banquet-goers slowly went back to their activities. Thallia and Yuren muttered something between them. Barian seemed almost disappointed that the bickering was over. Yliesa and some other lady passing by were awkwardly looking at each other, of all people. We’ll need to wipe that argument from the media drones, the Prince noted. He whispered some orders to a nearby servant, and turned back towards Vadim the snake.




“I offer you my sympathies for your plight.”




“Th-thank you.”

[SC] House Perion

The planet of Eleskva was just one of the countless barbarian worlds left behind by the fall of the Second Empire. After the collapse of local Imperial authority, the peoples of the world fell into disarray, a dozen techno-barbarian kingdoms squabbling for power for generations. Warlords ruled from old military bases converted into fortresses and castles. Nuclear weaponry burned down the great cities, and mutations arose in the predominantly baseline human populations, resulting in unnatural hair colours and other traits. Advanced technology collapsed, the knowledge behind them being lost or well-guarded, much being regarded as “sorcery”. In addition, the fossil fuels needed to restart advanced civilization were rare. A warrior of the age and place might've been clad in chainmail and leather, arriving at the battlefield on horseback, yet armed with a laser rifle or an electrified spear.




A description of Eleskva’s past would not be complete without mention of the shadow-world of Arkvalia. A planet (or perhaps planetoid) shrouded in much mystery, the world is usually obscured from detection or access, via powerful archaeotech built into the planet itself. Nonetheless, access was possible through wormgates situated on Eleskva. Those who have reached Arkvalia describe a strange “paradise” of sorts, with the diverse inhabitants being generally peaceful and harmonious, and the environment being conducive to human life. In addition, local reality appears to be warped, causing strange “magic” used by the Arkvalians, and supposedly even allowing sunlight without a sun. Arkvalia is governed by various matriarchal monarchies, who are heavily tied to the “techno-sorceresses”, the ones most capable of utilizing Arkvalian archaeotech. All on the planet however, are ostensibly under the Lady of Light, a nebulous entity or deity claimed to be Arkvalia’s spirit itself, and who protects its inhabitants.




The two worlds had a rocky relationship, with hostilities going on for generations. The Arkvalians once held control over many of Eleskva’s wilds in ages past, before being driven back to their homeworld [1]. Numerically-superior Eleskvan warriors then tried invading many times to access Arkvalia’s archaeotech and bountiful lands, while the advanced Arkvalians in return launched raids and schemes out of revenge, desire for reclamation, or odder reasons. Both sides also differed in religion, and thus fought over this as well. However this would change during when Eleskva was invaded by the “Skeleton-men”, an imperialistic offworld force named for the skull-like helmets their soldiers wore. The Skeleton-men used a mix of their own troops and local collaborators, alongside advanced laser weaponry and armour. Arkvalia and Eleskva held a temporary truce to stop the tide, but tensions between the squabbling factions remained high, and thus it was not enough.




It was in this age of division that House Perion rose, under their founder Daohan [2]. A man allegedly of noble birth, Daohan was the first known wielder of the Sword of Power, an ancient archaeotech blade from the Second Empire. This weapon granted him not only physical augmentations, but it also had abilities such as firing plasma beams, cleaving apart armoured vehicles like butter, blinding enemies with dazzling light, or generating hard light armour and shields that rendered Daohan nigh-invincible. He rallied to his side many warriors, from techno-sorcerer sharpshooters to skilled swordsmen, whom he organized as the Knights Eternal. One of his most notable allies (and former enemies) was the mysterious Arkvalian called the Rhigan-Sul [3], an alleged manifestation of the Lady herself, who granted Daohan use of the similarly-designed Sword of Hope. Using his wonder-weapons and many allies, this hero united both worlds as the first High King, ruler of the Great Alliance. He vanquished the Skeleton-Men, even striking down his own treacherous uncle, although this campaign eventually cost Daohan his life.




Upon his demise, the Eleskvans and Arkvalians fought over the throne, and over who would wield the Sword of Power. Many tried and failed, some even possibly died in the process, only for the Sword to respond to Daohan’s nephew and knight Moridan. It became apparent that through unknown means, the Sword of Power only would respond to those who were “worthy” of wielding it, and usually only one user at a time. What exactly made a person worthy was never clear, although seemingly it preferred those of sound mind, “good” character, and of Daohan’s lineage. The Sword of Hope meanwhile seemed to act according to the similar whims of the Lady of Light, even suddenly preferring the Perions, but never again after Daohan did someone wield both weapons. Moridan used his newfound power to become the new High King, and the Sword of Power was cemented as the determiner of succession. Any ruler who could not wield the Sword did not last long. The Sword of Hope meanwhile would either be the weapon of the High King’s finest knight, or new incarnations of the Rhigan-Sul.




Centuries later, when the Empire encountered the Great Alliance, it was still a small polity of a few hundred systems, albeit more technologically developed than before. The Perions recognized the skull-shaped helmets of Imperial troops, combined this with ancient rumours of the Skeleton-men serving under some distant emperor, and soon concluded the Empire was the same enemy [4]. Nonetheless, the High King urged for a route of negotiation, as the Empire’s forces vastly outnumbered their entire population. Eventually, House Perion bent the knee, becoming a Sector House of the Empire and Lords of the Taiab Sector. For decades, the material benefits allowed the peoples of the Great Alliance to expand and develop in prosperity, but this age of growth came to an abrupt end. Although the Empire initially agreed to respect Arkvalian and Eleskvan material heritage, this did not assure all. The Empire and the Rationalist Church coveted Arkvalia’s archaeotech, possibly even the two Swords, and many perceived that they were making moves to seize it. To make matters worse, the High King’s designated successors all failed to wield the Sword of Power. The Arkvalians and various Eleskvans (including multiple Knights Eternal) soon rebelled under the Rhigan-Sul, who took the Sword of Hope from House Perion. Arkvalia itself would cut off all its wormgates and disappear from the Eleskvan system, seemingly moving into a pocket dimension.




The loss of Arkvalia brought an era of decline for House Perion and the Eleskvans. Central rule decayed, with various lower rulers even openly fighting with one another. The Rhigan-Sul’s departure sent the Taiab sector’s syncretic faiths into disarray. Knowledge of their old roots and ancient technology faded away as well. While the Taiab Sector’s borders did not shrink, they did not grow significantly either. The High King rarely interacted outside of his sector, making few alliances or outer actions. Some exceptions were various Xenocides, and during House Tantalides’ takeover of Yrrakis, both of which featured Eleskvan knights fighting on the battlefield.




Once again, change would come from foreign conflict and invasions. The Federal Revolution shifted Imperial borders, and House Perion was now near the Neutral Zone. The High Kings used the conflict to start galvanizing their sector once more, becoming Lords-Protector to build up the Knights Eternal and their levies. When some nearby Sector Houses fell, House Perion used the opportunity to take their systems. In many battles of the Revolution the High King himself took to the field, using their ancestral weapon to carve through Federal forces. This rejuvenation helped the Eleskvans face another ensuing event, one during the second conflict against the Federation.




Believing that they could access Arkvalia’s secrets to achieve victory, the fledgeling Duzhonevians sent a force to attack the most closely-tied world they knew: Eleskva. How the Empire tolerated this is unknown, but some attribute it to the political chaos of the era, or even that Imperial command was working alongside Duzhonev. Whatever the reason they could, the Duzhonevian army managed to inflict severe damage on the planet, sacking various relic sites, derelict wormgates, and even the Royal Palace. While they took severe losses and were forced to retreat, the Duzhonevians managed to acquire knowledge on Arkvalia. In addition, they would launch additional lightning raids, and during one the infant Princess Artima was kidnapped. Prince Artyos, Artima’s brother, would eventually become of age, and co-wielder of the Sword of Power following his grandfather’s demise. Rallying the Knights Eternal, Artyos would wage a decisive war against the Duzhonevians and their attempts to conquer the Taiab Sector. The Imperium’s forces, under the local command of Marshal Harkel [5] and General Skolzano, would expend army after army, but never again would they step foot again on Eleskva.




Nonetheless, the Duzhonevians used plundered artifacts and knowledge, and had managed to send an invasion force into Arkvalia’s pocket dimension. What happened to them was unclear, as contact with the expedition was sporadic at best, and soon it was lost entirely for more than twenty years. Then abruptly, Arkvalia reemerged in realspace, located in the neutral zone. It became apparent that a Rhigan-Sul, allegedly Princess Artima herself, was wielding the Sword of Hope and leading the Arkvalians against the Duzhonevians. Said invaders had degraded significantly, even using children and non-baseline humans acquired from the local populace as soldiers. What followed this reemergence is purged from the Imperium’s records, but all available sources indicate that Marshal Harkel arrived and brought a large battlefleet to crush Arkvalia, only for them to be annihilated in a strange flash of “impossibly colourful lights”. The “Warrior-Princess” would proceed to lend her forces to Prince Artyos’ aid, before moving Arkvalia to fight alongside the young Solarian Community. Where Arkvalia is in the modern day is unknown, but at least one Solarian military subgroup venerates and emulates the Rhigan-Sul. Called the Warriors of Light, they wield special crystalline-edged chain-blades that reflect and refract light in dazzling ways.




Meanwhile, the Eleskvans and House Perion continue to endure. The Taiab Sector remains largely agricultural (though they can fulfill their own technological needs), and some worlds are as developed as a barbarian planet. Food, lumber, textiles, bacta, and other agricultural products flow out from the Taiab to the Empire beyond. The peasants who farm these products live quiet and rather prosperous lives, and social mobility at the planetary scale is quite common, at least for now. Even during the later Federation-Imperial Wars, the Taiab Sector had avoided any significant devastation.




House Perion’s other contribution to the Empire is skilled soldiers. The Eleskvans have many knightly houses, their members trained in the skills of warfare from childhood, and equipped with powered armour styled after the warriors of old. Some knights however have no lands and few solid allegiances, training any skilled fighter they can get, and simply wandering about from one opportunity to another. All Eleskvan knights are expected to operate according to a code of chivalry, established by High King Daohan himself, although in practice this code is not always followed. Those who do, and who prove to be capable warriors, may have a chance of becoming a member of the Knights Eternal. This ancient order continues to act as the “second sword” of the High King, acting as not just his best soldiers but also close advisors and commanders, performing his errands where he cannot be. Recently, they have had a significant part in administering the domain of House Perion, working alongside (and often squabbling with) the High King’s relatives.




As for said High King, the current Sector Lord and head of House Perion is Eorin “Founovzh” [6]. Born from a marriage with House Sarkhosk, Eorin has acquired a militant streak from both his Ozherkevi mother and the warrior-kings of old. Rather than idling in his throne on Eleskva, the Sector Lord often goes travelling around the Taiab Sector, and even occasionally the greater Empire. Alongside his loyal knights, Eorin enforces the Emperor’s will directly, crushes unjust lords, chases down pirates, amongst other pursuits. Obviously this includes through violent means, and using the Sword of Power makes the High King a deadly combatant, able to shrug off even modern heavy weaponry with ease. He seemingly has more long-term objectives in his questing as well. Many of his actions, especially near the Neutral Zone, have been harming Duzhonevian influence and covert operations in the region. After all, House Perion and its vassals continue to despise the Duzhonev Imperium, even though ostensibly they are on the same side. In addition, Eorin has been trying to relocate the shadow-world of Arkvalia, sending knights all over to find possible information on its whereabouts and activities. According to rumour, this is to renegotiate a return to the Great Alliance of old, though how Eorin would mend millennia of division remains to be answered.




[1]- Arkvalian “magic” seemingly at most functions within one or two light years of Arkvalia, and it is the shadow-world itself where it is strongest.

[2]- Literally translated to “Sword-Bear”. This is possibly an epithet rather than Daohan’s true name.

[3]- Roughly translates to “Maiden of Light” or “Sun-Maiden”. In practice, them being a maiden is not even necessary, as multiple are recorded to have had children.

[4]- Rationalist scholars in the modern day theorize that the Skeleton-Men were most likely a band of rogue Imperial soldiers during the Clone Wars.

[5]- Alleged by wild rumour to be a clone of Ankhov himself.

[6]- When literally translated, Founovzh means “Wind-Horse”.

[SC] House Sturnval

The century-long Federal Revolution was an age of untold turmoil. The fall of roughly half the galaxy to Federation hands, alongside the immense forces of a galaxy-spanning conflict, threatened the lives or loyalties of countless Imperial peasants and nobles. Rather than face oblivion, many of these fled towards systems under Imperial control. Battlestars took away retreating levies and noble houses, while the common populace sold everything for room on transport ships. However, this did not bring an end to their problems. Untold trillions ended up in massive refugee camps created near the front lines, on often-harsh worlds ruined by war. Shortages of food, clean water, and medicine were common, leading to cannibalism and plague. Crime and violence were widespread. In this generations-spanning horror, many turned to increasingly radical ideas for salvation.




In the anarchic Dzung Sector, a leader would arise from this great displacement, Yurek Sturnval. A noble and a commander in the Army, Yurek was a devoted believer in Rationalism and the power of the Emperor. In his initial post as Saridar (a mixed commander of both local space and ground forces), he fought against Federal forces with extreme zealousness, even brutality. However, he eventually was forced to hastily retreat from his post alongside his troops. His family, a minor house of continental barons, either died or disappeared behind Federal lines, an event which deeply affected Yurek. Joining with Imperial evacuation fleets, he and his companions faced a grueling, months-long retreat. Eventually, Yurek reached the Dzung sector, whose own sector house had been assassinated by pro-Federal groups. The worlds there were ravaged, many plunged in deep winter from bombardment. Disputes and conflicts erupted between the newcomers and local leaders, including pre-existing refugees, despite Yurek’s attempts to maintain order. In addition, Federal forces marched ever-closer, taking the fringes of the sector. Beset by countless issues on thousands of planets, Yurek would fall into despair. The man began to question his Rationalist beliefs, especially on the nature of reality, and what the goals of the Watchmaker were.




In response, he began to dabble into more fringe ideas. Monks of the local faiths were invited into his court on the throneworld of Dzung-Tol, and to their words he listened attentively. When Rationalist Church priests objected, he had them cast out. However, soon one of his closest advisors was a Rationalist scholar of unknown origin, although many agreed she arrived as a refugee. A charismatic mystic with divergent beliefs from the mainstream Church, alongside uncanny knowledge and intuition, she helped him make several important decisions, gaining his trust. Soon the scholar not only converted Yurek, but also his closest allies. One day, the Saridar organized his troops, and made a bold proclamation. The Imperial Rationalist Church was composed of heretics, irrational deniers blinded from the truth and servants of demonic “trolls”. The Watchmaker deliberately made an imperfect multiverse of suffering, which solely exists as a test for those within it, entities trapped in a cycle of rebirth. By studying the furthest depths of reality via mathematics and analysis, the true message of reality could be determined, and the limits of the material world will be undone. Yurek also declared that he was a reincarnation of Dryil Cahan, an ancient Rationalist conqueror who once ruled the lands of Myrhk on Terra. By crushing the blind dogs of the Federation, that ancient ruler’s “enlightened” domain would be remade.




Surprisingly, many of his desperate troops took up these statements with enthusiasm. As for those who denied his words, they faced Yurek’s reckoning. In a brutal campaign, fanatical soldiers of the mad lord purged anyone who opposed his beliefs, from Rationalist priests to common peasants. Suspected federal sympathizers were killed, and their flesh eaten in macabre feasts. On a more positive note, the divisions between the natives and the refugees were somehow abated during this frenzy of violence. Yurek would proclaim himself Sector Lord, and took the strange scholar as his wife. Although these sudden actions alarmed Yurek’s superiors, they deemed him useful and loyal enough to leave be, not that they could spare any resources to fight him. When the troops of the Federation finally arrived at the heart of the Dzung sector, they faced fierce local opposition and religious fervor, redshirts facing horrific fates such as starving in the cold or live immolation. Eventually this forced their retreat. While border sections of the Dzung sector remained under Federal control, most of it was the domain of House Sturnval. For millennia afterwards, the lords and ladies of that damnable clan would continue the mad work of their progenitor, and remained staunch enemies of the Federation. According to the occasional rumour, Yurek, whose burial location was never revealed to the public, still endures in cryostasis.




Why Yurek never rebelled against the Empire as an anti-emperor, despite their various ideological differences, remains unclear. Most believe it was due to a mix of the Empire’s power, and the Saridar’s blind hatred of the Federation. Whatever the cause, House Sturnval was spared by the conflicts with the anti-emperors, and its Imperial position was secured after participating in the Second Federation-Imperial War.




The Dzung sector remains a despotic region, a deranged blend of feudalism and theocracy. House Sturnval rules with an iron fist, its members engaging in all sorts of projects and depravities in their search for “enlightenment”, from cannibalism to incest. Serving them are a variety of monastic orders, formed from both Rationalist Church orders and the local religious sects of old. These differ wildly in operation and belief. Warrior-monks in armoured robes ride from their fortress-temples, to hunt down all who would oppose them, and to take infants as “recruits”. Mad philosophers endlessly tabulate the universe and the names of the Watchmaker. Some dark claims even allege they commune and consult with aliens, or donate their brains to massive processing banks carved into the mountains. The Sisterhood of the San-Muni, a rogue Rationalist order, operates here with impunity and perhaps even dominance, dabbling in their strange breeding programs and pursuit of a “chosen one”. These monastic groups rule over the peasants alongside the feudal lords of the Dzung sector, and the two are often one and the same.




Said peasants, a mix of the original inhabitants and the ancient refugees, live a meagre and poor existence. They dwell on often-desolate worlds, cold and lacking in available water (carefully controlled by the Sturnvals), their environments still ravaged by warfare ages past. Dzungese peasants lack many rights and protections from their overlords, sheer scale and isolation being the main protection. Their average access to advanced technology is also limited compared to their peers, such as a lack of antigravity. Those not working as simple farmers and herders, toil away in the dense cities as menial laborers, or serve in House Sturnval’s border levies. Followers of the Rationalist Church are ostensibly tolerated, but in reality face discrimination, from both authorities and angry mobs. Then there are the non-human serfs, who are often brutalized with impunity by their feudal masters, such as being eaten in the nobility’s feasts.




The Sturnval justify this through their religious doctrines. According to them the number of beings with “souls” (and thus who can reincarnate) is stable even as the human population expands. Thus the vast majority of humans theoretically have no souls at all. In addition, there is a hierarchy of various spheres into which one reincarnates, and which sphere they get depends on the merits of their previous actions. For the worse they reincarnate as animals or even aliens, whilst the best reincarnate as human elites. Thus clearly the lowest peons the Dzungese elite torment are either soulless shells, or souls deserving of their fate.




This treatment has fueled the Federation’s ire, and they often use the Dzung sector as an example of the Empire’s cruelty and immorality. Indeed, those living within the regions of the Dzung sector under Federation control have better standards of life, although traditional Dzungese culture has been eroded by both sides. Federation infiltrators and guerrillas operate on distant worlds, ranging from peasant rebels to even arambi fighters, and massed Federal troops wait to strike from their border fortresses. Nonetheless, despite five galactic wars and centuries of attempted subversion, House Sturnval endures. Part of this is through the support of the Empire, and part is through their own levies. Although lightly equipped and armoured, and often little more than glorified militiamen, the average Sturnval levy is guaranteed more privileges to ensure their fanatical loyalty, and thus are savage fighters. In addition, they are highly mobilized, with heavy use of speeders and conventional cavalry.

[SC] Technology Profile: Medical Technologies

Throughout its long existence, humanity has made great leaps in technological and biological sciences, all in order to treat its many ailments and shortcomings. Large strides were taken during the First Empire, and even greater ones during the Second Empire. Many diseases, once banes of ancient man, were nigh-eradicated. Mortality itself became unguaranteed, and the human form was improved. However, in the modern day most of those ancient innovations are now gone, or only accessible to the wealthy and powerful. The old spectres have returned, and new plagues have been devised through artificial means. Nonetheless, medicine is still advanced enough in the modern galaxy that most will live to at least their sixties or seventies.




Artificially-Grown Organs: One of the oldest medical technologies available in the galaxy, humans have been growing replacements for faulty or lost body parts, from hearts to entire limbs, since at least the days of the Solar Federation. However this is not always the common treatment today, and it varies from place to place. Imperial views on human cloning, Rationalists ideas on cybernetics, among other factors such as time costs, mean that many Imperial peasants or injured stormtroopers will opt for cybernetic replacements. This pro-cybernetic view is even stronger in the Consortium, and common in Avelov and the Alliance. In the Federation, more advanced and ubiquitous biotechnology means that organic replacements are common. There, having a carefully-stored stock of one’s own stem cells for emergency conversion is not unheard of. This organic stance is shared by the Solarians, the Kerdin (obviously), and some more anti-transhumanist Imperial Houses.




Bacta: A class of medical bio-nanites that assist in and accelerate natural regeneration, this is a ubiquitous product throughout the galaxy, although the Empire is the largest manufacturer and user. Practically every military medic of a major power will possess bacta. Although incapable of rectifying the worst injuries, it is nonetheless so useful that multiple campaigns of the Federal Revolution were fought over the substance. Bacta is used in many forms and products, although always with a form of suspending fluid, such as medi-gel, biofoam, patches, sprays, salves, full-body immersion tanks, or even orally consumed liquids. Many of these bacta products also contain other substances, such as nutrients for the bio-nanites, disinfectants, anaesthetics, or coagulants. Many strains of bacta exist, selectively bred or tweaked with genetic engineering, as the knowledge of their creation during the First Empire is long-lost to most. Most of these strains are farmed on specialized and well-guarded worlds, in massive bioreactors, or even derived from specialized plants. Allegedly, the most high-quality forms are secretly harvested from ancient, artificial organisms of geographic scale.




Hibernation Drugs: These medicines help assist in inducing or directly cause a state of suspended animation, during which a person’s biological processes slow to a crawl. In fact the subject may even seem deceased when analyzed by the untrained person. The exact effect varies on dosage and type, some may only cause hibernation for a few hours, while a single dose of another may induce it for months or even years. Hibernation drugs are often used in emergency situations, such as to stabilize the heavily-injured, or to await rescue in space. They of course can also be a crude substitute for more sophisticated cryostasis, although some hibernation drugs are specifically used alongside cryostasis to alleviate some of the latter’s negative effects. Those under the effects of hibernation drugs can be brought out of their torpor through specialized medication, though this is a slow process.




Invented during humanity’s early spacefaring history, hibernation drugs are not uncommon in the galaxy. They even can be found on some barbarian planets, derived from certain plants or animal products. As a whole, the most avid users of hibernation drugs are Avelov, Sokowuz, the Kerdin Empire, Zemusziya, certain sectors of the Empire, and the Vessel-States (where they were used in the infamous and tragic Veruna Incident).




Respirocytes: In essence a form of specialized nanomachine, respirocytes are artificial red blood cells. Beyond enhancing performance with their superior oxygen capacity (of at least some models), their ability to substitute real blood also has various medical purposes, such as treating those with anemia or significant blood loss. They also are necessary for sophonts and Alliance Immortals, as these cyborgs lack the bone marrow needed to supply conventional blood cells. Respirocytes for these and others can be produced within the body via specialized artificial organs, although these organs are expensive, and often induce strange cravings for foods rich in minerals.




Medical Tricorders: As the Federal Revolution raged on, and even long afterwards, one of the goals of the Federation was to rectify the ramshackle, minimal, and extremely divided healthcare for peasants under the previous Imperial system. However early on, many Federal doctors had modest medical training or experience, as not only were more than a few Imperial doctors purged, but new ones were rapidly sent through education to fill the enormous new demand. In addition, the Federation’s many species made medical training even more difficult. To fix these issues, the medical tricorder was created. This was in essence a standardized set of a hand-held bio-scanner and display linked to a medical computer, whose database could identify a vast variety of bodily problems, and provide assistant information for medical practitioners. While initially bulky, often requiring a belt-slung or even backpack-held system, medical tricorders proved a success, and in the modern day are far more compact. Any properly-supplied Federal field medic will have one, and they are even ubiquitous in the Federation’s many hospitals.




However, no device is perfect. The Unity Party heavily controls manufacture and maintenance of the devices, which restricts their use beyond the Federation. In addition, it is said (with significant evidence) that the Unity Party uses tricorders as part of their surveillance system, allowing them to keep tabs on anyone being scanned by a tricorder. Most Federation citizens are unconcerned by these claims. After all, the Unity Party has little nefarious use for the average person’s medical information. However, it has fueled further mistrust of the medical device by outsiders, with anti-Federation mobs destroying any they can find.




Testing Clones: A more morbid use of biotechnological cloning is for that producing specimens, ones grown for the sole purpose of medical experimentation. While most are individual organs or lobotomized lifeforms, some groups desire test subjects that are as accurate as possible. Thus they create intact and wholly functional clones, ones capable of sapient thought. Some even go further, simulating and recreating the environmental factors that would affect a person over their lifetimes. Whether these unfortunates be used for testing the latest drug, operated on by experimental medical equipment, or even doused with harmful chemicals and plagues, most tend to not live long (unless they were deliberately allowed to do so for testing). Those who use these clones often advocate that it is more humane than conventional human experimentation (although the Duzhonevian Imperium performs both), and keeps the associated risks from the ordinary populace. However naturally, many others consider regard the practice with disgust, considering it a form of slavery.




Auto-Docs: For some in the galaxy, intensive medical care by a conventional doctor is undesirable, whether for lack of manpower, fear of sabotage and organic error, privacy concerns, or other reasons. Therefore over the centuries and millennium, various forms of automatic and semi-automatic medical devices have been devised, commonly known as “auto-docs”. First created during the Martian Technocracy, these devices appear in countless different variations, such as enclosed medical pods, several roof-mounted mechanical arms, and mobile robots. With an arsenal of medical tools, auto-docs can do much of what a regular doctor can. This can include a standard check-up, precise surgery and injury treatment, cybernetic maintenance, dental care, drug administration, radiation therapy, or even rejuvenation treatment.




Due to their more relaxed views on computer technology, groups such as the Consortium and SIM are the greatest users of auto-docs. Some can be found in the Empire, serving the Imperial elite. Other models can be found in the Federation, often using holographic depictions of humans to avoid alienating the user. It is also rumoured that the Sokowuz possess advanced auto-docs in the form of “sarcophagi”, designed using Second Empire technology and reserved for their kings. However, restrictions in UMC-obeying civilizations mean that auto-docs can never be as intelligent as a sapient doctor (although some sophonts blur the line between the two). Because of this, they often work alongside medical professionals rather than alone. In addition, while auto-docs can’t be bribed, they can still be sabotaged by hackers, with often fatal results.




Somnic Pods: Created by the Yue-Iridon Institute, a subsidiary branch of Oastov Aerospace, somnic pods were invented to solve a certain issue: the biological need for sleep. The many corporations of the Consortium endlessly desire for increased productivity and efficiency, and workers spending a third of their lives resting was one significant obstacle. After centuries of research and testing, with noted focus on the near-sleepless biology of managers, Yue-Iridon unveiled their new product in the 306,700s. However, a combination of cost and actions by rival corporations, keeps these devices out of the lowest working classes and (ostensibly) certain systems. Somnic pods are also near-impossible to find outside the Consortium.




Somnic pods resemble an angular capsule capable of fitting a standard human, although some smaller devices fitted over one’s head can be found at street-side kiosks. Within a few minutes, the pod modifies the body’s biochemistry to a more “rebalanced'' condition. This occurs alongside advanced memetic therapy, either via a series of rapid visual images or directly through a neural jack. The result is a return to a more rested and energized state. While most use this to only reduce their resting hours or alleviate exhaustion, somnic pods can be used to eliminate the need for sleep entirely. However, there are claims and reports of side effects, such as anterograde amnesia, hallucinations, immune dysfunction, metabolic issues, increased aggression, other erratic behaviour, disturbing morphological changes, and hair loss. Then there are the alleged results of tests on children and fetuses…




The Yue-Iridon Institute dismisses most of these claims, and says that a responsible adult who consults a doctor before use, and uses a respectably-sourced somnic pod, will suffer no side effects. As for the average user, they cannot afford to care much. Those deadlines and quotas are relentless.




Azoth: A substance discovered by the scholars of the Vessel-States, azoth is one of their most closely guarded secrets. To acquire the substance outside the Vessel-States is nigh-impossible. Through mechanisms not entirely understood, azoth affects cellular change in a manner that attacks both cancerous cells and microorganisms, while sparing conventional body cells. Thus not only is it a treatment against cancer, its second trait makes it a miraculous “universal antibiotic”, capable of destroying any microscopic pathogen. Even specialized bioweapons like phage or sicaric plagues cannot escape destruction. While this does seem wondrous, azoth also destroys all other microbial life in the body, including beneficial types. Beyond suffering the obvious side effects such as digestive issues, the newly-sterilized body is also vulnerable to various invasive microorganisms, with often rapid and lethally catastrophic results. As a result, azoth’s use as a medicine is extremely limited, usually involving cleanrooms or localized application. It, and various less medical variants, has also been used as a weapon of sorts, particularly against bioweapons such as phage infectees. However the costs of manufacturing azoth render it a rare weapon and cure.




Rejuvenation Technology: This is an umbrella term for various treatments designed to revitalize and extend biological lifespans. This includes telomere reconstruction, chemicals that eliminate senescent cells, DNA reconstruction, stem cell treatments, etc. These marvels of medicine are highly limited and expensive, practiced by elite specialists such as biomancers, and thus only accessible to the most powerful and wealthy.




While capable of combating the ravages of age, rejuvenation technology has its limits. Usage of it on immature organisms has procured poor, even fatal results, and in general it fails to cease the maturation process. In addition, rejuvenation technology cannot fully restore the youth of those already aged. Application must be also done carefully, as fundamentally tweaking the body can result in catastrophe. Beyond simple death, other possible side effects include horrific cancers, mutations, or slipping into insanity. Finally and most importantly, it cannot stop death forever. After roughly three centuries of use (at least with “safe” treatments), the body will acquire too much irreparable damage for rejuvenation technology to stop. Some may delay this through cybernetics or even cryostasis, but these have their own undesirable consequences.




The Second Empire, perhaps even the First Empire, had advanced rejuvenation treatments that could surpass these limits. This was true biological immortality, and some groups in the modern galaxy might have the technology for this. One example is the Posthuman Conclave, which possesses some of the best medical technology in the galaxy. However, such miracle technology likely requires computation abilities that are beyond the Uniform Machine Code.




Isa-Rus Devices: While the Second Empire easily had devices capable of reconstructing a corpse and bringing it back to life, this did not satisfy everyone. Not only did it require a fairly intact corpse or sophisticated digital information of one, many would argue that the resurrected was a mere copy of the original. The Isa-Rus device was one solution, an attempt at true resurrection.




Named after an ancient man (or perhaps woman) claimed by long-forgotten cultures to have come back from the dead, the Isa-Rus device was a sophisticated system of advanced technology. Firstly, after receiving a target, the Isa-Rus device’s artificial intelligence would comb the Empire’s vast data-libraries, related biological specimens, and even the minds and memories of relevant subjects until it had sufficient info on the one being resurrected. Then it would go through multiple alternate realities until it found a still-living version of the deceased target, preferably one as similar as possible, and transfer their consciousness into a reconstructed body of any sort, one in the main reality. Due to the strange, achronic nature of multiversal travel, theoretically one can resurrect someone whose versions have all been dead for millenia.




Being devices with a sophisticated and flexible intelligence, most Isa-Rus devices not consumed by Cog Lords were destroyed as violators of the Uniform Machine Code. Nonetheless, a few are rumoured to remain on forgotten planets, or in the hands of UMC-breaking groups such as the Posthuman Conclave.

Culture Profile: Directorate of Free States

Astrography

The Directorate of Free States is a relatively small interstellar power, consisting of roughly three hundred thousand systems, located in Xeno Alley. Unusually among interstellar powers, the Directorate shares its home planet of Cormineus with another: its principal rival, the People's Democratic Commonwealth of Muskiev.

Natural Physical Appearance

The Directorate is dominated by baseline humans of the Galactic ethnicity, who make up of the majority of the population and are granted various legal privileges. Nevertheless, there exists a significant population of non-humans in the Directorate, including several species created by Directorate experiments with transatomics.

Appearance Traditions

As in the Federation, the primary form of clothing for Directorate citizens is a colored polynylon jumpsuit, based on the standard Directorate military uniform. Unlike in the Federation, Directorate clothing is seldom brightly colored, with dull colors such as black, dark blue and silver being preferred. Clothing within the Directorate is segregated on gender lines, with women required to wear loose, one-piece polynylon dresses. Directorate clothing is enforced by the government, which seeks both to impose greater social control and military style discipline on its population and to easily spot infiltrators.

It is also common for Directorate citizens, especially those in the military to wear locator helmets, which are often issued to areas and individuals suspected of rebellious sentiment. These helmets are equipped with radio antennae to broadcast the location of those wearing them, enabling them to be easily found by government forces. Removing a locator helmet, or blocking its signal, without permission is a criminal offense; the helmet sends a signal when removed without given proper access codes, and receivers will always notify authorities if a signal disappears.

Language

The official language of the Directorate is Emryian. Emryian was the language of the Republic of Emrys, the predecessor to the Directorate. Although the Directorate proclaims the superiority of Emryian and has imposed it upon conquered civilizations, it has been significantly modified since the time of the Republic. In order to make a language "more conducive to scientific thinking" the Directorate has replaced the Emryian alphabet and removed several letters it thought unnecessary.

Government, Law and Politics

The Directorate is theoretically a federation of several smaller states, banding together for mutual defense and economic cooperation. Each state has a government of its own, essentially a miniature version of the Directorate as a whole. Although the states are officially equal and autonomous, in practice the Directorate is dominated by the State of Emrys, located on the territory of the old Republic of Emyrs. States are given little autonomy, being governed by centrally appointed directors. Although state directors are often given permission to act on their own authority, they are not permitted to maintain their own military forces and can be contradicted or fired by the central government at any time.

The Directorate is a one-party state, dominated by the National Progressive Party. Although other parties exist, they are all puppets of the NPP and are either in permanent coalition or permanent opposition. The National Progressives are deeply entwined with the state, and it is often difficult to tell whether an office is drawn from the Party or the state. The NPP dominates the Directorate's legislative branch, the Directorate Congress, holding almost every seat. This is of little consequence, as the Congress is no more than a rubber stamp used to confirm decisions which have already been made elsewhere.

The leader of the Directorate is the Supreme Director, who is chosen by the Congress to serve either for life or until they are forced to resign. The Supreme Director alone has the power to appoint all the directors of other states, to introduce bills into Congress, to declare war and to ratify treaties. Beneath the Supreme Director are various departments such as the Directorate of Education and the Directorate of Security, which are commanded by directors appointed by the Supreme Director, who sit in the Directorate's cabinet.

Although the Supreme Director is extremely powerful, he must tread carefully when dealing with the true leaders of the Directorate, who were responsible for giving him this power and can just as easily take it away. They are unofficially known as the "Syndicate," an alliance of various interests including party officials, military leaders, notable scientists, the top executives of major corporations, and the security and intelligence agencies. The Syndicate is unofficially responsible for deciding much of Directorate policy, although it will typically interfere with the work of the official Directorate government only when it perceives a potential threat to its interests. However, the Syndicate is by no means always united and a particularly canny Supreme Director can bend it to his will by exploiting its internal divisions.

The Directorate is a deeply authoritarian society, one that seeks to govern every aspect of its citizens lives. Directorate citizens often live in government allocated housing, eat government allocated rations and wear government allocated clothes. As the Directorate lacks the sadistic streak seen in powers such as Duzhonev and Sokowuz, this interference is usually intended to benefit the average citizen and most Directorate citizens can live a relatively comfortable life, provided that they comply with everything the government demands of them. However, given the paranoia ingrained in Directorate society, a small mistake can result in severe consequences for the individual, at the hands of either the security forces or their anger neighbors.

The Directorate believes strongly in the superiority of baseline humanity over all other sapient beings, which is regarded as an inherent truth. The Directorate view of other sapients is that they are inherently stupid and worthless, and will always seek to destroy humanity out of jealousy if they are not placed in a firmly subservient position. For this reason, other species under the rule of the Directorate are not exterminated but are severely discriminated against, being ineligible for the vast majority of jobs and government programs. Non-humans commonly live in ghettos on the outskirts of Directorate cities, where they are subjected to severe crime and poverty and constant harassment from local law enforcement and militias. However, those non-humans considered to play a useful role in society are granted more rights and a far more comfortable lifestyle, although they will never be considered equal to a baseline human.

Economy

The Directorate regards itself as a a very capitalist society and often claims that their free market is an aspect of their generally more free society than their rivals in Muskiev. The truth is rather more complicated. While many large corporations exist and can have a great deal of influence upon the government, the partnership between the government and the corporations is one that has the government firmly as the senior partner. Those industries considered vital to the Directorate are either nationalized or governed by government-supported monopolies. Businesses are also forbidden from producing products that offend the Directorate's morality laws, such as pornography. The Directorate provides its citizens with an extensive welfare state, which provides some form of assistance to many billions of citizens. Non-humans are ineligible

Trade

As the Directorate is a heavily industrialized nation, it produces a great many products. However the majority of these are earmarked for the military and much of the remainder is consumed by the domestic Directorate market. Nevertheless, the Directorate does engage in some trade, primarily with its Imperial allies and with other states in the Imperial sphere.

Currency

The currency of the Directorate is the daylis, which is guaranteed by the Directorate Central Bank. Although the daylis is primarily electronic, it is often stored on physical "credit-sticks" for ease of transfer, especially on outlying areas. Like most galactic currencies, the daylis is infinitely divisible.

Sex, Romance and Family Structure

Despite its focus on science and innovation, the Directorate is a deeply socially conservative nation. Heterosexual monogamy is the enforced norm among the Directorate's citizens and all deviation is harshly punished. Culture is also strictly patriarchal; it is expected that the man will be the head of the household and woman are shut out of many professions. Most Directorate citizens expect that they will be married shortly after leaving school and almost immediately begin creating a large family, unless they are drafted.

As the Directorate is surrounded by enemies on all sides and frequently at war, it requires a large population of soldiers. Cloning is forbidden in the Directorate because of its association with Muskiev and the Federation, so the population must be kept high through natural means. The Directorate therefore pursues extensive pro-natalist policies, using social and economic incentives to keep birth rates high. These policies have largely been successful; few families in the Directorate have fewer than six children.

Religious Beliefs and Traditions

The only legal religion in the Directorate is the Reformation Rationalist Church, which is considered a branch of the government and is subordinate to the Directorate of Faith. The Church has its own police force in order to investigate and punish crimes against the faith. The Church is commonly used as a propaganda tool for the government, portraying its wars as righteous crusades and it's enemies as no more than trolls. Unlike the Imperial Rationalist Church, the Reformation Rationalist Church holds that the universe was created by the Watchmaker so that it could one day be fully understood by humans. The Church therefore argues that scientific progress and innovation is not only good but a holy duty that must be pursued to its limits, although some areas of research are forbidden.

Philosophy and Disposition

The Directorate is a heavily nationalistic nation, regarding itself as inherently unique and superior to all other nations. The Directorate therefore seeks to impose its culture on all conquered societies, believing that the inhabitants would be better off without their "primitive" or "immoral" cultures to hold them back. The Directorate also regards itself as beacon of freedom within the galaxy, a society that the rest of the galaxy ought to aspire to.

Freedom, however, can only be defended through vigilance and security. The Directorate is a deeply paranoid and militarized nation, believing that its society is constantly under threat from outside powers. As the Directorate is currently facing either war or the threat of war with Muskiev, the Galactic Council, several shortmen factions, and the Tick Swarm, this is not an entirely unreasonable belief. Directorate citizens spend much of their lives preparing for war; invasion drills occur on a regular basis on a majority of worlds, as often as once a week on planets located close to war zones and Directorate worlds have extensive underground and undersea shelters in case of orbital bombardment.

Fear of infiltration is another common theme in Directorate culture, fueled by the reality of Muskiev infiltration plans. The Directorate conducts regular purges of suspected infiltrators and traitors, often assisted by angry mobs of concerns citizens. Those targeted by the purges are often made suspects on evidence which is flimsy at best; in many cases their true crime was being alienated from the Directorate's highly conformist society.

Driven by the beliefs of the Reformed Rationalists, the Directorate has something of an obsession with science and technology. Much of government policy is driven by a desire to find more "scientific" methods of government, which has resulted in schemes such as replacing the vast majority of buildings with new, supposedly more rational designs and replacing agri-world grown food with processed rations. It has also resulted in an extremely lax attitude towards scientific research, which is almost as uncontrolled as the rest of the Directorate is controlled. The scientists working at the Directorate of Research and Experimentation are encouraged to pursue any line of research they desire, regardless of practical or moral considerations. The only areas of research which are off limits are AI and cloning. This attitude has provided the Directorate with some useful innovations but has also resulted in a great deal of money and resources being wasted on useless projects.

Military

Views on War

The Directorate regards war as a necessary cost for their continued survival and freedom. The Directorate believes that it's enemies are inherently and irredeemably evil and therefore there can be no permanent peace until they either submit or are exterminated. The Directorate's leadership also regards war as a useful tool for domestic politics. The constant war maintains an atmosphere of nationalism and xenophobia and allows for the direction of public anger at a metaphorically or literally inhuman enemy, thereby preserving the established order. Because of it's precarious astrographical position, the Directorate has been in a state of almost-constant war for over a thousand years.

Ranks and Command Structure

The Supreme Director is the official head of the Directorate's military, but he is responsible only for beginning, ending, and setting of broad objectives for wars. More direct responsibility for the military lies in the hands of the Directorate of Defense, headed by the Director of Defense. Below the Defense officials lie the Chiefs of Staff, the most senior military officials for each branch. Although the Chiefs of Staff nominally have less power than the Director of Defense, they have a great deal of influence and are often able to get their way.

The Directorate's military is officially subdivided only into the Army and Navy, both of which have their own directorates under the auspices of Defense. However, there are two organizations which are not considered part of the military but often act as such. The first is the Directorate of Research and Experimentation, which often operates on the battlefield, rapidly producing superweapons and biological monstrosities. The second is the Gladyun Project. The Gladyun Project is designed to serve as a means to resist a possible invasion by one of the Directorate's enemies. Individuals who are particularly dedicated to the cause of the Directorate, often former military or intelligence personnel are hidden among the average citizenry of a given world, in some cases being imprinted onto unremarkable individuals. Gladyun agents are intended as a stay-behind force in case of invasion: should the planet they are based on be occupied by a hostile power, the Gladyun agents will resist the invasion and assist conventional Directorate forces, safety hidden among the local population.

Soldier Types and Equipment

A large number of Directorate troops are non-humans, as the military is one of the few institutions that will consistently provide them with necessities, although they are considered much more disposable than human soldiers and often given worse training and equipment. Because the Directorate practices conscription, much of the Directorate's young male population will be called upon to fight at one time or another, although the sons of the wealthy and powerful have a much greater chance of ending up with a desk job. Humans and nonhumans have segregated units, although nonhuman units are commanded by humans officers.

The primary weapon of choice for Directorate grunts is the Destructor Ray. Similar to Duzhonevian designs, the Destructor Ray disintegrates the flesh of it's targets, leaving nothing but a skeleton. For heavier jobs ,the Directorate utilises Disintergrators, which destroy the target entirely. However because of their high power requirements the Directorate prefers to mount Disntergrators on Manta Ships rather than give them to soldiers, although exceptions exist.

Formations and Tactics

Unlike many interstellar powers, the Directorate prefers to avoid risking the lives of its troops if at all possible and instead seeks to win battles without their soldiers having to fight directly. This is achieved through two strategies: infiltration and overwhelming force.

Infiltration can be more rewarding if successfully carried out but is much harder to achieve, especially if the chosen target is wise to possible infiltration. For this reason it is most commonly used on more primitive societies. In a world earmarked for infiltration, Directorate forces will land covertly and set up a small base in an isolated area. They will then begin to kidnap local citizens and imprint their personalities upon them. The imprinted will then seek to lure other, more well-connected citizens to the base. As time goes by the imprinted Directorate agents will come to gain greater influence within the society and enable the Directorate to subvert its government and eventually invade, with the enemy society hopelessly crippled by having most of its most important and influential figures support the invasion. Imprinting is also used for short term purposes, such as imprinting in a returned prisoner of war to cause chaos behind the lines.

The second main tactic is overwhelming force, destroying the enemy before troops arrive to occupy the shattered ruins. The Directorate has many ways to create mass destruction without involving it's troops directly. The first of these is through the use of space forces, which can cause mass destruction through orbital bombardment. The second is the use of manta ships. Floating above the ground, these vehicles are heavily armed and heavily shielded, easily capable of destroying a city in small groups. Other manta ships are used merely as bombers, in order to deliver a cargo of transatomic warheads.

The third great Directorate asset is its biological weapons. The most common of these are animals mutated by transatomic experiments, many of which have grown extremely large and exponentially more deadly. While neither as large nor as durable as Kerdin Empire's kaijaru, these animals are nevertheless extremely dangerous. The greatest of the Directorate's biological weapons however are the Eaters. Appearing as huge blobs of organic material, the Eaters absorb everything in their path into themselves, growing ever larger. Without access to Directorate biological failsafe weapons, it is almost impossible to kill an Eater, although extreme cold can severely incapacitate them.

On occasions when Directorate is forced to send its troops to fight directly, the most common tactic is a full assault upon the enemy positions, with cover provided by manta ships.

Navy and Spacecraft

The navy of the Directorate is large for its size, although it is dwarfed by powers such as the Alliance and Avelov. The conventional form for a Directorate ship is the saucer, similar to shortman designs. Although they have less firepower than many ships from other powers, they are far more numerous and thanks to their circular shape it is possible for the crew to see from all sides at once. Directorate ships also tend to be heavily shielded, enabling them to take a great deal of damage.

Directorate naval doctrine is to avoid engaging the enemy if at all possible, unless they possess the advantage. A common Directorate tactic is to have several ships materialize next to a much smaller group of enemy ships, ensuring that they have the advantages of surprise and of superior numbers.

Culture Profile: Interstellar Coalition

Astrography

The Interstellar Coalition (“Coalition”) is a medium-sized galactic power contained entirely in Xeno Alley and sharing borders with both the Citizens’ Alliance and United Galactic Federation. It is just shy of having a quarter of a million systems under its control, though recent wars have put its exact borders in flux and contention.

Natural Physical Appearance

The Coalition is dominated by baseline humanity. Compared to most other powers the Coalition has a greater range of ethnic and racial diversity, with the Caderi, Halgan, and Xenia identities being treated as unique cultural groups that are distinct the common Galactic ethnicity. Xeno species and shortmen polities exist in the Coalition, but they only make up a small fraction of its total population and have little influence within it due to their voluntary isolation from the rest of the alliance. Instead, these non-human groups exist as distant, but respected, trading partners and war-time allies.

Appearance Traditions

Given the cultural diversity of the Coalition, there is no uniform appearance tradition. Historically, the different major ethnic groups that made up the Coalition would wear the traditional garb of their cultures, but millennia of cross-cultural exchange, the rise of ubiquitous corporate advertising, and most recently, a disproportionately massive youth population, has a created a fashion that has gained traction throughout the Coalition.

Flamboyant neon purples, pinks, blues, and yellows clothes are worn to contrast against the muted grey, silver and beige landscape of impoverished Coalition hive cities. Voluminous hair is painstakingly styled and chemically treated by both men and woman, and excessive makeup is donned by both as well. Wearing flight jackets, combat pants and badges emulating the ones worn by the Coalition Starfighter Corps has become a common part of this new fashion as well, being seen as a way of showing respect to the Coalition’s most revered military branch. Older generations either maintain their ethnicity’s traditional dress or wear casual suits and flared trousers. The latter being a style popular almost a century ago that at the time seemed likely to continue on and become the Coalition’s citizenry’s collective fashion choice in the future.

Language

There are over a dozen officially recognized languages in the Coalition, with over a thousand obscure dialects scattered across them. While all these disparate languages can be traced back to Traditional Standard Imperial, millennia of isolation from the rest of the galaxy has made them incredibly divergent and difficult to translate for outsiders. Because of the Coalition’s historic embrace of multiculturalism, there is an educational and societal expectation that a citizen be multilingual or at the very least be able to speak Coalition Polyform, a relatively new language dating back to the First Contact War. Created to cut down on communication issues whenever power gloves broke down, Coalition Polyform is a mishmash of the most widespread languages in the Coalition, taking phrases, slang and vernacular from all of them and blending in a way that makes it easier for speakers of those languages to pick it up.

Government, Law, and Politics

The Interstellar Coalition was created in the wake of generations of ethnic conflicts and outright genocides that were rampant on Halgan Prime, now the homeworld of the Coalition, and many other planets before the Coalition’s founding. As a result, it has always put a high priority on maintaining positive relations between its various system constituents and ethnic groups and has been fast to put down “problematic” elements that threaten to reopen old conflicts.

As a representative democracy, the Coalition uses a parliamentary system to elect its executive head of government. Its legislative branch is an assembly dominated by almost a hundred different political parties. Because of the breadth of the Coalition, no one party has a chance of electing the Coalition’s head of government single-handily, thus forcing them to routinely form coalitions with one another to achieve their political aims. This was a deliberate design choice for the Coalition’s political structure, as its founders and conceptual philosophers wished to ensure that cooperation between parties would always necessary. Many of these parties are ethno-nationalist in nature, with no real political ideology outside of promoting the interests and concerns of the ethnic groups they represent.

As with the Federation, the ruling classes take advantage of the Coalition's size to keep power. With so many constituent systems, nationwide popular votes are logistically impossible. Constituent systems are organized into sectors, which can vary wildly in size, and sectors in turn send representatives to the Coalition High Assembly. Representatives in the High Assembly vote on everything on a nationwide level, which is the problem: expecting a representative of several thousand star systems to care about the concerns of all of them in equal measure is ludicrous. These representatives are often well-funded toadies of plutocrats, as they need the resources to be able to campaign across thousands of systems. This means that every Coalition representative is more aligned with the elite of Coalition society than his constituents.

In the last century, with hostilities once again flaring up in Xeno Alley, a semi-permanent grand coalition involving almost all of the parties in the Coalition High Assembly has been formed to more effectively deal with war-time concerns in a more expedited manner. This grand coalition has been rapidly gaining more influence and is on track towards completely co-opting the power of local system governments by routinely passing new laws that grant the High Assembly more emergency powers. Many Coalition citizens see this as the logical next step in the Coalition’s trend towards greater centralization and influence in the affairs of its member systems. Most people either patriotically welcome this change or meekly denounce it as a necessary evil, while local system governments likewise can do nothing but resent their marginalization or suck up to the new order.

The Coalition itself, and all its constituent systems are bound by the Coalition Charter, a fundamental constitution and bill of universal rights and freedoms that serves as the highest law of the land. The formal Charter itself is actually rather short, with several sweeping declarations on human, and later sapient, dignity. However, it has little to say in regard to less weighty political concerns, which historically has been left to the governments of constituent systems to figure out. Any constituent system that is proven to be in disobedience with the Charter can face anything from economic censure to military action depending on the severity of the violation, with accusations of genocide always resulting in an immediate military occupation by the Coalition military and the removal of the local government. The Charter is a living document and the over millennia new amendments and additions have been made to it. The most recent, and divisive, addition being Article 66, which states that all other Charter articles can be temporarily suspended in the face of an existential threat to the entire Interstellar Coalition.

Economy

Originally the Coalition allowed individual systems to set their economic policies, with the Coalition itself being a neutral platform for which different systems could sort out squabbles in a peaceful manner. The First and Second Contact Wars forced the Coalition to take a bigger role in directing the economy. The Coalition still operates under a mixed economy that leans towards the free market, with regulation on private industry being scant. Some political outsiders have started to call these policies an act of crony capitalism, pointing to armament manufacturers, tech companies and even advertising agencies being granted lucrative government contracts and tax breaks. Coalition representatives have argued back that these actions are needed to not only keep the Coalition financially afloat but also stimulate the growth of its lackluster military-industrial complex. In the same vein, while the Coalition has redistributed most its tax revenue away from once cherished welfare programs, urban renewal projects and interstellar exploratory missions, it has greatly expanded funding for all segments of its military, with the Coalition Starfighter Corps, the Special Operations Division and the Department of Innovative Peacekeeping being the biggest winners in terms of increased funds and greater operational agency.

Trade

Despite becoming an increasingly isolationist and paranoid power, the Coalition still trades with other stellar powers. The Citizens’ Alliance being the Coalition’s biggest partner and in many ways, its savior, having not only assisted them militarily during the Second Contact War against the Universal Collective but also selling them tide turning Alliance military technology in the form of carrier and battleship designs. Unfortunately, the Alliance’s dedication to xenocide and human supremacy has put the Coalition in a difficult political situation as its xeno constituents have threatened secession over the economic and military pact, with additional opposition from idealists and traditionalists in the grand coalition. The current President of the Coalition High Assembly has attempted to somewhat relieve the stress of these issues by diversifying the Coalition’s trading partners by opening its borders to several Consortium corporations, which has caused many native Coalition corporations to complain about being unable to compete with the Consortium’s prices and products.

Currency

The Coalition once had an almost untraceable amount of different currencies, as each of its individual system constituents, and sometimes even individual worlds and orbitals possessed their own. The restructuring of the Coalition after the First Contact War and the creation of both the Coalition Central Bank and Coalition dollar have reduced the influence of these local currencies, becoming either planetary or discontinued.

Sex, Romance, and Family Structure

While the Coalition has been slowly getting its hands involved with many facts of civilian life, the bedroom has not been one of them. The traditions and sexual mores of different ethnic groups and species are respected so as long as they do not conflict with the universal rights and protections outlined in the Coalition Charter. In practice, this means that any form of unreasonable discrimination based on sex, sexual orientation or gender identity is criminalized, similar to the criminalization of discrimination based on ethnicity or species.

Courting is seen as young person’s game, with the expectation being that youth will experiment until they find “the one,” after which they will settle down and start a family. This early period of promiscuity has been subtlety encouraged by the Coalition government, which has been working together with trusted advertising and film studios to create all manner of media depicting such sexual behavior as “radical” and “tubular,” the idea being that given its perilous military situation the Coalition needs to increase its birth rate. Incentives such as financial assistance for families that have more than three children and families just starting out have also been deployed as well to meet this objective.

There is variation between cultures, but the common structure of most Coalition families has traditionally been two primary caregivers raising their children until they become young adults and enter the job market. This norm has been compromised in recent centuries due to the frequent wars that the Coalition has been involved with, causing entire generations of children to lose their parents. Most of these children end up living with close relatives or sent to state-run orphanages. However, those unlucky enough to come from overpopulated hive cities or planets on the front lines usually wind up in powerful gangs. This has slowly become a major domestic problem for the Coalition as some of these gangs have evolved into powerful warlord clans and crime syndicates.

Religious Beliefs and Traditions

Although the Coalition government is a secular institution that claims to favor no faith, doctrine, or belief system, Coalition society is highly religious, with numerous longstanding religious and philosophical beliefs co-existing with each other. The largest and most widespread faith is Stellarism, which is popular among the Coalition’s Caderian populations, whose cultural homeworld of Caderi IV houses the headquarters of the Church of the Lightbringer. The second largest is Universalism, which began as a radical denomination of Stellarism that gained popularity in the early days of the Coalition. Unlike Stellarism, which posits that while there may be many other faiths, and perhaps even deities, that the Lightbringer is the most worthy of devotion, Universalism instead holds that all Coalition faiths are equal and are simply different paths to enlightenment and spiritual well being, with the faithful only needing to abide by simple altruistic virtues. Along with these established religions, there are fad cults, which constantly pop up to capture people’s interest only to disappear just as quickly once a more interesting one shows up. Most of these religious fads have been vapid and harmless, but some like the Faith of the God-Machine and Logicism have turned out to be recruitment fronts for Conclave and Federation infiltration cells respectively.

Philosophy and Disposition

The Coalition had been an optimistic polity that believed that its successful existence as a multi-ethnic, and later multi-species, alliance was proof that its ideals of diplomacy, free trade, and technological innovation would inevitability lead them towards a utopian future with it as the ultimate power in the galaxy. That all changed during the First Contact War, when the Coalition was invaded by the Federation. While the Coalition had encountered unfriendly and even outright hostile powers before, the Federation was absolutely unrestrained and unyielding in its war of conquest, refusing to accept any negotiations that didn’t involve the Coalition’s immediate unconditional surrender to Federal authority and the Enlightened Revolution. Unable to defeat them military due to the Federation’s vastly superior numbers and technology, the Coalition would have likely been assimilated into the Federation if not for the one-two punch of winning a decisive victory against the Federation at the Battle of Caderi with the aid of their zadrovzh, starman and shortman allies, and the Third Federation-Imperial War forcing the Federation to halt their invasion.

Encountering the Federation and the galaxy's other great powers has made the Coalition government and its citizens paranoid and isolationist, believing themselves the only sane power in a galaxy seemingly dominated by fanatics, tyrants, and monsters. As a consequence, much of the Coalition’s old idealism and exploratory spirit has faded and been replaced by fervent patriotism, a fear of the unknown and a vapid consumerism culture that does it best to distract citizens from their society’s slow decline. That said, the Coalition still stands by its non-human allies, despite grumblings from the Alliance, and has even tried to create stronger relations with once only superficially aligned xeno and shortman constituent systems. While much of this outreach is simple pragmatism, there are idealists who see it as a way of staying true to Coalition principles even in the worst of times.

The Coalition Charter, as the founding document of the entire polity, is still held in high regard by even the most cynical of citizens, being seen as the defining feature of their society that makes them distinct and immune from the ideological insanity that seems to have gripped the rest of the galaxy. The Interstellar Coalition’s distrust and fear does not end with active belligerents like the Federation and Universal Collective. Even allies like the Alliance and the Consortium are seen as potentially dangerous interlopers at best, and a gross bastardization of Coalition ideals at worst. As a result, both of these polities are kept at arm’s length with many in the Coalition dreaming of the day when their economic and military assistance will no longer be needed.

Military

Views on War

To the Interstellar Coalition, war is hell, regardless of how necessary it can be at times. Even before its harsh exposure to the cold, unfeeling realities of the wider universe, the Coalition was averse to using warfare to settle political situations, much preferring measured diplomacy to resolve sporadic internal conflicts and violent first contacts. That being said, a common saying in Coalition political thought is the idea that even a peaceful power must always be ready to use force to defend the ideals of the Coalition Charter. Unfortunately, the realization that the Coalition is far weaker than its neighbors has made this axiom difficult to stand by, forcing the Coalition to use unorthodox, and arguably unethical, means to achieve victory and survival. Older generations lament this corruption of beloved Coalition ideals, and at best see it as a necessary evil in the face of dangerous external threats. Younger generations, on the other hand, are much more fervently pro-military having grown up with the omnipresence of war and the Coalition propaganda machine, which influences almost everything they consume, from fashion trends and music to children’s cartoons, video games and toys.

Command Structure

The Interstellar Coalition Peacekeeping Force is headed by the Board of Interstellar Defense, which in turn takes orders from the President of the High Assembly, who is the supreme commander of all Coalition forces. The Peacekeepers are divided into several corps, sub-corps, divisions and departments all of which in theory are beholden to the proper chain of command and the scrutiny of the Board of Interstellar Defense and other civilian authorities. In practice though they have been given huge amounts of leeway in how they conduct their operations, with Article 66 being unofficially in place. The Special Operations Division and the Department of Innovative Peacekeeping, in particular, have been granted unprecedented autonomy from oversight, allowing them to perform their clandestine missions and experiments in total secrecy respectively.

Broadly speaking, the Peacekeepers are divided into three main “Over Corps,” with the largest of these three having once been the Unified Coalition Navy, which oversees the command, deployment, and construction of almost all military-grade Coalition spacecraft, from corvettes to battleships. The Coalition Starfighter Corps is unique in the galaxy in that instead of being a subdivision of the navy, it is its own massive corps with a separate chain of command. This development was a direct consequence of the Federal Star Fleet destroying the less advanced capital ships of the Unified Coalition Navy during the First Contact War, resulting in starfighters gaining a much bigger role in stellar naval warfare as their size and mobility made them difficult targets for the Federation’s targeting systems. The last Over Corps is the Integrated Coalition Army, which prides itself for not only having the oldest regiments in the entire Coalition military, with some even dating as far back as before the Coalition’s inception, having once been independent system armies, but for also having the greatest commitment to the Coalition’s ideals of pluralism with famous regiments like the Halgan Shocktroopers, Shortmen Auxiliary Guard, Xenian Beast Riders, and others being allowed to keep their native culture’s unique military traditions and rites.

Soldier Types and Equipment

The Coalition peacekeeper soldier is the basic military unit of the entire Interstellar Coalition Peacekeeping Force. Sometimes called “silver helms” because of their shiny silver half helmets, these troops make up the backbone of the Coalition’s military, serving some role or duty in all three Over Corps. While all parts of the Coalition military, including even senior command positions, have strikingly young men and women serving due to the high attrition rate the Interstellar Coalition has faced in its wars against much more powerful opponents, peacekeeper soldiers are younger still, with fifteen being the average age of a peacekeeper. While many powers have underestimated the peacekeepers because of this, they have time and time again proven their worth on a thousand battlefields with their resourcefulness and youthful zealotry. Many peacekeepers are war orphans who joined the Interstellar Coalition Peacekeeping Force as soon as they were able to legally enlist at fourteen. Others are former gang members who choose conscription over imprisonment.

Another noteworthy soldier type in the Interstellar Coalition arsenal is the Special Operations Division commando. A relatively new unit created during the First Contact War, these commandos are used as a wetwork black operations force that is sent behind enemy lines to commit all kinds of asymmetrical warfare. With the Coalition Charter being wavered in regard to these convert activities, the commandos of the Special Operations Division are trained to perform acts of guerrilla warfare, sabotage, and terrorism. The biggest target of these operations is the Federation, whose crumpling influence in Xeno Alley is partially the fault of these commandos' strategic infiltration of key Federation worlds. While the commandos are trained to be ruthless in the pursuit of their missions they are also taught to at least superficially mimic the charm and rugged nobility of Coalition entertainment action heroes. This training has worked wonders in allowing them to gain the trust of dimwitted redshirts who make for great expandable agents for their operations.

The Department of Innovative Peacekeeping concurrently has been experimenting in several different avenues of military technology development in an attempt to find miracle weapons capable of turning the tide against the Coalition’s enemies. The study of esoteric weapons, void technology and genetic modification being of particular interest to them. While the department has made little headway in recreating the weapons of the Second Empire, their other two projects have seen some success. Even though there were some horrifying hiccups that left many scientists and test pilots homicidally mad, they’ve managed to create a reliable void engine prototype. Designed to be equipped to starfighters, the department hopes that these engines can one day be mass-produced, as it would free Coalition starfighters from their need for vulnerable carriers, essentially allowing them to strike at targets deep within enemy territory and immediately return to the safety of Coalition space. Lastly, the department has found a way to modify baseline humans to create architects in utero. Called scanners, these children are used sparingly in the field as currently there are only a dozen of them in existence. When they have been deployed they’ve been highly effective. For whatever reason that the department cannot yet determine only female embryos accept Lot 97, the chemical drug used to create scanners.

The standard kit for a Coalition Peacekeeper soldier is a half-face shield helmet, a flak vest made of para-aramid derived synthetic fibers, and the Coalition Starlyte, a laser rifle akin in firepower to the blasters of the Galactic Empire. In addition to these assets every Coalition soldier, from basic peacekeepers to the elite commandos of the Special Operations Division, is equipped with a power glove, a forearm-mounted utility tool originally created for commercial use as an experimental gaming accessory. The power glove serves a variety of purposes: a personal digital assistant, secure communicator, vitals monitor, translator, timepiece, planetary positioning system, cassette player, among other things. More advanced power gloves can be used in combat, with commandos having access to wrist-mounted electrostatic dischargers, flamethrowers, and sonic screamers.

The Coalition also makes use of foreign arms in the form of kinetic slugthrowers bought from the Consortium and Alliance. It still prefers its own expansive catalog of laser weaponry due to their ability to be mass produced economically, and the High Assembly is anxious about being too reliant on foreign arms to defend the Coalition. In a similar vein, while the Coalition military does have limited access to Consortium’s vast array of cybernetic technology, such augmentation is rarely if ever used despite their obvious utility. The Coalition military looks down on cybernetic enhancements because the addictive properties of neurozine are seen as too much of a risk to the health of soldiers, and because Coalition culture favors easily detachable technology such as turbo armor, jet-packs, and the power glove. The followers of Stellarism believe that heavy cybernetic enhancement can lead to a loss of identity and connection to the Lightbringer.

Formations and Tactics

The sobering effect of just barely surviving both Contact Wars has made the Coalition as a whole reassess much of its old tactics when it comes to conducting warfare. While before the Coalition simply blockaded an opponent, this would not work on a power with a more powerful space force. Since then the Coalition has adapted to the fact that can no longer rely on superior numbers and equipment to pacify an enemy. The Coalition only engages in small set-piece fights, where the odds are in their favor. Hit-and-run attacks, guerrilla warfare, and poison pill sabotage have also become favorite tactics in a new military stratagem that strives to exhaust the time, patience and numbers of a numerically superior enemy while ensuring that only a fraction of Coalition fighting men and women are used in return

Navy and Spacecraft

The relatively small interstellar navy of the Interstellar Coalition Peacekeeping Force is comprised of the Unified Coalition Navy and the Coalition Starfighter Corps. The Unified Coalition Navy was once the most effective branch of the entire Coalition military, being used as the strong right hand of Coalition authority for countless centuries. That distinction has largely now gone to the Coalition Starfighter Corps which was instrumental in the historic victory in the Caderi system that prevented dealt the Federal Star Fleet a shocking blow. The Unified Coalition Navy is now mostly used to carry and protect the attack craft of the Coalition Starfighter Corps. As a result, much of the Unified Coalition Navy is made of heavily armored carriers, with more powerful vessels being used only when the added firepower is absolutely necessary since constructing new capital ships is particularly costly for the Coalition.

As a whole, Coalition spacecraft are stark vessels that are designed to be economical and efficient rather than eye-catching. Similarly to most Coalition cities, most Coalition capital ships are grey, silver and beige, and resemble coffins in the eyes of more morbid service personnel. Starfighters tend to be the same, though some are chrome-plated to evoke the aircraft of the pre-spaceflight Halgan. Many starfighter pilots are allowed by their commanding officers to personalize their vessels with a personal coat of arms, a symbol from their native culture, or with a scandalous image. While the Interstellar Coalition wishes to one day equip all their spacecraft with void engines, they currently rely on jump drives for faster-than-light travel.

Tech Profile: Triumvirate Sarcophagi

​Believing that the minds of its citizens are worth preserving even after the death of the body, the Free Triumvirate relies heavily on imprinting technology. Imprinters are available in all Triumvirate hospitals, to transfer the minds of terminal patients to a new host body. Those in professions which are likely to result in death, particularly soldiers, have imprinters mounted into their helmets. If these helmet imprinters detect that the wearer is near death, the helmet projects electrodes which pierce through the wearer's skull and instantaneously imprint the brain. This form of imprinting near-instantaneously destroys the brain, and the imprinting data is sent via a mounted ansible to a Triumvirate databank.

Naturally, this hazardous environment imprinting has its flaws. Those whose minds are being imprinted are often in a state of extreme pain or shock at the moment of imprinting, and the process itself is far from painless. As a result, the imprinted mind will be in a state of extreme mental trauma, trauma that would have to be edited out by Triumvirate programmers prior to imprinting into a new host body. Further, circumstances may corrupt or distort the imprinted mind, such as a misaligned helmet or battle damage. Data could also be corrupted if the ansible connection is unstable, or as it is being written or retrieved from the databank. These problems only compound the data corruption issues with imprinting generally. Thus, it is no surprise that when some imprinted minds come back wrong.

The most common issue with an imprinted mind is phantom pain. Triumvirate programmers do their best to edit out pain from the imprinted mind's last moments, but sometimes they miss some pain, or must allow some pain to persist to avoid deleting key aspects of the mind. If the imprinted mind lives long enough in a new body, the phantom pain can drive them mad. Another common problem is overzealous editing on the part of a programmer, removing parts of entire sections of the mind. While removing useless knowledge is usually harmless, sometimes the programmers remove childhood memories, the ability of the mind to remember their own name, or even major aspects such as empathy or the ability to cope with stress. As a mind is imprinted more, more of these errors appear and are duplicated, or even expanded. This eventually causes the mind to have a psychotic break, becoming so far gone that even extensive psychomodification is pointless, as there is nothing left to save. Oftentimes, these minds are so mad that they are useless, and are simply deleted. Others are still coherent, but are prone to go into psychotic rages. These minds are the ones that are placed into sacrophagi.

A sarcophagus is a Triumvirate battle "vehicle" with a singular purpose: to attack the enemy until either it or the enemy are completely annihilated. Sarcophagi are trapezoidal machines, about twelve feet tall, that float above the ground with powerful anti-gravity plates, with a single head and at least two mounted weapons, usually disintegrators or plasma rifles. The head has one photoreceptor which can see in all bandwidths of light, and is equipped with advanced sensor arrays that allow the sarcophagus to maneuver through its environment. The head can have an additional weapon mounted into it, typically a disintegrator if the "arms" are more esoteric weapons. The sarcophagus is also equipped with energy shield generators, which "float" around the sarcophagus. Depending on the combat role of the sarcophagus, more weapons can be mounted via hard light connections. Sarcophagi are also equipped with loud speakers, allowing them to chant their mantras of madness and attract more enemy attention.

Within the sarcophagus is a cybernetic brain, one designed to have a human mind imprinted into it. While most of the sarcophagus is completely deactivated outside of battle, the mind is constantly running. In less sophisticated models, this acts as a form of sensory deprivation, allowing the mind to wallow in its own anger, insecurity and madness for years, possibly centuries at a time. In more sophisticated models, the sarcophagus computer simulates a primitive false reality for the mind, designed to encourage the mind to be more aggressive once it is activated. Sometimes, the Triumvirate places the minds of captured enemies into a sarcophagus, either allowing the isolation or torment to drive them insane, or by driving them insane in a torment engine prior to uploading into the sarcophagus.

Sarcophagi are kept dormant most of the time, and the few times when sarcophagi were activated outside of battle have proved devastating. Sarcophagi are deployed into battle via quantum tunneler or some other form of teleportation, into areas beyond the front lines. Typically, these are areas where the enemy does not expect an attack: command centers, supply lines, the bridges of starships, and so on. Because sarcophagi tend to be indiscriminate in their destruction, sarcophagi are only deployed alongside other Triumvirate troops in the most desperate of circumstances. Because their mad rampages always get the attention of the enemy, sarcophagi also make great distractions for other Triumvirate forces, which may have deployed in another position via quantum tunneler and could the distraction.

The behavior and psychology of sarcophagi vary somewhat, depending on the mind which they contain. These minds reflect each Triumvirate caste personality at its worst. Zomir sarcophagi, by far the most common, go into a rage and attack everything in sight, without care to their own self, in a mad attempt to regain lost honor. Domiv sarcophagi meticulously kill everything around them in their personal crusade to annihilate all life that does not fit into their perfect vision of the universe. Larana sarcophagi brutalize their enemies, believing them to be threats to their beloved Triumvirate.

Sarcophagi are notoriously difficult to destroy without the proper weaponry. Triumvirate shielding and armor is beyond what most galactic powers can produce, so the use of anti-armor or other heavy weaponry is necessary. This proves an issue, because sarcophagi are often deployed into areas where only light infantry infiltrators are expected, if a threat is expected at all. Sarcophagi weapons are also incredibly destructive, cutting swathes even through well-prepared and well-armored opposition. What normally stops a sarcophagus is the inevitable: overwhelming force surrounding the sarcophagus. Because they have a tendency to attack one another, sarcophagi are almost always deployed alone, so if they can be cornered, they can eventually be destroyed. Sometimes, sarcophagi prove so effective that they encounter advancing Triumvirate troops, in which case the Triumvirate troops issue a shut down command which deactivates the sarcophagus' systems.

Aeyrius Prime

Aeyrius Prime is the only world in the Aeyrius system with a permanently residing population, and is infamous for its long and violent history. Aeyrius is notable among the Dominion Systems of Avelov for being both one of the oldest and also one of the most troublesome. The population of Aeyrius has proven exceptionally difficult to subdue and although Avelovan rule has seldom been seriously threatened, the many rebellions and terrorist campaigns have proven to be a serious drain on resources.

The Aeyrius system was first discovered by the Galactic Republic, which took little interest in it. Aeyrius Prime was the only planet considered suitable for terraforming and a small colony was subsequently created. Aeyrius was considered a backwater for most of the Republic era. Even after terraforming, the environment of Aeyrius would remain harsh. The small colony would grow only very gradually and much of the planet was still uninhabited by humans

This would change with the coming of the First Empire. The ideas of Duzhonev the Wise would grow to become extremely popular among the hardscrabble colonists, who related to the idea of constant conflict. Aeyrius was therefore one of the first systems to support Duzhonev's forces. After the First Empire was established, Aeyrius was rewarded for it's loyalty with a massive increase in extrasolar investment. The economy began to boom and the population skyrocketed. The First Empire would even attempt to improve their environment through the use of bio-terraforming. Although this would allow Aeyrius to sustain a higher population in the long term, the short term effects largely involved the destruction of several staple crops, causing starvation and rebellion in some rural areas, although the latter was easily suppressed by the planetary government.

Nevertheless the close relationship between Aeyrius and the central government would lead to the Aeyrians becoming one of the most fanatical Architectist populations in the galaxy. Ironically, given their later history, the Aeyrians also had exceptionally friendly relations with the inhabitants of the neighbouring Avelov system with whom they shared many cultural similarities.

The good times for Aeyrius Prime would end with the coming of the Swarm War. Although it was never directly invaded, Aeyrius lost many soldiers to the jaws of the Ticks. The end of the war would only worsen their position. The Destroyer Plague ravaged Aeyrius, destroying the ecosystem that the First Empire had built. Aeyrius would also become a battleground during the Tribulation, leading to still further devastation. Despite this, Aeyrius was able to gain it's independence following the Tribulation and during the Confederation era it would become an associated state to the Architectist Kingdom of Avelov.

Unlike Avelov, Aeyrius was unable to initially fend off assault from the Second Empire and was conquered during the first Imperial attempt to invade Avelov. The staunch Architectism of Aeyrius was anathema to the Second Empire and traditional Aeyrian culture was all but destroyed by Imperial anti-Architectist and cultural homogenization policies. Rationalism came to replace Architectism as the premier religion of Aeyrius. During the period of the Second Empire, Aeyrius held much less influence and prestige than it had during the reign of the First Empire. While not quite the backwater that it was during the Republic era, it was nevertheless far more limited in power, especially since the destruction of the new ecosystem had reduced the population that the planet could support.

This minor status would save Aeyrius from the worst of the War of the Cog Lords, although it was nevertheless reduced to barbarism following the collapse of the Second Empire's computer systems. For the next several thousand years, Aeyrius was divided between numerous savage tribes and petty states. Despite this, a process of consolidation began among the small States. Mirroring the process that was happening throughout the entire galaxy, particularly talented warlords or petty kings would conquer or absorb their neighbors, making themselves bigger and bigger.

By the time of the Avelovan rediscovery, the process of unification was advanced. The Empire of Munsteyn under the leadership of the military genius Broyn III had largely succeeded in absorbing or vassalising the other states of the planet and was opposed only by the Triple Alliance in Aeyrius' southern continent, who were fighting a losing war against Munsteyn. With the expectation of total victory, Broyn had crowned himself as the High King of all Aeyrius and there seemed little that could prevent him from achieving his ambition. Technology too had rebounded and Munsteyn had successfully sent several expeditions to the other planets in the Aeyrius system.

The arrival of an Avelovan expedition fleet would change the history of Aeyrius forever. Having vague records of the formerly close relationship between Avelov and Aeyrius, they had hoped to find a fellow kingdom of Titanists. Instead they found a series of states which they considered savage, who subscribed to several mutated versions of Rationalism. The Avelovans shock and disgust would quickly turn to hostility and fighting began within a week of the fleet's arrival. Despite the Avelovans technological superiority, the alliance between Munsteyn and it's former enemies triumphed, thanks to a combination of superior numbers, Broyn's brilliant strategies and stunning incompetence on the behalf of the Avelovan leadership.

The Aeyrian victory would prove to be short lived, however. The leadership of Avelov would not allow such a humiliation to stand and declared a crusade against Aeyrius. A much larger fleet and army would be sent, under the command of general Ollyus Cramvier, who remains to this day the most reviled figure in history among the Aeyrian population. Cramvier was ordered to force Aeyrius to submit by any means possible, orders that he followed to the letter. Upon arriving in the orbit of Aeyrius Prime, Cramvier sent a transmission to the leaders of every state on the planet, demanding their immediate, total and unconditional surrender. When he was answered by refusals, Cramvier began the invasion of Aeyrius by destroying the capital city of Munsteyn with an aetheric warhead fired from an enormous cannon.

Two of the members of the Triple Alliance and several of Munsteyn's vassals surrendered almost immediately afterwards, but the surviving leadership of Munsteyn vowed to fight on, forcing the Avelovan invasion fleet to commit to planetary conflict. Throughout the invasion Cramvier followed a simple doctrine- all those who surrendered immediately would be spared, provided that they would submit to the light of the Titans, but those who fought would be utterly annihilated. This policy would lead several enemy cities to surrender immediately upon encountering Avelovan forces, but also resulted in many troops being prepared to fight to the death believing that they were sure to be killed regardless. Towards the later stages of the invasion, it became Avelovan policy to bombard all enemy communities that refused to surrender with black smoke.

Within two years of the invasion, Avelov had theoretical control over the whole of Aeyrius, but guerrilla resistance continued, fueled by both nationalist outrage at the invasion and by religious outrage at Avelovan attempts to impose Titanism. Cramvier's response was unsurprisingly brutal, attempting to destroy resistance through a combination of starvation and terror. Food supplies were deliberately cut off from settlement suspected of housing rebels and captured rebels were publicly subjected to the Titan's Fire. Ten years after the invasion began, Avelov declared the end of resistance on Aeyrius, although isolated acts of rebellion continued. By this stage Aeyrius had lost nearly a quarter of its population.

For the next century, Avelov worked both to rebuild Aeyrius into a functional economy again and to impose their culture and religion. The latter effort was greatly resented by the local population which still harbored a great deal of hatred for Avelovan forces. However the conquest had largely destroyed their ability to resist and so Aeyrius was largely quiet for the next couple of centuries.

This changed as Aeyrius recovered from the conquest and Avelov began to turn its attention elsewhere. Resentment towards Avelovan exploitation and autocracy remained high and despite efforts to impose Titanism upon the planet, many Aeyrians, especially in more isolated areas remained devotees of their particular brand of Rationalism. The Great Rebellion, started by the United Society of Aeyrians succeeded in taking Avelov largely off guard. As there had been no serious trouble for centuries, the garrison was small and unprepared. The USA succeeded in liberating large areas of Aeyrius' surface but ultimately failed due to being unable to acquire any space assets. The Avelovan relief force was able to regain control over the planet through orbital bombardment.

In the aftermath of the Great Rebellion, it was decided on Avelov III that more action would be needed in order to permanently secure Aeyrius. As Aeyrius was positioned close to Avelov and had become a source of aether, allowing it to become independent was unthinkable. It was therefore decided that Aeyrius would be made loyal by importing loyal populations from elsewhere. Populations of baseline humans from Avelov III and callfolk from Avelov IV were settled throughout Aeyrius, replacing the local population in many areas. These settlers have dominated Aeyrian politics ever since.

The history of Aeyrius Prime since the Great Rebellion has largely been the history of the efforts of native Aeyrians to overthrow their masters, with a major rebellion or terrorist campaign occurring at least every couple of centuries. The majority of these efforts have been thwarted by local militias and law enforcement, with the Avelovan army needing to intervene only for the most serious acts of rebellion. The Avelovan settlers continue to dominate the planet, with the native population being shut out of almost any position of power. The settlers hold the native Aeyrians in contempt and have been rewarded for their loyalty by being granted autonomy. Resistance to Avelovan rule continues, largely under the auspices of the Aeyrian Liberation Army. The ALA has been running a large scale terrorist campaign for several decades now, kept afloat by connections to organised crime and arms from the Alliance and Federation. Following their role in the assassination of Prince Montbar, the ALA has been subjected to increased scrutiny by the Avelovan authorities and the current ruler of Aeyrius, the hardliner Iayn Pessler has vowed to wipe them out once and for all.

Aeyrius Prime has an economy largely based upon the production of luxury goods, especially alcohol. Some revenue has also come from the aether mines, although the amount of aether found is miniscule compared to what can be found in the Avelov system.

Species Profile: Kebleen

Natural Physical Appearance

Height and Build

Kebleen are radially symmetrical aliens, possessing a small body with numerous tentacles emerging from it outwardly. Kebleen have four large tentacles emerging outwardly from their body, giving them an appearance similar to the Terran starfish. At the junction between the kebleen’s body and its arms are a series of ear-like sense organs which allow the kebleen to hear vibrations, both through the air or through a solid surface. The kebleen’s tentacles split into a series of “fingers” which allow for fine motor control. These fingers” are covered in fine hairs, which provide sensory input.

Kebleen are a smaller species than humans, with fully-grown adults comparable in size to a human child. As kebleen have no skeleton, their bodies have no “hard” parts apart from a cartilage-based beak and teeth in their gizzards. The kebleen’s body is held in shape by their extraordinarily powerful muscles, which can be relaxed to allow the kebleen to crawl into tight spaces. This makes kebleen-operated vehicles impossible to pilot for other species, as their cockpits are designed for a species that can take the shape of a very small space. Upon death, all of a kebleen’s muscles relax, turning the alien into a gelatinous mess.

Skin and Hair

Kebleens are covered in thick, coarse fur. These hairs are translucent, giving the kebleen the appearance of being white when they are clean. However, kebleen fur is usually dirty, making kebleen fur appear brown, purple, or black. Because of this, the color white is universally associated with youth, innocence and inexperience. Kebleen cultures traditionally colored their fur with different dyes and in different patterns, which have different meanings according to different cultures.  Usually, purple – the typical color for the chlorophyll analogue on the kebleen’s homeworld – is associated with camouflage, stealth, and deception.

Kebleen skin is thick and rubbery, and ranges in color from light purple to pink. Kebleen shed their hair if they shift to a “male” mating stage, and grow more hair if they shift into a “female” mating stage. Therefore, lack of hair is strongly associated with that of mating males and their behavior: near-suicidal bravery, recklessness, and aggression.

Specific Features

The kebleen’s body contains all of its organs. These organs are contained in a muscular sack which allows the kebleen’s body to stay rigid. In the middle of the body is a series of orifices for both consuming and ejecting material, usually encased in a protective “beak.” These orifices include one for the intake for nutrients, one for ejecting waste, and one for ejecting genetic material. This beak can be used to crush hard objects for consumption, or to break through the leathery eggshells of its natural prey. These orifices are also surrounded by smaller tentacles, which provide the kebleen with further fine motor control.

Atop the kebleen’s body are a ring of photoreceptors, although the photoreceptors are larger and more developed towards one side of the kebleen’s body, giving it a “front” side. The kebleen’s body is also ringed with a series of air holes, which directly feed into the kebleen’s respiratory system. The kebleen’s whole body can act as a “throat” for the alien, allowing it to howl and bellow through the jungles of its homeworld, or otherwise produce a large range of sounds. In fact, the species’ name is an onomatopoeia derived from what the human probes heard from the first kebleen radio signals intercepted.

Clothes

Kebleen were eager adopters of clothing, developing it to protect their bodies from the elements and from damage. Kebleen clothing is thicker on the arms and thinner on the body, as the kebleen’s photoreceptors and the air holes need to remain either uncovered or covered with a thin cloth. Prior to the development of synthetic materials, plant fibers and the hairs of other kebleen were primarily used for clothing. The kebleen’s fingers and beak are usually left uncovered, with the exception being for suits designed to operate in hazardous environments.

Language

Different kebleen cultures have different languages, but the kebleen communicate primarily through sound. These sounds have a greater range than what humans can hear, so many kebleen sounds are too infrasonic or ultrasonic for humans to detect without mechanical assistance. Kebleen speech sounds like wheezing, roaring, chirping, and screeching to most humans. To the untrained ear, kebleen language sounds very simple, but with numerous repetitive sounds. In truth, what the human ear detects as the same sound is a different sound, intoned very differently.

Sex, Romance and Family Structure

Kebleen are a species of sequential hermaphrodites, as are many of the sexually reproducing species on their homeworld. Kebleen shift their sex depending on whether it is mating season or non-mating season. During the non-mating season, kebleen are in their non-mating state. In this state, the kebleen’s body produces absolutely no gametes. Their bodies are at their quickest and most nimble. In this default stage, the kebleen’s behavior is geared towards individual survival and gathering food from relatively safe sources, such as unguarded eggs and young, smaller prey, and carcasses abandoned by larger predators. Kebleen in the non-mating stage are notably very “cowardly,” avoiding most confrontations and preferring to strike when advantageous.

During the mating season, each kebleen group will choose which among them will become mating males and mating females. How each grouping does this is different; some cultures make the determination through combat or games, with the triumphant being the males. Others make the choice through a ritual invoking spirits or deities to make the choice. In yet others, the choice is made by the local leadership, and in others yet, the choice is voluntary.

The process begins when the individual kebleen consume an enzyme found in various fruits which only appear during the beginning of the mating season. The consumption of these fruits is usually done in a special ceremony, with strong spiritual and religious connotations. In modern times, this enzyme has been synthesized, allowing for an individual to change sex whenever they please.

When a kebleen morphs into a mating female, its gametes activate and its “uterus” expands from nonfunctional to functional, allowing for the gestation of a litter of young. An otherwise-dormant nutrient organ expands, and the kebleen can now feed young with a nutrient-rich slurry provided by this organ. To divert nutrients to the littler, its muscles atrophy, and its hair grows to better facilitate camouflage. During the height of mating season, kebleen females are so furry that their distinct features are almost totally hidden. Psychologically, the kebleen becomes more averse to combat, fleeing in almost all situations. However, if cornered with young, the kebleen will fight to the death.

When the kebleen morphs into a mating male, they gain muscle mass and become far more aggressive and brave. Their gametes also activate so they can impregnate females. Their greater musculature makes them stronger and makes their bodies more rigid and less agile. In this stage, the kebleen will attack large predators and other kebleen for food and for the security of the pack. Uncharacteristically for kebleen, males have little sense of self-preservation, and are considered expendable by themselves and their pack. Most kebleen religions believe that, when a male mates, his essence lives on in his children, so the individual can be killed without any meaningful loss.

The ratio of how many mating males and mating females are in a group traditionally depended on how much food was available. If there was more food, then the tribe would shift more non-mating to mating females, as more food was available for young. If there was less food, more males were “created,” as this meant fewer mouths to feed and more brave fighters to steal larger kills from larger predators.

Sex shifting is perceived to be a natural part of a kebleen’s life. Every kebleen must, for part of the season, be a female and bear young, or be a male and risk their lives in combat. In kebleen culture, personality and identity is linked to sex, and so when a kebleen changes sex, their personality and their identity change. Kebleen have two names, names linked to their different sexes, and a permanent name linked to the individual. Therefore, the same individual may be considered to be “different people” depending on their sex at the time.

Kebleen tend to view their mating sex as a time of duty. Females are viewed as weak and cowardly, while males are viewed as overly reckless and aggressive. These stigmas do not connect to the individual, as the sex of the individual can change. However, most kebleen view experiencing these different personalities as key to becoming a well-rounded individual.

This concept of fluid identity is usually lost on outsiders, which is part of why kebleen are seen as untrustworthy: while the same individual may have agreed to the terms, that individual has changed to a different personality. As kebleen culture is heavily geared towards deception and subterfuge, the kebleen have used this confusion to their advantage.

Since the development of agriculture, many kebleen cultures have done away with the concept of set mating seasons entirely. Some kebleen cultures allow individuals to choose a sex permanently, although this is still highly irregular and controversial among the species as a whole. More traditional cultures view this as an abomination against nature, akin to an individual choosing to be a child their entire lives. Those who are more accepting, in addition to making the argument that individuals should have autonomy over themselves, is that this gives individuals a way to keep and maintain a distinct personality. Breaking from set mating cycles has also allowed kebleen societies to create large numbers of males during times of war, and large numbers of females whenever the population needs to be artificially increased.

Food

The kebleen are omnivorous scavengers. While kebleen will eat fruits, most “plant” matter is too dense and fibrous for their stomachs to digest. Preferably, kebleen will steal eggs and young from larger creatures, and larger kills from predators. This led to the kebleen developing their intelligence, which is more centered around stealth, deception, and theft than that of a species like humanity.

Settlements

Being a historically tree-dwelling species, kebleen have a natural liking for heights and a fear of what is on the floor below. In kebleen religions, the forest floor is usually where the afterlife is located. As a result, modern kebleen settlements were built atop trees and, eventually, atop large spires and space elevators. The bottom of these structures are normally not fit for habitation, and where they are, they are for the absolute poorest of the kebleen community.

Population and Distribution

The kebleen have only been a spacefaring species for about ten thousand years, and have only possessed faster-than-light technology for about two thousand of those years. The kebleen were encountered by human probes exploring Xeno Alley after the Fourth Federation-Imperial War, and because of their relative weakness, were ignored by the major powers at the time. The kebleen have since adopted and reverse-engineered human technology, and have become a threat to the more remote outposts of humanity.

The kebleen mostly war amongst themselves, and organize their societies into small statelets. However, many have turned to piracy, particularly against humans, as the kebleen universally view humans as alien and therefore undeserving of moral treatment. While the kebleen have a complex series of ethical rules which determine what is acceptable and what is not among them, these rules do not apply to any other species, which they view both as potential prey and potential threats.

A small population of kebleen have found themselves in Consortium space, although how this happened is still a mystery. These kebleen, mostly permanent mating females, have learned not to attack Consortium corporations the hard way, and instead work as privateers for said corporations. Many operate where Consortium corporations believe alien attackers provide better cover for their activities. Some have also been hired to fight in the Settlement Independence War on the Consortium’s side.

Numerous colonies of kebleen were given the opportunity to join the Galactic Council, but this offer was withdrawn due to the kebleen continuing to conduct raids against Council vessels. Although the kebleen member colonies insisted that these were kebleen outside of their control, the Council nevertheless banned the species as a whole from membership.

Technology Profile: Memetic Obelisks

The Dark Renaissance prompted a major shift in the Second Empire's culture, and this included the most essential function of a state towards its civilization: self-preservation. The Second Empire once thought itself invincible and immortal, capable of mastering the universe itself, but the discovery of the multiverse led to a crisis of confidence from which the Second Empire never truly recovered. Compared to the scope of true infinity, the Second Empire was nothing. To cope with this, some Imperial nobility turned to the mission of preserving humanity and its empire by any means necessary. Some launched wars of conquest against the infinite realities, while others sought to preserve the Second Empire even after its destruction. Looking infinitely towards the future, they created the memetic obelisks.

Memetic technology was nothing new for the Second Empire, but all of its applications were immediate. Memetic obelisks are designed with a different purpose in mind: perpetuating the Second Empire indefinitely. A memetic obelisk is, as its name implies, a large construct, seemingly made of black stone, which alters the thoughts of any sapients or artificial intelligence constructs nearby through the use of esoteric technologies. Inscriptions in Middle Standard Imperial are etched onto the surface of the obelisk. These inscriptions betray the obelisk's data contents and the means by which the obelisk can be deactivated. This allows any Imperials to easily deactivate the obelisk, or reactivate it as necessary, but any future civilizations which do not understand MSI will revere the obelisk and have no means of deactivating it until it is too late. The obelisk is constantly powered on, unless deactivated by following the instructions, and powered by a hyperspace relay generator built deep within it.

Memetic obelisks are intended to force sapient beings into recreating the Second Empire of Mankind. In order to do this, the obelisks impart onto nearby sapients a sense of religious reverence for the Second Empire, revealing the Empire's achievements and values to the sapients in visions or dreams, or by manipulating their internal thoughts so they come to the conclusion that they must rebuild the Second Empire. The obelisk also imparts technological and scientific information to the sapients, to give its "followers" an edge. Once the onboard AI detects a sufficient degree of worship from the sapients, it will reveal greater technological gifts, with the eventual goal of recreating a civilization on par with the Second Empire. At this point, the obelisk reveals its true purpose, and allows itself to be deactivated by the civilization it uplifted.

In practice, not all memetic obelisks are created with such benevolent goals in mind. Many Imperial nobles were incredibly vain, and in addition to wanting to preserve the Second Empire, wanted to preserve their own interests. Some saw memetic obelisks as a way of enslaving entire species to their will, as has occurred in the Large Magellanic Cloud. Others saw the obelisks as a means of perpetuating their own personas, converting sapients into copies of themselves, either in psychological traits, memories, or both. Some nihilistic or cruel nobles created obelisks which simply drove sapients to acts of great depravity and violence against one another, for no good reason.

Most memetic obelisks in the Milky Way were consumed during the War of the Cog Lords, and were thus destroyed in the conflict. However, they are far more common beyond the Milky Way, where the war's effects were not as devastating. The Large Magellanic Cloud, in particular, still has many memetic obelisks left over from the days of the Second Empire. Memetic obelisks are incredibly valuable, for the modern galaxy understands that some contain the entire technological history of the Second Empire. However, it is impossible to differentiate these obelisks from those that simply drive sapients insane or enslaves them to a noble's will, and the modern galaxy has yet to devise a way to extract the data without succumbing to the obelisk's memetic effects. The Posthumans, and some in the Consortium, have suggested that a machine intelligence may be able to do this, but the Protectorate and the other galactic powers vehemently oppose this approach. Nevertheless, the search for the one "perfect" obelisk continues.

[SC] Technology Profile: Holograms

Holograms are projections, ones without a conventional solid medium such as paper or an electronic screen. Capable of being projected in three dimensions or even mid-air, the means behind this vary, although they all require a physical projector to function. These display abilities make holograms versatile tools in both entertainment and communications. Thus, they can be found throughout the galaxy, from the meeting places of the galactic elite, to the home of the average peasant or redshirt.




Holographic technology is ancient, the first versions having existed since at least 2427 BFC, when a Martian Prime Citizen used large-scale versions for a “festival of lights”. These early holograms used light projected onto air-borne particles, such as water vapour, forming a three-dimensional image. Naturally these particles are subject to being moved away by physical interference, such as a hand or strong wind, and the projected image may be hazy or distorted. Thus the particles either are constantly being replenished by the projector, or suspended mid-air via acoustics. This primitive method is still used by some societies who eschew more advanced display technologies, such as Duzhonev, Avelov, or the Vessel-States.




Other societies make use of later, more sophisticated holographic technology. The most common hologram type uses glowing, ionized gases akin to a neon light. The source of the gas varies, some can use atmospheric gases, while others reuse specialized mixtures stored in a cartridge. After accelerating out of the projector device, the gases are then shaped via electromagnetic fields into the desired shape, before looping back into the projector. This creates a more stable image than vapour-based projectors. However, the “objects” created by these holographic projectors are just as intangible as their simpler cousins, although some cheap models have gases concentrated and hot enough to be painful to the touch. Interaction is simulated through motion detection systems, though there have been fringe attempts at using shields to crudely mimic physical surfaces. Due to the UMC’s restrictions on realistic display technology, modern holograms are often crude, usually with notable static or even being monochrome.




Nonetheless, some groups have them advanced enough to be used as a form of deception. Holographic disguises have been attempted many times throughout history, down to even disguising one’s own person. However these will fail to basic physical inspection, and being fully enshrouded by a hologram will leave the person within blind. Solarians are the most notable users of holographic trickery, having some of the most advanced versions in the galaxy, suitable for their form of warfare. These holograms can be projected kilometres away, display massive objects, and do these with high energy efficiency. Coupled with sophisticated computer technology and specialized display particles, they have immense precision and detail, being not only full colour but even simulating shadows, reflections, and details outside of the visible spectrum. Specialized drones are also used to fake other details such as sound. Despite this, these holograms have their limits. Whilst capable of simulating faceless soldiers and ships from afar, a prolonged inspection may reveal flaws in the hologram, especially up close.




There are also multiple substitutes to the holographics mentioned above, often used by societies who avoid or lack such technology. Volumetric displays use a rapidly-moving screen to emulate a hologram, and this method is even older than holograms themselves. The primitive colonials of the UCA are notable users of this, as they lack more advanced methods. Augmented reality, where images are simply projected directly on the eyes or into the brain itself, is even more common as a substitute. Many places in the Consortium, and to a greater extent in the SIM, can never be fully comprehended by the unaugmented person. This was also allegedly a method used by the First Empire, with specialized organisms directly sending images to peoples’ minds. Finally, a more bizarre hologram alternative is used in the Kerdin Empire and Zemusziya, consisting of thousands of miniscule, flying bioluminescent insects. These arrange themselves under the sonic or bio-radio commands of a higher organism, forming an image of sorts.




The magnum opus of holographics is the technology known as hard light. Invented during the Second Empire, hard light is in actuality a form of exotic matter. Made directly from energy far more efficiently than regular matter, hard light is projected from its source and is programmed into various tangible forms, ranging from dense and resilient columns to flexible threads as light as air. Hard light constructs must be constantly replenished (often by wireless means), as it is constantly decaying into photons (creating a varying glow). When cut off from its projector, it will rapidly deprogram and decay into lower spectrums of light. The substance is also rather chemically inert, meaning it cannot replicate things such as a human brain or gunpowder. Nonetheless, hard light’s versatility made it a common material for the Second Empire, with countless applications. Monomolecular blades, buildings made in an instant, night-invincible shields, self-repairing hulls, the bodies of combat constructs, clothing that can be changed on a whim, and tangible entertainment holograms are merely some of the possibilities. However in most of the modern galaxy, hard light technology is priceless archaeotech, and centuries of research have failed to fully unlock its secrets. The Federation, Sokowuz, and certain Consortium megacorps have some of the furthest progress, and are allegedly surpassed by the Dynic Hegemony. However it is the Galactic Council who reigns supreme in the field. The Council is actually capable of applying and using hard light within their society, although not to the extent of the Second Empire. One example is the omni-tools used by their Justicars, arm-mounted devices capable of transforming to fulfill various tasks.

[SC] Species Profile: Kabara

Created (or possibly discovered) by the shortman Vitexil fleet, the kabara (001 Narek Hemuyedi) is a repto-mammalian predator designed from kerdin and possibly even shortmen stock. However, being derived from sapient stock has done nothing to make them less bestial. Many a farmer on some distant agri-world fears these (literally) bloodthirsty creatures, and that they herald their otherworldly masters.




Physiology




Kabaras resemble a kerdin or other raptor most in size and body structure, but they have several key distinctions. A kabara’s body is lightly built, although still quite strong, and is designed to run away from danger rather than endure it. When fully grown they are about the size of a man, albeit shorter due to their posture. Kabaras have smooth, scaly skin, in shades of green and grey. Some have short, patchy brown or grey hair on their body. Running along the back are multiple sensitive spines. The arms are proportionately longer than that of a kerdin, tipped with extremely sharp claws. These arms allow the kabara to assume a quadrupedal stance at times. Kabaras also have a shorter tail than kerdin. The legs lack the signature sickle-shaped claws of a raptor, and quickly move a kabara in a signature hopping motion.




Most notably, the head sports massive eyes, which are capable of seeing into the infrared spectrum. These are sensitive to bright light, although a kabara’s nocturnal lifestyle means this is rarely an issue. The mouth contains elongated fangs, which have ducts to infect venom into prey. There is also a sensitive, prehensile tongue with small barbs similar to that of a cat.




One engineered trait is in their nervous system. Due to alterations made to their neurochemistry, kabaras require less neurozine for cybernetics than most species. Neural fluids derived from their unique diet also assist in this.




Reproduction and Life Cycle




Kabaras breed year-round, and attract mates through simple yet dedicated courtship displays, often involving their uncanny warbling cries. If this fails sufficiently the female may respond violently. Females give birth to live young, typically one to three in a litter. These young are reliant on parental care and defense for the first few months of their lives, feeding off the regurgitated food of their mother. Many domestic kabaras are however produced artificially, gestated in amniotic tanks by their shortmen masters.




A kabara will reach maturity in two years without artificial intervention. In the wild they survive typically around twelve to fifteen years, although they can live up to their mid-twenties. The Vitexil cryogenically store domestic kabaras that are not in use, extending this lifespan even further.




Diet and Feeding Habits




An aggressive and typically solitary species, kabaras prefer to prey on live, medium-to-large animals such as deer and goats. In dire scenarios they will target smaller animals such rabbits or rodents. Multiple animals may be fed upon in a single night to satisfy their metabolism. Moving silently towards their target, and leaping over any obstacles in their path, a kabara will grapply their prey and inject it with their lethal venom.




Afterwards, the creature performs its distinctive feeding method. Kabaras do not live on flesh like most large predators, and their digestive systems cannot handle such a diet. Instead they subsist on liquids, a mixture of blood and structures broken down and liquified by their venom. This is rapidly drunken up from a wound in their victim until they are a husk, a process assisted by secreted anticoagulants and their prehensile tongue. Why the Vitexil created this unorthodox system is unknown, although some speculate it is to simplify feeding them with a nutrient slurry, or even a holdover from their genetic stock.




Habitat and Galactic Range




These repto-mammalians can survive in a variety of habitable environments, but they thrive best in more open and rural regions. In particular, ones without significant cold, and with ample darkness in which they can hunt.




While the most notable kabara population is on the nomadic vessels of the Vitexil, there are feral kabaras scattered across Xeno Alley. Most are in the Galactic Council, but others are in the Citizens’ Alliance, Directorate, or independent systems. There are a few miniscule populations outside of the Alley, such as in zoological collections.




Relations with Sapients




While the exacts of their origins are unclear, the kabaras’ history is tied to Vitexil Fleet. A secretive shortman fleet in Xeno Alley, the Vitexil are known to dabble in strange biological experiments. One of particular interest is their well-hidden project on human genetics and hybridization, allegedly to create a servant or “master” race. In pursuit of their endeavours, they have allied themselves with the Galactic Council, and often perform covert activities on backwater worlds.




The kabara is a suited creature for this task, as they are far more formidable than a shortman in standard gravity. They also blend into nature better than their masters, despite their alien appearance. The repto-mammalians are often dropped off on a planet, operating independently for months or even years. There, they scout out rural areas, observe local wildlife, defend shortmen on the surface, or even hunt down specimens and inquisitive locals. Kabaras are used in more militant roles as well: as a pest unleashed en masse on various worlds, as a means of manipulation through orchestrated attacks, or shock troops on the battlefield. These are more common when they are directly used by the Galactic Council. To assist in all these various tasks, kabaras are usually augmented with various technologies, such as reinforced bones, cloaking technology, built-in comms, nano-cameras, remote control wired into their brains, and of course a self-destruct for emergencies. One disadvantage is their sheer savagery and animalistic instincts, as even with cybernetic controls, kabaras may attempt attacking their own masters.




Despite this, feral populations of kabaras rarely hunt humans or other sapients as prey, and most attacks are by diseased, desperate, and aggravated individuals.




First appearing in the 301,000s, kabaras are viewed in various ways by the galactic community. Many kerdin beyond the Alley consider them an abomination, a mockery of their form. On some planets they are regarded as a boogeyman, with some dismissing them as a myth. However, most consider them as a mere animal, a curiosity, a pest, or a tool of abhumans and xenos. Some even utilize them for their own use, such as gladiatorial organizers, and certain primitive governments collaborating with the shortmen beyond.

[SC] Variable Sovereignties

It is a common misconception in the galaxy that worlds and star systems are always under the full legal control of a single astropolitical sovereign entity. This misconception arises from the fact that this is true in almost every instance, as a result of systems normally having only one inhabited world, and being colonized by only one power. However, many exceptions do exist, with most of these coming into existence due to the Federal Revolution. The haphazard nature of the war, and the Galactic Concordance which ended it, left many worlds divided between the Empire and the Federation. As the Galactic Concordance had to account for hundreds of millions of disputed worlds and systems, it could not account for the territorial division of every single disputed region. Instead, it implemented compromises which made sense in the aggregate, but may lead to strange exceptions. This was deemed an acceptable price, as the Concordance was meant to put a quick end to the civil war, and not be a final peace treaty between the two sides.




The Galactic Concordance generally provided for a galaxy-wide ceasefire and the transfer of effective sovereignty to the warring faction in actual control of the region. In practice, this meant that planetary battlefields were frozen in place, though recognized political subdivisions were given the opportunity to pledge their loyalty to one side or the other, so long as that subdivision had total effective control over their claimed territory. Control over orbital or in-system space, which was less easily defined, was instead implemented along more arbitrary lines. If in-system space was effectively disputed between the two warring factions at the time the Concordance took effect, the system would be divided in half between Imperial and Federal control: this means that all planets in the system will spend half of each year under Imperial control, and half under Federal control. If in-system space was not under dispute, it would go entirely to the side which controlled the space, regardless of whether any inhabited worlds within the system were under that same side’s control. This meant that many worlds, or portions of worlds, were isolated from the rest of their state. To provide for these exclaves, the Galactic Concordance guaranteed the free movement of spacecraft to and from an exclave to the territory of the same state, but required said spacecraft to make a direct trip with no stops in other territory.




A particularly strange example of the Galactic Concordance’s division is the Moerna system. The system’s only inhabited world, Moerna Prime, was a highly developed city world during the Federal Revolution, with a ring of orbital habitats connected to the surface through space elevators. The Federal Revolution tore the planet apart, as the planetary government joined the Federation, but many boroughs of the city government remained loyal to the Empire. Intense fighting was ongoing on the planetary surface and in orbit when the Galactic Concordance came into effect. Per the terms of the Concordance, the Moerna system was divided between the Federation and the Empire, as was Moerna Prime itself. Most of Moerna Prime is under Federation control, though some portions of the world city are under Imperial control. However, the orbital habitats - which fall outside of the planetary atmosphere and, thus, are considered part of in-system space - fall within the Federation or the Empire depending on the time of year. The space elevators themselves are bifurcated by the legal delineation of Moerna Prime’s atmosphere, with the bottom half never changing sovereignty, and the top half changing sovereignty every year.




In most times, the variable sovereignty system poses no problem in Moerna Prime. Because the world is so interconnected, the Imperial and Federal local governments have agreed with one another to allow relatively free movement. However, during times of tension between the Federation and the Empire, Moerna Prime could face problems. During one infamous incident, thousands were left stranded in twelve orbitals for four standard months - half of Moerna Prime’s year - because of a political standoff between the Federation and the Empire. This occurred at the height of the Third Federation-Imperial War, a conflict so intense that Moerna Prime itself almost reentered the bad old days of civil war. During the most intense phase of the war, the Imperials issued a total travel ban on all Federation citizens, claiming that this was punishment for their government’s violation of the Uniform Machine Code. At the time, Moerna Prime’s orbit moved it from Federation to Imperial space, leaving twelve space elevators connected to the Federation portions of Moerna Prime in Imperial space. Though most Federation citizens anticipated this imminent change and fled prior to the shift, thousands could not leave and were left stranded. Though the Federation attempted to negotiate an exemption for Moerna Prime, the Empire would not budge on the issue, and even threatened to move warships into the system and sever the space elevators if need be. The standoff led to the deaths of hundreds from starvation and disease, as the Imperials totally blockaded the orbital habitats from outside assistance. The standoff only ended when Moerna Prime moved back into Federal space; the Federation could not attempt the same move on the Imperials, as they spent their half of the year evacuating their orbitals. The incident did not repeat a year later, as by this point, the Federation were fighting alongside the rest of the galaxy against the Universal Collective.

[SC] Lunar Profile: Pyrrtach

Located in Citizens’ Alliance space, close to Xeno Alley, the jungle moon of Pyrrtach has long held a justified reputation of being a “green hell” for anyone unfortunate enough to find themselves on the murderous world. Pyrrtach also has a reputation for breeding the finest hunters, fighters and killers in Alliance space, second only to the venerated Immortals.




While much of Pyrrtach’s history has remained largely lost to history, it is clear that the moon was once a normal game world, albeit one housing extreme environmental conditions. Pyrrtach’s sun provided ample solar energy to fuel the moon’s continent-wide jungles, but its extreme axil tilt produced erratic weather patterns. Pyrrtach’s twin moon, the dead, airless rock known as Pyrrtach Minor, causes massive tidal waves and extraordinarily high volcanic activity on the moon. Additionally, despite being smaller in diameter than old Earth, Pyrrtach has three times the gravity of the old human homeworld, due to its extremely dense core. These extreme conditions often lead to worlds being ignored by human terraforming efforts, but it is these very conditions that motivated the First Empire to terraform Pyrrtach in the first place: the First Empire created a game world to cater to the Empire’s most hardcore hunters.




Though a successful game world for centuries, Pyrrtach was abandoned during the chaos of the Confederation Era. The world was subject to transatomic bombardment, though the reasons for this bombardment, or the identity of the perpetrators, have been lost to history. This bombardment, and the subsequent transatomic radiation, made the already-deadly ecosystem even worse. From the rampant mutations, mass global flooding, and competition for resources. Pyrrtach was even deadlier than it had been during its game world years.




Gradually, Pyrrtach’s lush jungles would reemerge, deadlier than ever before. When the Second Empire arrived to reclaim Pyrrtach’s home system, they found it a perfect game world, returning the moon to its original role. However, the nau’vri were now prey and not administrators. Visitations remained high, until the Dark Renaissance and the Hedonic Era, when hunters who would normally pursue quarry on Pyrrtach instead opted for hedonic engine simulations. This led Pyrrtach’s administration to drastic measures in hopes of restoring attendance. Entire continents were incinerated to make way for new, purpose-tailored biomes. New prey and environments were created from genetic material and data from old Earth and countless alien worlds throughout the multiverse. Even chronoshifting was used to accelerate evolution, or to bring in pieces of ancient biospheres.




These measures bought Pyrrtach a brief respite from its decline, but its fall was inevitable. The Hedonic Era put an end to Pyrrtach, as it did to most activities within physical reality. Only a handful of the most dedicated hunters of the Second Empire visited Pyrrtach, up until the War of the Cog Lords. As the world was no longer being primarily used as a game world, and its hostile biosphere acted as a security mechanism, Pyrrtachwas used as a storehouse for non-baryonic matter.




Pyrrtach’s irrelevance during the Hedonic Era led to its survival during the War of the Cog Lords. The moon was ignored by the Cog Lords, eventually becoming an agricultural colony of an arambi petty star empire. Pyrrtach’s plentiful sunlight and volcanic ranges provided the moon with highly fertile soil for agriculture, though the arambi still had to deal with the hyper-deadly ecosystems and hostile natives. By the time of the arrival of the Third Empire and Citizens’ Alliance in the system, the colony had already entered near-total collapse, despite centuries of investment and attempts to clear the hostile wilderness. Entire stretches of wilderness were incinerated by fusion torches of landing craft, only to completely regrow within a matter of days. The arambi would be caught between the advancing Third Empire and the Citizens’ Alliance, with arambi rule over Pyrrtach - and the rest of their star empire - being destroyed by the two human empires. Arambi colonists retreated to the relative safety of the tree tops, constructing vast wooden villages.




After a few years of conflict between the Third Empire and the Citizens’ Alliance, the planet would fall under the nominal rule of the Alliance. The Alliance found the moon to be a prime recruitment world for its vast, ever expanding military, though its rule would be constantly challenged by the nearby Kerdin Empire. The Alliance wished to keep the world as a place to recruit fine warriors, while the Kerdin value it as an unparalleled treasure trove of biological data.




Today Pyrrtach stands as a proving ground for both the Citizens’ Alliance and Kerdin Empire, seeing which can produce the finest killers. Both the Alliance and the Kerdin regularly send troops to the surface, where they war against one another and the environment. For reasons of honor, to prevent the war from escalating, and to prevent orbital bombardment from ruining the prize they both seek, both sides have agreed to keep the war to the surface of the moon. Pyrrtach’s environment provides many challenges: vines capable of crushing modern tanks; bacteria capable of eating flesh like acid; giant mantis shrimp capable of punching through Immortal power armor; parasitic fungi that can turn sapients into walking corpses; and giant apes capable of fighting kaijiru. There are even myths of the Pyrrtach Demon, a purported remnant of the Tick Swarm, which failed to consume the jungle moon.




Pyrrtach is home to three indigenous sapient species. First were the pyrr, a mutated offshoot of baseline humanity, descended from game world workers, stranded hunters, and refugees who evidently had no safer place to go than to the hellish moon. The pyrr an almost animalistic offshoot of mankind, possessing strength over a dozen times that of baseline humans, near machine level response times, and radically enhanced senses and survival instincts. The pyrr have greater natural muscle mass than baseline humans, particularly in their upper arms: an adaptation to navigating through Pyrrtach’s tangled jungle canopy. Their feet are also moving towards prehensility. Pyrr jungle fighters are some of the deadliest special forces units within the entire Citizens’ Alliance, second only to the vaunted Immortals.




The other major species to emerge from the bombardment of Pyrrtachwere the nau’vri, a blue callfolk variant created to manage Pyrrtach’s moon-spanning biological computer network. An engineered species, the nau’vri have an ability to interface with the neural network, granting them ability to tame and directly control a wide assortment of wildlife that would otherwise be hostile towards them. This allowed the nau’vri to live in relative safety, leading to a sense of superiority among the nau’vri towards the pyrr, and resentment from the pyrr towards the nau’vri. Though lithe, the nau’vri’s carbon fiber-enhanced skeletons allow them to endure Pyrrtach’s high gravity.




The third species are the deathwalkers, descendants of ancient kerdin placed on Pyrrtach to serve as prey. Like the pyrr and nau’vri, the deathwalkers are a distinct genetic offshoot from the greater kerdin species. They are easily distinguishable with their pale, bone white heads and greater size. The deathwalkers also evolved natural camouflage abilities, reminiscent of Terran octopi, to hide from both predators and prey. At one point, the deathwalkers were the dominant species on Pyrrtach, hunting the other two for sport. However, they were driven back to a region known as the Shadowlands, after a massive multi-generational effort by the pyrr and nau’vri. The Shadowlands are a land of a perpetual night and fog, where Pyrrtach’s most unnerving species live. For centuries, the deathwalkers eked out a pitiful existence in the Shadowlands.. It wouldn’t be until the arrival of the Kerdin Empire in-system that some deathwalkers would find a way out of their nightmarish existence. These deathwalkers joined the Kerdin Empire to serve as warrior mercenaries, well known for their sadistic, psychopathic behavior.

[SC]Culture Profile: Alcohol Throughout the Galaxy

Alcohol is theorized to be one of the first human inventions, and its creation and use has proceeded uninterrupted since the days of primordial man. Alcohol was a sought-after product during the darkest days of the Ash Winter, and is referenced multiple times in the surviving texts describing the era. It was used not only for recreation, but also as an efficient means of storing calories, as it was sterile and required no special preparation for long-term storage. Alcohol was used as a beverage and as a reward; mighty warriors were rewarded with their pick of food, alcohol, and women after overcoming some great task. As civilization rebuilt itself, alcohol remained a sought-after commodity, although its use was restricted to recreation.




In the modern galaxy, various different drinking cultures have become dominant. While national differences are present, the predominant division between drinking cultures is between those of city worlds and spacers on one hand, and agri worlds on the other. In agri worlds, and other planets with their own agriculture, the traditional methods of alcohol production remain dominant. Consequently, the drinking cultures revolve around traditional beverages: beers, wines and various hard liquors are the dominant beverages in most worlds. Which beverage is dominant is dependent mostly on which agricultural products are dominant. Given that wheat, sugar, and potato production is very common, their derivative beverages - beers, rums, and vodkas - are also commonplace. Wines, either derived from grapes or other fruits, tend to be less dominant, as fewer cultures are dominated by fruit production.




Mead is notable for being the drink of nobility and wealth. Because it is produced from honey, one of the rarest, most expensive, and restricted substances in the galaxy, mead is only readily available to the galactic elite. In Imperial law, only the nobility are legally allowed to possess or consume the beverage. Even in Federal space, mead retains its upper class association, and for this reason it is illegal to own in the Federation. However, it is not difficult to find Unity Party officials with a bottle of mead hidden away. With mead’s luxury comes a mead tasting and production culture that is as esoteric as it is elitist.




Among city worlds and spacers, the most popular, commonplace, and affordable beverage is pure ethanol. This ethanol is not a product of traditional brewing, but rather a product of industrial processes or used in machinery. For many spacers and city worlders, it is the only accessible alcoholic drink: because traditional beverages are imported offworld, they are incredibly expensive. Ethanol, on the other hand, is commonly used as coolant, and so copious amounts of the substance are present even in the smallest of starships and accessible to even the poorest of city worlders. Some societies, such as the Federation and Duzhonev, discourage the consumption of industrial ethanol by poisoning all industrial ethanol. However, every savvy engineer knows how to remove the poisons, and even the threat of blindness or death is not enough to dissuade many drinkers. For this reason, most other galactic societies do not bother with these measures.




Because pure ethanol is difficult to drink, it is often “enjoyed” by mixing it into a non-alcoholic beverage. This has the side effect of urban and spacer cultures producing few truly alcoholic beverages. Some daring, desperate, or hopeless individuals do not bother with mixers, and consume the ethanol straight.




Some national differences are present in galactic drinking cultures, due to astropolitics or domestic policies affecting which beverages become dominant. In Imperial space, vodka is commonly consumed by the peasant class, as it is easily produced from the cereal grains and potatoes that make up much of an agri world’s production. Beer is also widely consumed, although very little of the product makes it off-world, as the Imperial urban and spacer population has little taste for it. While much of the galaxy outside the Empire shares Imperial tastes, the people of the Citizens’ Alliance have a preference for beer. This preference is due to beer being the preferred beverage in Second Empire-era military bases, prior to the replacement of all human troops with machines.




In an effort to differentiate itself from the Imperial regime and to increase efficiency, the Federation encouraged a widespread switch to rice and maize, which in turn has led to rice and corn whiskeys being dominant in Federation space. Rum, which is derived from sugarcane molasses, is a common sight in Imperial space but a rarity in Federation space, as the Federation produces very little sugarcane; instead, the Federation utilizes high fructose corn syrup as the predominant sweetener. The Federation has also popularized the consumption of fizzy, carbonated, highly sweetened drinks, both of the alcoholic and non-alcoholic variety.




Alcohol consumption is relatively uncommon in Consortium space, mostly because stronger and cheaper drugs are relatively available. Certain cybernetic enhancements utilize ethanol as a coolant or even a source of emergency power, and this drives the augmented individual to seek alcohol out. What alcohol is consumed is usually industrial ethanol, as this is the most readily available alcohol in the polluted Consortium worlds, and is the least likely to be adulterated with various substances.




Notably, Avelovan Titanism discourages the consumption of alcohol, on the basis that it clouds judgment and leads to personal weakness in the form of addiction. However, all but the most pious Avelovans drink alcohol. Avelov-II is a major producer of Avelovan beers and spirits, often fermented from the unique fruits and fungi that live on the swampy world. Avelovan fungus beer is common in the pubs of Avelov Prime, including variants with psychedelic properties.

[SC] The Unity Party of the UGF

The Unity Party of the United Galactic Federation is the ruling political party of the United Galactic Federation, and the only political party with any real power. From the beginnings of the Federal Revolution, the Unity Party has controlled the United Galactic Federation, and almost singlehandedly crafted the Federation’s political institutions.




The Unity Party as an organization began in the Phobetor system, as a discussion circle for local intellectuals who believed that the Empire was in dire need of reform. At this stage, the Party was not a political party at all, but rather a social group of like-minded individuals. Far from Dondrukovskrad and the benefits of Imperial rule, the ruling ethos on Phobetor was that the Empire should retreat from the system and let Phobetor run its own affairs. This was the ideology subtly promoted by House Merezh, the ruling house of Phobetor. The founders of the Party agreed that the Empire was dysfunctional, but believed the solutions were democratization and centralized rule, under the auspices of the Imperial throne. The Founders, as they would be known in Federation historiography, were inspired by reformist ideas that were common among intellectual circles at the time; some of them were even penned by previous emperors, who lamented the inefficiency of the feudal system and wished to serve their Imperial subjects more directly.




Whatever issues House Merezh and its head, King Zedan III, had with the Empire, they did not approve of these reformers. The reformers, Zedan III feared, would give ideological support to an increase in Imperial power in the region. When the Unity Party officially formed, as a reformist party, he attempted to arrest all known pro-reform intellectuals in the system. While he successfully caught some, others fled Merezh space and organized there.




The early Unity Party believed in the principle that the individual human being was the core of all ethics, and therefore the core of all politics. This ideology was not foreign to the galaxy, or even the Empire: some philosophers justified the Imperial feudal system as a network of reciprocal privileges and obligations intended to protect and serve individual humans through organized, collective action. Where the Unity Party differed from the Imperial model, to the degree that it could never exist within the Empire, was its rejection of aristocratic privilege and the feudal system as inherently unjust. Past critics of Imperial feudalism held that these privileges are unearned, since they derive from heredity, or are granted to individuals and families by greater authority. This is not a new critique, and had been used even by the Imperial throne to justify feudal rearrangements on the grounds of establishing meritocracy. Where the Unity Party differed is its radical belief that all humans - later extended to all sapient beings - were inherently and fundamentally equal, because each individual had inalienable dignity and worth. This is contrasted with the Imperial model, which the Unity Party’s founders believed was built on dehumanization.




When the United Galactic Federation was formed, it had the support of numerous anti-feudal political parties and movements. However, the Unity Party remained supreme above them all. The Unity Party had more members, commanded the most resources, counted within their ranks almost all Federal officials, and had the most prestige as the organization most capable of defeating the Empire. Although elections were held for some local positions, seats for the newly-formed Federal Senate were occupied by Party appointees until the end of the war.




After the Federal Revolution, the first Federation-wide elections were held. Because of the popularity of the Unity Party, they dominated the Senate even without using appointees in Imperial-held systems. At this stage, the Party’s leaders were still committed to the idea of genuine multi-party democracy, and so some Party leaders were privately concerned about the absolute dominance the Party had over the Federal Senate. However, others viewed this as an unquestionable mandate from the people to reform the Federation utterly. This wing, which would eventually be known as the Unity People’s Party Congress, was a strange mix of representatives of industrial workers and former Imperial aristocrats. Both were opposed to the individualist values of the Unity Party Founders, and found common cause in creating a strong, centralized state with the Party acting as a permanent bureaucracy. This, they argued, was the only way to ensure that the Federation operated without massive political shifts that would jeopardize the multi-generational reforms that would be needed to truly reform the galaxy. Of all the wings of the Unity Party, the Unity People’s Party Congress was the most popular, although they were locked out of power by the Founders.




The Founder faction controlled the Federation in its earliest post-war days, and so inherited all of the problems which caused the Federal Revolution, and all of the problems caused by the Federal Revolution. This led to inevitable mistakes and mismanagement, which the Unity People’s Party Congress used to criticize the Founders. The Founders, they argued, were not properly marshaling the resources that the Federation had in its grip, because it was afraid of trampling on the rights of individuals. The Federation’s problems, they argued, could be solved by seizing property from those “insufficiently committed to the revolution,” and by placing billions of unemployed people under state control, for the purposes of rebuilding. This criticism won the Unity People’s Party Congress immense influence in the Senate, who turned against the Founders. The Founders were ousted before their terms were even finished. Although some attempted to run as non-Party candidates in other elections, the Unity People’s Party Congress utilized the particular characteristics of the Federation’s political system to maintain control.




The Unity People’s Party Congress reformed the Unity Party’s ideology into the form seen in the modern age. Although they retained the belief in equality, they also believed that it was only through rational collective action that anything could be accomplished in the galaxy. In this formulation, the desires and beliefs of individuals were ultimately subservient to the good of all. Further, if they could not be rationally defended, then they are not valid, and the individuals in question either ignored or corrected. It was under the Unity People’s Party Congress that the grand projects of the Federation, such as the creation of the Universal Collective and the redshirts, were undertaken. The redshirts in particular were created as an underclass to liberate normal sapients from the underclass, and themselves are limited in their rights.




It is a common misconception that the Unity Party is the only legal political party in the Federation, a misconception the Federation goes to great lengths to correct. Any political party – save those which are designated as counter-revolutionary or otherwise terroristic[1] – can exist and propose candidates for election. However, due to the particular mechanism of Federal democracy, most Unity candidates run unopposed.




Although ostensibly united, the Unity Party is deeply divided within itself. Different caucuses and congresses appear and disappear within the Party, but these are more akin to cliques or cults of personality as opposed to genuine political movements. Because the Unity Party demands stringent ideological conformity to continue membership, Party members cannot dissent against Party values, and must qualify their criticisms as being in furtherance of the Party’s ideals. Promises of reform and removal of corruption are often used as reasons for Party members to criticize one another, as these are universally acceptable reasons and impossible to refute. Oftentimes, these cliques have no particular ideological goals, but represent the interests of particular constituencies or are formed around influential senators. Powerful and enduring examples include the Star Fleet clique, the Unity People’s Party Congress, and the Empiricist clique.




The Party is a designated insurrectionist organization within the Third Empire of Man, the United Dominions of Avelov, the Duzhonev Imperium, and countless other political entities. Mere membership in the Unity Party is a capital offense within the Empire, and Federal officials visiting the Empire must be granted special amnesty by the Imperial throne in order to avoid arrest, prosecution and execution.




The Unity Party is so entrenched in Federal institutions that it would be impossible to imagine a Federation without it. In many worlds, a Party position and a government position are interchangeable, inextricable, or held by the same person at once. Because the Party controls all political life in the Federation, most struggles for power occur within the Party structure. As a result, few within the Federation see any need for removing the Party, even if they could voice such an opinion out loud. Instead, they view the key to reform as being accomplished through reforming or taking over the Party itself.

[SC] The Senate of the United Galactic Federation
The Senate of the United Galactic Federation, also known as the Federal Senate or the Galactic Senate, is the ruling political body of the United Galactic Federation. Ostensibly a body made up of democratically-elected representatives from the entirety of human-held space, the Senate is, in truth, totally controlled by the Unity Party of the United Galactic Federation. Still, it is a distinct body from the Party, being a governmental organization as opposed to a political party.




The Federal Senate is made up of an indeterminate number of senators, with each senator representing 100 million sapient individuals[1] within their constituency, or one inhabited world, whichever is smaller. The number of senators is indeterminate because it fluctuates with the total population of sapients in the galaxy. Because the number of sapients in the galaxy is immense, the Federal Senate has millions of senators. This logistical hurdle means that the entirety of the Federal Senate has only met in person once: during the Declaration of Rights and Freedom at the inception of the Federal Revolution, when the Senate numbered only a few hundred representatives from rebel worlds and organizations.




Because the Federal Senate has millions of members, most senators pass their senatorial duties to a quadrant representative. This representative is selected by all of the senators of a quadrant[2], who then participates in Senate activities on Phobetor. A quadrant representative is able to vote on behalf of all members of his quadrant in matters which require a personal vote, such as voting for Supreme Chancellor. Because the Senate is based on Phobetor, Phobetor’s senators have little difficulty participating in political activity in the Senate in person. This gives Phobetor immense power in Federation politics.




The Federal Senate is chaired by the Supreme Chancellor, oftentimes just called the Chancellor, who is elected by members of the Senate and remains in power until his death or the termination of his term by a vote of no confidence. The Supreme Chancellor is elected by a simple majority of senators, and only by members physically present for the election[3]. The Supreme Chancellor is an extremely powerful position politically, as he controls which matters come before the Senate for a vote, and is the sole member who can propose changes to Senate. In effect, the Supreme Chancellor is the Senate.




The true check on the Supreme Chancellor’s power is the vote of no confidence, the only way for a Supreme Chancellor to be removed from office aside from resignation or death. A vote of no confidence requires a simple majority of physically present members to call into action, and for two-thirds to vote in favor of ousting the Supreme Chancellor. The possibility of being removed from office, or having to defend his office after a vote is called, requires the Supreme Chancellor to appease enough of the Unity Party’s powerful cliques to stay in power.




To assist them in governance, the Supreme Chancellor has the power to appoint an executive cabinet. Cabinet positions and offices can be created or destroyed at the Supreme Chancellor’s discretion, although the logistical difficulty and the institutional power of the largest cabinet offices make rearranging them difficult and, potentially, politically suicidal. Examples of cabinet offices include Star Fleet Command and the Bureau of Internal Affairs, whose members are all appointed by the Supreme Chancellor personally. Cabinet officials serve the Supreme Chancellor, not the Senate, and thus do not need to be affirmed by the Senate, nor are they subject to Senate oversight. Nevertheless, the cabinet derives its power through the Senate, which theoretically assents to all appointees through their vote for Supreme Chancellor.




Perhaps the most important executive cabinet office is the Bureau of Internal Affairs, which is the bureaucratic arm of the Senate. The BIA schedules votes, tabulates the number of senators, assists senators with their tasks, selects issues for the ballot, and monitors the Senate for counterrevolutionary activity. But perhaps the most important function of the BIA is to select temporary replacements for absent senators.




Theoretically, any senator can appear in the Senate Building on Phobetor for a vote. However, due to the logistical difficulties of appearing in person, most senators choose not to. Further, Senate votes are held very infrequently, due to the difficulty of having constant votes. To remedy both issues, the BIA provides senators throughout the Federation an electoral ballot every election season. This ballot is provided by high-bandwidth wormgate for the most populous Federal worlds, although further systems may rely on ansibles or even courier ships. Because ballots include appointments, and may include issues that have accumulated for years, a Senate ballot often contains hundreds of thousands to millions of different issues requiring a vote. Senators may request a memorandum on any issue, but because of bandwidth issues, this request must be met by courier ship. Sometimes, courier ships with memoranda arrive months or years after the vote has taken place.




To ease the voting process, electronic ballots include an option to vote yes on all proposed issues. This is because all ballot items are selected and put forward by the BIA at the Supreme Chancellor’s behest, and are thus presumed to be reviewed and in good order. Senators may vote no on any issue, but they must then present a written explanation for their no vote. If they fail to do so, their vote is not counted as an invalid vote, meaning that it is subtracted from the number of total votes. Votes deemed illegitimate or late are also not counted.




Senators are elected by quadrant, and serve terms of five Phobetor years. Elections are overseen and managed by the BIA, to prevent election fraud on the local level, and are conducted similarly to Senate votes: all Federation citizens are given the opportunity to select candidates electronically, with the results being sent to Phobetor via the most expedient means available. Each Federation citizen has a unique identification code, which includes constituency information, allowing the BIA to automatically determine the results of an election. In constituencies where a candidate is unopposed, the BIA does not hold an election and automatically gives the office to the sole candidate.




The Federal Senate is the only government entity within the Federation where its members are elected; save for the occasional odd local polity, all other Federation institutions are made up of appointees. Planetary, system and quadrant-level officials must have their appointments affirmed by the Senate, and these affirmations make up the vast majority of Senate votes. Rubber stamping appointments – invariably made by the Supreme Chancellor’s cabinet – constitutes the vast majority of the Senate’s duties.




The majority of Federal senators are not elected, and are instead temporary members selected to represent those worlds that cannot hold a proper election. Because the Federation claims all of human-occupied space, many constituents that are theoretically represented in the Federal Senate live under the control of another political entity, such as the Third Empire of Man. Other worlds that are normally under Federation control may be in the throes of rebellion or war, while others may simply be too far for the election process to work. These absent seats are filled by the BIA with temporary senators, who will hold those seats until a replacement can be chosen; term limits do not apply to these seats. Temporary senators are often selected by the BIA from Unity Party candidates which lost their elections, or some other Party list.




[1]  Certain alien species, such as the dyn, are denied the vote, although which species qualify is a matter of intense debate.

[2] The Federation’s equivalent to the Imperial sector, the quadrant was adopted as a more rational alternative, free of historical oddities and feudal oppression. The Federal Senate initially envisioned dividing the entire galaxy into four quadrants, each of which operating as a mostly independent state, although quadrants have since become more akin to sectors in size and function.

[3] This system was adopted to avoid interference with electoral ballots, after a particularly contested election revealed that Chancellor Surnak was elected with the help of black market slicing programs that changed the vote of two million senators.

[SC] The Galactic Blockchain

There are countless currencies in the galaxy, and these currencies can be divided into two different types: traditional currencies and cybercurrencies. Traditional currencies are those currencies which derive their value either by being a representative of some commodity – often a precious metal – or by the force and influence of a state. Most traditional currencies are only used on a planetary or sub-planetary level, where isolation or a primitive technological base makes the use of cybercurrencies impractical or outright impossible.




The largest, and most commonly traded, traditional currency is the Imperial credit, the value of which is guaranteed by the Third Empire of Man. Although it is also a cybercurrency, given that its transactions are stored in the Galactic Blockchain, the Imperial credit’s value is not tied to the Consortium’s markets. The Imperial credit is mostly used in interstellar transactions, as wormgate-based networks are needed to process transactions, and its value is so massive that it is impractical for use in personal transactions. The Imperial credit also serves as a stable currency by which other cybercurrencies are measured. Other major cybercurrencies include the Taalstyang credit and the Kyareskrad credit, which are currencies pegged to the value of the Taalstyang and Kyareskrad corporations in the Consortium. These currencies are widely accepted throughout the galaxy, and are the two major currencies used in Federation space. Networker also created its own cybercurrency, which to date has been the only cybercurrency banned for use by the Consortium of Sovereign Systems itself.




Although traditional currencies suffice for small-scale economies, the massive galactic economy has other requirements. Transactions need to be accessible from anywhere in the galaxy, which necessitated the use of a galactic-scale communication network. Cybercurrencies are those currencies which are transacted and used in the Galactic Blockchain – a digital transaction tracking system maintained by the Consortium of Sovereign Systems.




Most cybercurrencies are what are known as cryptocurrencies. These cryptocurrencies, or “coins,” are not true currencies because they are not generally accepted as legal tender for goods and services. While some coins may be accepted by some Consortium-affiliated businesses some of the time, most are not accepted as payment by any entity. Instead, the value of these coins is speculative: businesses or individuals will create a coin, and will purportedly will become a proper cybercurrency in the future. Potential investors are lured in with the potential that, by exchanging their existing credits or assets for these coins while the project has started, they will hold a vast number of coins that will be valuable to others. Therefore, these investors will make a major return on their investment. The value of the coin is determined by the amount of credits invested into the coin, meaning that investors are incentivized to find more investors.




However, most cryptocurrencies fail. Whether this is by design or through incompetence, the cyptocurrency fails to gain widespread acceptance, and its value tanks. Oftentimes, the creators of these coins will sell their coins en masse, once the value reaches a certain point. Even those attempts which were honest almost always fail to take off, because few businesses and governments are willing to accept them. Countless people have lost entire fortunes through failed cryptocurrencies, but the promise of immense wealth for no work is so ingrained in Consortium cultures that these schemes never fail to find marks.




The trading of cryptocurrencies has been a problem for the Blockchain for millennia. The Blockchain is already responsible for recording the transactions for an entire galaxy, and Consortium cryptocurrency trading only taxes these processor worlds further. However, given that many Consortium corporations profit greatly from the trading of cryptocurrencies, they have little incentive to ban the practice. Indeed, throughout the Consortium, it is often the corporations themselves that start these scams. Those who fall victim to the scams find themselves in deep debt to their banks, employers, or the corporation that scammed them, eventually leading to indentured servitude or even their butchery for their organs and augmentations. In the SIM worlds, Networker does not directly participate in these scams; these scams are instead often started by or facilitated by social media influencers.




Key to the operation of cybercurrencies is the Galactic Blockchain. Physically, the Galactic Blockchain is a network of processor worlds that are interconnected by some of the last remaining wormgate networks in the galaxy. The Galactic Blockchain is a remnant of the Second Empire of Man’s ancient economic system, which was rendered obsolete during the Hedonic Era. Mothballed for millennia, the Galactic Blockchain survived the War of the Cog Lords and was put back into use as galactic civilization restored itself. These processor worlds are exempt of the proscriptions on computing technology in the Uniform Machine Code, as they are necessary to maintain the Galactic Blockchain, and thus the galactic economy. However, this exemption is conditional on the Galactic Blockchain being used solely for recording transactions, ownership, and contractual terms. The use of the Galactic Blockchain for any other purpose constitutes a Uniform Machine Code violation, although it remains to be seen if the galactic powers are actually willing to enforce the Code on the Galactic Blockchain.




Although protected and maintained by the Consortium, the Galactic Blockchain is politically neutral and open to all parties. This neutrality is the source of the Galactic Blockchain’s power, as it is relied upon by rival governments and businesses as a credible, unbiased store of information. Underpinning the Galactic Blockchain’s neutrality is its esoteric nature: the programming of the Blockchain is so complex that it can only be deciphered by the theopotent artificial intelligences that were destroyed during the War of the Cog Lords. This means that the managers which operate the Galactic Blockchain cannot falsify data within it. This is a double-edged sword: while it may guarantee the trustworthiness of data within the Blockchain, it also means that the managers cannot correct data within the Blockchain, such as cybercurrency transactions made under duress. This also prevents the managers from restricting access to parties hostile to the Consortium, such as the Settlement Independence Movement or the Universal Collective. [1]




The processing requirements for maintaining the Galactic Blockchain are immense, and only possible because of the archaic technologies of the Second Empire. Their processor worlds consume power from entire stars, which necessitate their occasional movement from star system to star system. Esoteric technologies are used to cool the computronium matrixes of these processor worlds, including the dumping of waste heat into a pocket universe designed for this purpose. The loss of a single processor world could cause disaster for the galactic economy, as it would lead to an increase in processing times for every transaction recorded. Because of the immense number of calculations made on the Blockchain, and because of the bandwidth limitations that wormgate networks have, accessing data on the Blockchain is a long, tedious process. This means that, for all but the most important transactions, ansible or radiation-based communication networks and traditional computer databases are preferable. Further making Blockchain access inconvenient is the need to use dedicated Blockchain terminals. These terminals are wormgates connected to the wider Blockchain network, and due to their expense, are only present in star systems with large populations. This means that Blockchain terminals are hard to reach from most of the galaxy, and are always busy processing transactions.




The Galactic Blockchain also allows for the use of non-fungible tokens, or NFTs. NFTs are unique digital tokens which contain data, and its ownership is recorded by the Galactic Blockchain. NFTs are thus created and used to track ownership of property – digital and physical – throughout the galaxy. NFTs were created during the pre-Hedonic Era of the Second Empire, to keep track of digital asset ownership. While their use stopped during the Hedonic Era, as ownership of property became largely moot, their use restarted after the War of the Cog Lords. NFTs prove useful in property or jurisdiction dispute cases between parties who do not trust the other’s databases; in one major example, the specific jurisdictions of the Empire and the Federation set forth in the Galactic Concordance are recorded as NFTs on the Galactic Blockchain.




NFTs have gained an unsavory reputation throughout the galaxy because of its frequent use in criminal activity. These can be divided into two categories: crimes which revolve around NFTs, or crimes which utilize NFTs in some way. In the former case, NFT scams are common throughout the Consortium, with some reach into the galaxy beyond. Similar to cryptocurrency scams, NFT scams involve the creation, or “minting,” of NFTs associated with intrinsically worthless assets, such as computer-generated art. The scammers convince their marks that these assets have immense speculative value, in an attempt to dupe others into “investing” by buying these NFTs. These scammers often use tricks to artificially inflate the value of the NFT, such as conspiring with other scammers to continually buy the same NFTs back and forth, increasing the number of transactions and thus the speculative value of the NFT. Investors buy into these schemes with the hopes that they can sell these NFTs to investors who are thinking the same thing, but are willing to pay a higher price for them. As with cryptocurrency scams, the value of these NFTs eventually falls, as investors find no “greater fools” to sell their NFTs on, and the worthlessness of the assets the NFT shows ownership of becomes clear.




NFTs are also used in connection with crimes outside of the Galactic Blockchain. Because criminals operate in a low-trust environment, the Galactic Blockchain proves to be a useful, neutral means of guaranteeing transactions and ownership. Further, the Galactic Blockchain is outside the control of any governing body, meaning that transactions cannot be canceled and assets cannot be seized by the authorities. NFTs are often connected with illicit goods, such as shipments of neurozine or slaves. NFTs have helped facilitate slavery in the galaxy, as an NFT for a slave can contain biometric and genetic data definitively identifying a slave. This is useful for bounty hunters, who often use the Blockchain as a means of getting paid, and to confirm the identity of a bounty. Likewise, governments also use the Galactic Blockchain for black operations, such as covert funding of terrorist organizations and spies.







[1] The Consortium does know of an administrative account on the Blockchain, which can presumably modify data on the Galactic Blockchain. However, the password has been lost since the Hedonic Era.

[SC] Dominion of Hapsla

During the reign of the Second Empire, the systems that would become the Dominion of Hapsla were a backwater sector, one of the few remaining sectors without widespread hedonic engines and as such, one of the few remaining sectors to still be administered by a manager. After the War of the Cog Lords came the period known to Avelovan historians as the “Manager Tyranny”, when the sector’s manager administrator took it upon himself to maintain the Second Empire in his sector. Unfortunately, the collapse of the Second Empire meant that the dark energy the sector relied on for power could no longer be supplied. This was remedied, in part, by reactivating the sector’s antique aether generators. This led to another problem, as the reactivated generators were few in number, compared to the neighboring sectors, and as such, could only provide energy to a small percentage of the systems in the sector. Furthermore, since creativity is not exactly a strength of managers as a species, the thought of obtaining aether from sectors other than the one assigned to him, let alone inventing new technology to solve this problem, never occurred to the administrator. As a result, most of the sector was allowed to fall into disrepair and decrepitude, with only the systems with access to aether maintaining anything approaching advanced civilization. For the people who were forced to pay taxes to support the advanced core worlds while they themselves lived in squalor, this situation rapidly became intolerable, and uprisings were frequent. Said uprisings were put down with the brutal methods typical of the Second Empire. One particularly infamous punishment was the “impaling tree”. An older torture machine from before the advent of the torment engine, this device inserted spikes into the victim’s spine. From there, the impaling tree essentially hijacked the victim’s nervous system, contorting the victim’s body in humiliating, uncomfortable ways, all the while stimulating their pain receptors to keep them in constant agony. The tree also supplied nutrients, keeping the victim alive for many days longer than they otherwise would be. At the climax of the execution, the victim was killed by having their neural fluid drained. This was how the administrator, and the clones of himself he sent to govern individual systems, acquired the neural fluid they needed to continue functioning.




This all changed when the Titan Van Hapsla led an invasion force from Avelov to kill the Manager Tyrant and incorporate his sector into the budding United Dominions. Modern Avelovans regard this war as a grand Liberation Crusade that overthrew a vile tyrant. More cynical (non-Avelovan) historians note the Dominion of Hapsla’s vast network of hyperspace lanes, a legacy of the sector’s past as a test bed for artificial hyperspace lanes. Indeed, the Third Empire launched its own invasion soon after Hapsla was integrated to gain control of those same hyperspace lanes. Whatever Van Hapsla’s motives, the Avelovan forces he led were greeted as liberators. What resistance they met with on most of the worlds they encountered was token, half-hearted, and motivated primarily by fear of the impaling tree. The Manager Tyranny’s core systems, the ones that could be supplied with aether, proved a much more difficult challenge. These systems were defended by the most advanced technology the Tyrant had access to: Petrification beams, portals to nightmarish parallel dimensions, fleshcrafted monstrosities the size of buildings, and nanomachines the reanimated the bodies of the dead. Many an Avelovan soldier’s hope for a peaceful rest after battle was extinguished when his fallen comrades arose to turn their weapons on him. Despite tremendous casualties, the war reached its conclusion when Van Hapsla personally drove his blade through the Tyrant’s brain. To this day, the swords issued to Hapslan military officers can be surrounded by an electron field, emulating the blue glow of Van Hapsla’s plasma sword.




Technology




Having conquered the dominion that would later bear his name, Van Hapsla was faced with the same problem the Manager Tyrant was, namely, how to provide energy to a great number of systems using only a few aether generators. Requisitioning aether from the other dominions was out of the question, as Avelov was waging a war for its existence against the Third Empire and needed all the aether it could produce. Instead, he formed a conclave of Avelov’s most brilliant minds, taking advantage of the dominion’s abundance of hyperspace lanes. They devised a method for reliably transmitting energy through hyperspace. With this technology, power could be generated on a relative handful of worlds, then “beamed” off-world at lightspeed to a conduit on the edge of the system’s gravitational well. The conduit then sends the energy through the hyperspace lanes to its target destination. Once at the system of choice, the energy is beamed to a receiver station on the inhabited planet. The engineers found that electron rays are the most efficient form for this energy to take, as their resonance frequency most closely matched the background frequency of hyperspace, resulting in the striking sight of what looks like a giant pillar of lightning in the sky being emblematic of Hapslan worlds. The principal limitation of this technology, however, is the fact that the electron rays will severely damage any ship passing through the same lane, resulting in the need for any ship passing through Hapsla to take long, meandering routes to avoid the lanes dedicated to energy transmission. Fortunately, the Dominion of Hapsla is one of the few galactic polities with the density of hyperspace lanes required for this system to work.




Hapsla is culturally obsessed with electron rays to the point of religious fixation. After the fall of the Manager Tyranny, most Hapslan worlds experienced their first taste in millennia of advanced civilization courtesy of enormous electron rays streaking down from the sky, and to this day, Hapslans associate the brilliant blue-white glow with liberty and prosperity. Their chief musical instrument for religious and patriotic ceremonies is the “electron organ”, which produces sounds via the sparks generated by an array of electron transformers. They view the weaponized electron rays used by the Hapslan military as “the sword of Van Hapsla smiting the heathens” and regard the use of electron rays by enemy powers as blasphemous.




In space combat, the most visible application of Hapsla’s unique technology is the specialized conduit ships designed to connect Hapslan planetside forces to the Dominion’s interstellar power grid. This creates a major vulnerability, as the enemy can destroy this ship or deploy an interdictor to disrupt the hyperspace connection, and in so doing cripple Hapslan forces on the planet. These weaknesses are mitigated by the fact that conduit ships are generally only deployed when planetside operations start, and by then, the Royal Navy has secured orbital superiority and will defend these ships with everything they have. In dire straits, the conduit ship can turn its ultra-high-powered electron ray on the attacking ships. The damage this can do to enemy ships is enough to quickly destroy most small vessels, but will have difficulty against most ships larger than a destroyer.




Planetside is where Hapslan technology truly comes into its own. Hapslan dedication to transmitted energy is so strong, many Hapslan landships, atmospheric craft, and even the cybernetics of Hapsla’s prole shock troops, don’t even have their own aetheric boilers, instead drawing power from the receiver station at the center of the local army’s fortification. This renders Hapsla-produced vehicles much less likely to violently explode after a lucky enemy shot than their mainstream Avelovan counterparts, keeping skilled crew members alive to fight another day. As a matter of course, electron ray weapons are ubiquitous in Hapslan army regiments, in both vehicle-mounted and infantry-portable forms. Unlike the electron rays used by Duzhonev or Muskiev, which can only by fired a limited number of times before their capacitors need to recharge, Hapslan electron rays supplied with a constant source of power, and as such, can maintain a continuous stream for as long as weapon doesn’t overheat.




As for non-electron-based technologies, the same research that produced Hapsla’s power transmission method also produced the seismic bomb, which sends out a frequency that, depending on how the user sets it, can cause durasteel to shake itself apart or collapse an enemy trench line. In addition, among the parts of the Manager Tyrant’s fortress that survived the Liberation Crusade, Hapslan scientists have repurposed ancient fleshcrafting to deadly effect in the form of the sleeper hounds. The Manager Tyrant would, whenever he caught wind of an organized resistance movement, would have his servants track down and kidnap individuals connected to the rebellion. The captured persons would then be injected with a mutagenic compound, at which point they would be released back into their local population with false memories implanted to cover up the event. From there, the sleeper hound compound did its dread work. Over the course of a few days, the victim’s metabolism would increase greatly, by the time the compound took full effect, the victim would feel a constant, gnawing hunger. At the same time, the compound affected the victim’s mind, creating a compulsion to be around those who share the victim’s deepest goals, this is to ensure that the victim would be near other rebels when the compound took full effect. At the apex of sleeper hound infection, its mutagenic properties become fully apparent. The victim’s muscle mass and bone density increased dramatically, giving them razor-sharp claws and teeth, and dumping a cocktail of aggression-enhancing hormones into their bloodstream. The stress the hormones and rapid growth caused to the victim’s body typically killed them in the space of a few hours, but by then the sleeper hound would usually have messily devoured their former comrades. In recent years, the Hapslan government has deployed sleeper hounds to devastating effect. Many underground rebel meetings have been terminated in tremendously gory fashion when one of their own began disemboweling their closest friends.




Population




The Dominion of Hapsla has a disproportionately high population of non-baseline humans. Besides the usual populations of drak, lym, kerdin, callfolk, and sarmak, Hapsla is home to a large population of proles, most of whom get conscripted either into labor crews or the Avelovan Army as heavy assault troops. Due to the heavy cybernetic modifications, powered by electron rays, required for either role, the Hapslan electron cult is especially strong among the dominion’s proles, who credit electricity with animating all life in the universe.




Additionally, there was a fairly large Shortman polity that dominated pre-Second Empire Hapsla. These shortmen, through genetics and cybernetics, modified their bodies to withstand Terran-standard gravity at the cost of a permanently hunched posture. Avelov’s baseline human supremacist policies cause no small amount of tension between these species and the governing authorities. This tension has been seized upon by the Union of Independent States, which has much to gain through destabilization of an Avelovan core dominion. In particular, the secret societies of the Enlightened Republic of Tomurcenne, with the rumored assistance of the Manager Tyrant’s surviving clones, have their hooks sunk deeply into the Hapslan underground and have even successfully assassinated high-ranking Hapslan nobles.

[SC] The Spice Must Flow

General Andrei Yumokov, Prince of the Srademev system, took a sip of water as he gazed out into the rolling green fields surrounding the Presidential Palace. The Presidential Palace, built by President Shaddam Ysaini over two centuries ago, was a massive tower which stood over the Yrraki capital of Ara Yrak. Two hundred and eight floors of Yrraki glass and shining marble stabbed the clear, blue skies like the bayonets the Yrraki Army still mounted on their lasrifles. The Presidential Palace was an obvious target for the government’s enemies, and a few even tried to launch missiles at the upper floors. Thankfully, the palace’s energy shields render any such attacks useless.




Ara Yrak was an oasis in the endless deserts of the planet. Much of the city was made of gleaming glass and imported stone, much like the Presidential Palace itself. General Yumokov recalled hearing some statistic that over half of the planet’s water was consumed by the city. He was no hydrologist or botanist, but the greenery he could see, the General could believe it. Imported grasses, plants, and even trees dotted the landscape. The green fields grew wider the closer they were to the Presidential Palace. In fact, the palace grounds had fishing ponds and a fountain. He also knew that the palace itself had a saltwater aquarium and an indoor ski slope.




“How many lives is that fountain worth?” The General took a deep breath and regarded the cold air that was pumped through all two hundred and eight floors of the Presidential Palace. “How many lives did that breath cost?” He looked at the glass of water in his hand, and asked him how many lives were contained within it. Yumokov noted how so much more water could be brought onto Yrrakis Prime from the system’s comets, but that this could never be done because it would kill the sandworm population. All of Yrrakis could agree: sandworms were far more important than people.




General Yumokov pushed the questions out of his head. It was none of his concern, and it was not like his own line treated the peasants on Srademev Prime any better. He recalled his homeworld, the greenery of Ara Yrak assisting his memory. Ironically, the people of Srademev Prime also valued green pastures, but for the opposite reason. There, water was plentiful; it was dry land that that was at a premium. House Yumokov reigned over the largest island on that ocean world, its high walls and planetary-grade energy shields protecting it from the constant storms. Beneath the protective barrier, House Yumokov’s personal peasants tended to forested hunting grounds that were unique to the planet. Beyond the barrier, visible through the shielded portions of the wall, was an endless ocean. As a young man, Yumokov once declared that he never wanted to see a single drop of water ever again. He swirled the water in his glass before finishing it, noting the irony of his situation.




Yumokov never wanted to become Supreme Commander of Imperial forces in Yrrakis. The war itself was one of the most important the Empire was fighting; so important was the war that the Emperor himself received daily updates on the course of the fighting. Yrrakis’ importance is thanks to the unfortunate confluence of politics and economics. Yrrakis is located in the middle of the Neutral Zone, and thus of supreme importance in the Empire’s great game against its eternal rival, the United Galactic Federation. This would make the system important enough, but its rich reserves of spice also made Yrrakis Prime extremely economically valuable. While spice in its unrefined form was a potent drug, its true value lay in its essential role in the synthesizing of neurozine. Neurozine was a useless drug for most of the galaxy, but essential for cyborgs: the chemical made neural-mechanical interfacing possible. The countless trillions of cybernetic organisms within Consortium space and beyond needed neurozine to survive, and they had the immense wealth to pay for it. Spice harvesting was the most important industry on Yrrakis, and it made the planet – or at least its leaders – immensely rich. Such was the importance of spice harvesting that it needed to continue in spite of the war, and frequently interfered with military operations.




Looking in the distance, General Yumokov saw a Uv-wing bomber escorted by a pair of Rhen-wing fighters and half a dozen primitive Yrraki aircraft. The flight was off to another bombing run, likely on the other side of the planet; while most of Yrrakis was now safe, aerospace craft still mostly took off from Ara Yrak or from orbiting spacecraft. Air power used to make the Empire invincible: during the early stages of the war, Pem-wing gunships devastated the insurgent forces. With only primitive flak and missile weapons, the insurgents could not counter modern Imperial shielding and ECM technology. However, the appearance of Federation-constructed anti-aircraft phasers changed the game, as these were more than capable of shooting down modern aerospace craft. Pem-wings were now a rare sight in Yrrakis’ skies. In fact, Yumokov could not remember the last time he saw one.




General Yumokov allowed his mind to wander a bit. He had nothing better to do at the moment: he was awaiting some unknown, but very important, guests. The General wondered how his brother, now reigning lord of the entire star system, was managing the household. He did not envy the task of auditing fisheries and canneries, or keeping deepkin raiders in their dark trenches. He much preferred life on campaign. Even as a child, when his brother sequestered himself in the palace study and became an expert in astroeconomics, he roamed the palace hunting grounds to stalk the newest prey imported from offworld. He had no love for life on the high seas, even though his younger brothers and sisters did. While his siblings joined the Imperial Navy, he joined the Army at the first opportunity, and never turned back.




The General turned from the window to his office. When he first arrived, it was decorated like an Imperial starship bridge; his predecessor was a Navy man before being transferred. Yumokov always preferred to have solid ground beneath his feet, so at considerable personal expense, he redecorated the office to resemble his favorite hunting lodge on Srademev Prime. Even his desk was imported from Srademev Prime, made from the wood from one of the few forests on the planet.




Twenty-eight other generals before him called this office their second home since the beginning of the Yrrakis War. Each met with failure against the Gresi Alliance and local factions, which opposed both the Yrraki government and the Gresi. His predecessors tried everything to secure victory: mass conscription of the locals, deployment of nerve agents, free fire zones outside of the cities, even widespread use of atomics. Each failed, and was sacked by the Emperor himself; some were even executed, to serve as an example for the others.




The General considered the failures of his predecessors, and how they were inevitable given the parameters they believed themselves constrained by. They were given the same directive that he was: military operations will not interfere with spice production. Some of Yumokov’s predecessors were more zealous in enforcing this directive, dedicating considerable efforts to protecting harvesters instead of taking the fight to the enemy. The enemy took advantage of this weakness and deliberately threatened the spice industry, forcing the Imperials to redirect their efforts. Yumokov, on the other hand, was more focused on winning the war. While he did not conduct combat missions in active harvesting zones, he did not divert forces to protect harvesters from sandworms or attackers. He knew that the spice harvesters despised him for this, and he knew of reports that spice production declined since he began his command. The General ignored all of this. Winning the war for the Empire was more important.




Yumokov sat at his desk and regarded his own situation. The position was a curse, assigned to him not out of his own personal desire, his seniority and respect for his rank, or a recognition of his skill as a battlefield commander, but because of Imperial politics. House Yumokov had influential rivals, and they wanted to humiliate the house by pinning a major military failure on it. The General had his list of suspects. His Sector Lord, the scheming Count Polianov, wanted the Yumokovs out of the picture and replaced with a cadet branch of his own line. He had rivals in the Army, particularly those he angered during his stint in the Arambi campaign. Yumokov also couldn’t rule out his own younger siblings, who may be angling for the throne of Sradmev.




Whatever the motives of those who influenced the Throne to place him in this place, he turned the situation into an advantage. Yumokov did not face the challenge with despair, but rather met it with the resolve and courage of an Army officer. He took his duty seriously, assessed the situation, and adopted new strategies to counter the enemy. The General determined that past campaigns failed to counter enemy troop movements because they were using Yrrakis’ extensive cave network. The caves allowed the Empire’s enemies to hide from patrols, take shelter from bombing runs, move between areas without being detected, and launch raids against cities, military outposts, and spice harvesting operations. Infrasonic surveys revealed that the caves crisscrossed the entire planet, and could house millions of people. To counter this, General Yumokov ordered that the Imperial garrison’s plasma bombs be modified to emit infrasonic and supersonic pulses whenever they detonated. The bombs were useless before, leaving many glass craters and few dead insurgents. With the modifications, the sonic pulses not only liquefied the innards of any unfortunate close enough to the blast radius, but they also caused the cave networks to grow unstable collapse.




It was these bombs that led to the Empire’s successes in the campaign thus far. With their caves regularly transformed into tombs, the fremen could not attack Imperial and Yrraki forces as they did before. Anti-Imperial forces were forced back out into the open, where Imperial air power could easily dispatch them. Large swaths of Yrrakis were now free of rebel activity, and it was all thanks to General Yumokov.




The doors to General Yumokov's office slid open. Two figures marched in: a large, serious-looking arambi in a hydrosuit, and a flickering green hologram of a man in a business suit. The hologram was being projected from a small, floating orb sitting where the man's heart would be. The arambi was holding a large polycarbon sack.




Immediately, several questions entered the General's mind. Who were these two? They were not Imperial or Yrraki, that much was clear. How did they get past his security detail? What was in that sack?




The last question was answered when the arambi dumped its contents on the General's desk. About two dozen mummified objects dropped unceremoniously on the cedarwood surface. The objects resembled segmented hoses or dried roots, each the size of a human finger, and they were the same brown as the endless sands of Yrrakis. A cloud of sparkling, orange dust accompanied the horrible things. Some of the objects shattered on impact, adding to the cloud. General Yumokov immediately felt his skin and nostrils tingle as the dust blew through the room. His nervous system was being enhanced, even by the smallest amount of spice in the air.




"What is the meaning of this?" the General bellowed, gesturing towards the heap of debris on his desk.




"You should recognize your handiwork, General," the green hologram replied through the speaker in the orb. Even through the static, electronic screeching and thick Technis accent, General Yumokov could hear the anger in the man's voice. But something about the voice felt...off.




"What is this? Sandworm shit?"




"They're larvae, you idiot," the hologram snapped. Whatever patience he was willing to show the Imperial disappeared immediately. The General’s own patience had run out. He would have already thrown these men out of his office; after this stunt, he wanted them thrown off the planet. That is, if he didn’t fear that these men were too important to handle in such a way.




The General took a better look at his “guests” and surmised that they were the important figures that he was told to wait for. The arambi’s hydrosuit bore the sigils of the Third Empire and House Oskannah, the Empire’s single largest producer of neurozine. Oskannah’s throne world of Opruchnik Prime is an industrial hellscape dedicated solely to the production of neurozine, to the point that its atmosphere is filled with neurozine byproducts. Yumokov hypothesized that the arambi was not a native of the planet; otherwise, he could not have resisted the spice in the polycarbon sack he still held in his hand.




The other figure concerned the General more. The Oskannah were brutal thugs, but they kept to themselves and respected the Empire. The Consortium of Sovereign Systems had no such respect. A coalition of megacorporations and capitalistic system governments in a region of space more ancient than the Third Empire itself, the Consortium was beyond any Imperial authority or retribution. Although theoretically nothing more than a defensive alliance, the Consortium often acted as one body when its members felt their mutual interests were being threatened. Even then, they rarely made an appearance “in person;” preferring to act through shell corporations, puppet governments, criminal organizations or other representatives. These thoughts worried Yumokov when he noticed the distinctive Consortium crest etched onto the hull of the floating holo-orb. The holo-orb was too small to contain a high quality ansible, so the mind behind the voice must be projecting from Yrrakis Prime’s orbit. The Consortium saw fit to expend the resources to send a representative here to address this issue “in person.”




"I've never seen their young before...." The General was amazed that such titanic and terrifying creatures could grow from something so small.




"That's because you shouldn't,” the hologram replied. Yumokov noticed the wrongness in the man’s tone again. While he could not point to any specific reason, the emotion behind the voice felt artificial, as if imposed by some ancient algorithm meant to give humanity to an inhuman intelligence. Although this may be caused, in part, by poor speech synthesis and vocoding, General Yumokov suspected that the figure behind the hologram was not the human he projected. He knew that, behind the humanoid face of the Consortium’s members presented to the galaxy, lay an inhuman truth. Managers, a derivative species of human slaved to life-sustaining machinery older than any galactic polity. The managers survived the fall of the Second Empire and continued to rule the Consortium from the shadows, biologically slaved to pursue only one thing: profit.




“Sandworms stay beneath the sands until they reach maturity. You Imperial brutes may think that sandworms are invincible, but in truth they're delicate creatures. This entire planet's ecology is delicate."




The General raised an eyebrow. "And what does this have to do with me? My men are following the orders to stay away from spice harvesting operations, and that includes the sandworms. Do you think we are shooting the damn things?"




"Your bombs. The sonic pulse bombs your spacecraft are dropping are killing the sandworms.”




Yumokov felt the blood rush out of his face. The sonic pulse bombs were his innovation in this conflict, and so he could not pass blame on anyone else. He quickly composed himself, understanding that there was nothing he could do now. This meeting was not dispositive, but a formality. All of the important decisions had already been made.




“We needed to use those bombs….” Yumokov explained quietly, but he stopped when he realized that the holographic man did not care a single iota. To this alien mind, this war for control of the Neutral Zone was meaningless. Even the countless lives that were sacrificed, and the countless more under threat from Federation tyranny and madness, were meaningless. The spice, and the profits that came with it, were all that mattered. The glowing green figure gestured towards the pile.




"Their larvae emerging from the sand and baking in the sun. This is just a fraction of what our harvesters are finding in the spice fields. Thousands of dead sandworm larvae. If this continues, the entire species would be extinct in a generation!"




Yumokov was taken aback by the seeming emergence of natural anger in the hologram’s voice. The General theorized that this was the manager’s natural survival instinct, or what remained of it after its gene-modding by biomancers from eons past. Of all the cybernetic creatures of the galaxy, managers needed neurozine most of all. The death of spice production could mean its own death.




“A generation? You are exaggerating. I am no biologist, but even I know that sandworms can live for millennia! They will outlast my campaign, this war! Their population will rebound after our victory here.”




The hologram shook its head. Yumokov suddenly noticed that this was the first time the hologram moved any part of its head, apart from the mouth when it mimed human speech. The holographic figure disappeared and was immediately replaced with a hologram of one of the spice fields. In the center was the corpse of a titanic sandworm, its mouth agape. It showed no signs of damage, which was to be expected: nothing but a battlestar’s weapons could harm such a gargantuan, armored creature. Yet, General Yumokov was thankful that none of his bombs hit the sandworm.




“How did it die?” General Yumokov tried to hide it, but he feared the answer.




“This lifeform perished in fear. Fear of the same sonic pulse bombs that are devastating their young. We do not understand why, but the vibrations in the sand and rock terrify the worms. They move thousands of kilometers to flee from the blasts. We tracked this specimen as it circumnavigated the planet eighteen times before finally dying of exhaustion.”




Yumokov looked at the hologram again. Spice poured out of the creature’s guts; Yumokov estimated that there was enough there to purchase a star system, and everything and everyone in it. Spice harvesters – mostly crewed by fremen who did not share their brethren’s reverence for the creature – milled about it like insects, their own massive tracked forms dwarfed by the alien monstrosity. The foremen and their Oskannah masters must be thanking their respective deities for their good fortune. But Yumokov knew that this scene represented disaster, not fortune. A dead sandworm may produce a bounty of spice in its death throes, but it can produce no more. This bode ill for the future of spice production on Yrrakis.




“This is just one of over two dozen sandworms our orbital scans have found. Harvesters have been dispatched to make the most of this grim situation. As have military forces to ensure that these harvesting operations continue unmolested.”




The hologram zoomed in to one of the harvesters. Surrounding the gargantuan machine were allied fremen, Yrraki Republic soldiers, Oskannah levies, Consortium mercenaries and, to the General’s shock, Imperial soldiers. His soldiers.




“Judging from the shock on your face, I take it that neither your superiors nor your subordinates have not informed you,” the hologram crackled. “Allow me to do the honors. You are no longer in command, General Andrei Yumokov.”




General Yumokov took a moment to compose himself. The news was a shock, but that shock soon wore off and was quickly replaced with rage and despair. How dare this foreign machine-man tell him, a general of the Imperial Army and prince of one of the Empire’s great houses, that he is being dismissed? He pushed the anger aside and calmly replied.




“You don’t have the authority to dismiss me.” The holographic man reappeared, its expression as dead as it was when it first entered the room.




“You are correct, General. The Consortium has no authority over you. We have something better: influence. Influence over the Throne. You may not care about the spice, but we do. And that means your Emperor does as well. You are no longer in command, because your Emperor commands it.”




The General’s despair was replaced with confusion. The Consortium was powerful, but its power was a dim candle in comparison to the bright star of the Third Empire. Confusion gave way to more anger. These mutants presume to treat his Emperor like a puppet? This time, Yumokov could not control his outrage.




“You speak nonsense, machine! Do you expect me to believe that you control the Emperor? This is just a ruse. These holograms are fabrications, nothing more!” The hologram emoted a second time when a smirk formed on its face

.

“Did you think the Dondrukovs’ wealth lies in tithes, blasters or war fleets? Do you think your Empire is independent of our reach? We have assisted your Empire since its earliest days, to act as protectors of our interests and to impose order in every part of the galaxy. In exchange, we provide the raw computing power that is required to manage a galactic economy. This relationship has been mutually beneficial for both our societies for millennia. Arekshav IX is a wise man, which is why he chooses not to jeopardize our business partnership.”




More questions swirled in the General’s head, although he suspected that he knew the answers already. Nonetheless, he asked one.




“You speak of influence, but not control. The Emperor would not act here on your behalf alone.”




“It is this simple, General. Without spice, there is no neurozine. Without neurozine, the cyborgs of the Consortium die. And if we die, the galaxy’s economy dies, and your Empire with it. The entire galaxy is united in this one matter: the spice must flow. We are here to guarantee that it does.”




General Yumokov stifled a chuckle. These arrogant profiteers think they have a better understanding of war than the Imperial Army.




“And what makes you think that you will do any better in this graveyard? Your war machines are too few in number. Without those bombs, this desert will consume you, just like it did with us!”




The hologram shook its head, and disappeared again. It was replaced with a projection of orbit around Yrrakis Prime. It was littered with thousands of Imperial and Consortium spacecraft.




“A decline in spice production jeopardizes the entire Consortium. As a result, the Consortium Defense Board has invoked the Articles of Self-Preservation in this system, and the member entities have answered the call. But we will not act alone. The Imperial presence will remain, and will be further supplemented with more capable forces.”




The office doors swung open again. Three figures entered: two men in shining black armor flanking a third man in an ornate military uniform of the ancient Ab Endiran style. General Yumokov recognized the uniform immediately, and did not know whether he should stand at attention, bow in submission, or cower behind his desk. The dilemma was resolved when the man in the center gestured for him to remain seated. Yumokov not only recognized his uniform, but also his face. Standing before him was Sekhnev Stavnov, reigning First Praetor of the Dondrukov Guard.




Praetor Stavnov nodded towards the General. “Andrei. It’s been a while.”




General Yumokov knew Stavnov from his days serving in the Sarab system. Both men were there to receive training in counterinsurgency warfare. Along with the other trainees, they spent months fighting against savage prisoners in the wild lands of Sarab IV. While Yumokov considered himself fortunate for simply surviving, Stavnov graduated at the top of the class, and was one of the few chosen to serve in the Dondrukov Guard after graduation. Only the Emperor himself could send the Dondrukov Guard here, and the fact that he chose to do so spoke volumes about the war’s importance. The Empire was sparing no expense to secure this world.




“Your replacement,” the Consortium hologram said. “I see you two have already met.”




General Yumokov slumped in his chair. It was decided. While the war may continue, his war was over.




“I just wanted to win this damned war.”




“This single-minded approach to operations in Yrrakis is precisely why you are being relieved of command,” the hologram replied. “This is not an arambi jungle. Indiscriminate bombing has consequences. We need a scalpel, not a sledgehammer.”




With little hope left, General Yumokov wanted some relief. He would join his twenty-eight predecessors in defeat, and he may even join some of them in the grave. Since this Consortium manager seemed to have all the answers, he decided it would not hurt to ask. He turned to Praetor Stavnov. He would know.




“What happens to me?”




“That is a question you can ask His Majesty when he meets you at the capital.”

[SC] Consortium Cuisine

As much as the Consortium obsesses over cybernetics and machines, the organic element remains, one which requires not only conventional sustenance, but also psychologically pleasing sustenance. Therefore, a diverse and ever-shifting array of cuisines can be found in the tumultuous alliance. However, in the end these are shaped by the whims of the corporations, the urban nature of most Consortium inhabitants, and the Consortium’s work culture. The corporate entities endlessly desire to experiment with products and maximize their profits, whilst workers seek to cut costs and inconveniences. Thus, Consortium cuisine is primarily one of “fast food”.




The historical influence on their food culture comes from two major sources: the Second Empire, and the various techno-barbarian cultures that resided in pre-Consortium territories. Since the “pre-Consortium” weathered the Second Empire’s collapse fairly well, various technologically-advanced enclaves inherited many archaic traditions from them, particularly regarding artificial food and food automation. From the less fortunate techno-barbarians, they inherited more traditional food styles, alongside much of their agricultural package. As the managers who survived the Cog Lords expanded their influence and connected the region, the culture of their subordinates mixed with that of their more primitive subjects. These combined to form the food culture of the Consortium.




Consortium staples are akin to much of the galaxy, defined by grains, tubers, algae, and colonial mushrooms. For grains and tubers in particular, wheat, corn, potatoes, and rice are common local choices. Algae is typically processed into forms such as sheets, powders for instant soups, or as vegetables. Consortium rice is typically of a short-grained cultivar, and there are varieties that a person from halcyon Earth would have never seen. Congee and fried or steamed rice are staple dishes. Potatoes, generally of a brown, yellow, or red-skinned cultivar, are popularly sliced and turned into fries. Overall, grains and tubers are often processed into noodles, a foodstuff with a vast variety of utilities in the region, from fried with vegetables and vat meat, to served cold in salads. Perhaps the most infamous Consortium dish is instant noodles, whose dirt-cheap packages can be found in any Consortium convenience store. Other popular forms of consumption include staples cooked as is, as packaged cereals, or as bread. The last is typically used for a sandwich, bun with fillings [1], or taco.




The majority of protein in the Consortium is from non-animal sources, particularly soy and fungi. Tofu is a ubiquitous food, served in soups, fried, or in dozens of other dishes. Fungi may be grown in strand-like mycelium threads and combined with various flavourings, making them a more convincing substitute for meat. Meanwhile, genuine meat is usually from vat meat and insects (mostly crickets and cockroaches), the latter often not even processed to hide what it is, as there are few taboos in the Consortium against entomophagy. In city worlds, protein may be obtained from catching or even farming rodents, urban birds, unfortunate pets, and less savoury sources. Canned meats, bun and taco fillings, sandwiches, and burgers are common applications of cheap meats. Meat from goats, chickens, or other large livestock animals are rare luxuries (even compared to the Empire), associated with the upper classes. Rarely are there hard laws against lower classes consuming luxury products, but instead sheer expense keeps them from access. These more expensive sorts, often grilled or fried, are treated as the “event” of a meal itself.




There are some unique aspects of Consortium seafood consumption. Carp, sardines, and tilapia are the most common forms of fish consumed, mostly sourced from farms. Other forms of seafood such as jellyfish, mollusks, and crustaceans are common as well. These are usually sold dried for preservation, and are often used for flavouring soups and other dishes. Some fish are instead converted into sauce. A sign of status is to be able to eat fish fresh, even raw, as the nature of aquaculture and interstellar transport makes access to fresh fish extremely difficult.




These staples are imported from abroad, or from the Consortium’s agri-worlds [2], planets often de-facto ruled by agri-businesses, and home to endless sprawls of greenhouses and factory-farms. However, imports cannot entirely sustain the city-worlds, and thus large complexes of bio-reactors and processing plants on each ecumenpolis are needed. Using knowledge inherited from the Second Empire, these churn out vast amounts of algae, vat meat, beverages, convincing simulacras of vegetables, candy, and other products. Unlike the artificial foods of the Federation, the Consortium’s food conglomerates design their products for profit, not for long-term health. Many are laden with sugar and fat to appease the taste buds of their consumers, and the various additives are poorly-regulated, if at all.




The most ubiquitous spices and seasonings in the Consortium are algae spices, fish and soy-based sauces, peppers, and mayonnaise. Genetically-engineered algae spices are the most common, being available to even the poor on a regular basis. These have countless different flavours and applications, ranging from minty garnish to mustard-like pastes. Fish and soy-based sauces are common as well. Consortium mayonnaise contains rice vinegar, and is sometimes made with soy or other proteins rather than eggs, giving it a different flavour compared to the usual versions in the Empire.




Tea and various sodas are the most common beverages in the Consortium (after the obvious of water). Production of these are divided between various powerful commercial brands [3], with colourful branding and adverts. Consortium tea [4] (usually green) is often sweetened and carbonated, and may be only tea in-name only, with no actual tea leaves used to produce them. These are usually drunk cold. Animal milk and dairy products are rare in the Consortium, a curious novelty to most. This is due to two main factors: Consortium agribusinesses decided that dairy was too inefficient - and most of their population is lactose-intolerant, with both fueling a feedback loop. Most “animal-type” milk is produced from bioreactors rather than animals, and usually used for cheese, yogurt, or other products rather than drunk directly. Soy milk, on the other hand, is a more common beverage, and may be artificially-flavoured.




As for alcoholic beverages, the cheapest are various rectified spirits created by industrial processes. However, the most notable beverages in Consortium culture are beer and rice wine, alongside distilled spirits such as whiskey. Due to the low availability (and thus cost) of their ingredients, wine is rare, and mead even rarer. How these beverages are consumed vary, and while some drink them straight from the can or bottle, others may mix them into cocktails. Most alcohol in the Consortium is produced by large breweries, but homebrewing is not insignificant, especially on agri-worlds. Consortium citizens tend to not be the heavy drinkers that Imperials are, as other drugs tend to be their vice, and it is viewed as unbefitting a proper worker. However, their atomized society helps little when cases of alcoholism arise.




Modern industrial synthesis allows the Consortium to produce plentiful sugar for even the lower classes of their society. Thus, there is a remarkably well-developed array of desserts in the region. Many Consortium desserts are served cold, such as shaved ice, jellies, or glutinous rice cakes. Pastries are popular as well, ranging from fried dough with powdered sugar to packaged cookies. All these desserts typically come in small individual-sized portions, since they are just as often eaten as snacks as they are eaten with a meal. On the latter part, foreign commentators often remark that sugary Consortium breakfast products might as well be dessert.




Popular utensils include the simple spoon and chopsticks. The latter are usually constructed out of plastic or metal, although chopsticks made of bamboo are far from rare. Whilst in earlier times, wooden chopsticks were common, millennia of deforestation and rising demand has made wood a luxury product in the Consortium. Most utensils are treated as disposable, due to dining habits in the polity.




The average person in the Consortium does not cook nor knows how to, beyond operating a kettle and a microwave at best. In fact in an average apartment’s “kitchen”, these, a sink, and a miniature fridge are the only pieces of equipment, and sometimes an apartment lacks the former two. In the common Consortium perspective, cooking is an inconvenience and a waste of precious time. Instead most people purchase their meals. There are countless convenience stores, vending machines, street food stalls, and fast-food restaurants throughout the Consortium, often within walking distance of people’s homes [5]. At these establishments, one can purchase many food products for cheap prices, from biscuit sticks to dumplings to sandwiches. In most cases these locales are staffed by service robots, a phenomenon unseen in most of the galaxy.




That being said, restaurants and stores with actual people are not unheard of. Person-operated or monitored restaurants are the nature of higher-reputed establishments. Many of these “fancier” [6] restaurants are simply premium versions of the fast food brands in the Consortium, immersed in the commercialism that dominates their society. Nonetheless, if a Consortium citizen wishes to treat their friends to someplace decent, they are the places to go. In these rare times where dining is a social event, and not a hurried one done alone, rules for etiquette vary wildly by subculture and social standing. Some may be utterly lax, whilst others will demand strict dress code and ritual. One notable constant is that when eating with peers, the bill should be split between all.




[1]- Said fillings include bean paste, eggs, sausage, minced vegetables and vat pork, fruit jam, and countless other options.




[2]- Food on Consortium agri-worlds is different from that of the city-worlds, with greater access to conventional crops, and is more closer to that of foreign agri-worlds.




[3]- Some of the brands include Alfon Cha, Gazaresk Red, Perzfune, and Kyareskola. The “kola” in the last one is a generic Consortium term for soft drinks, an archaic remnant from a retrophilic phase of the Second Empire. The linguistic connection to a certain type of nut is long forgotten.




[4]- Many products are tea-flavoured, such as candy.




[5]- Food delivery drones are rare, due to fears of theft.




[6]- Whilst fine dining in the Empire is steeped in tradition, fine dining in the Consortium is perpetually in a state of change. This has resulted in some very strange things, such as fried soda orbs, drinks with a multi-coloured lightbulb in the cup, or avocado foam in a burger taller than a man’s head.

[SC] Gwaikri and Warper-Animals

Whilst Terragen life is the most common form in the current galaxy, there is still a countless variety of complex alien life on distant worlds. Worms feeding on methanotrophs beneath hundreds of meters of rock, aquatic predators in freezing oceans of ammonia, radially-symmetric copter-flyers from the dynic homeworld, amongst countless others. Some have been created by alien races such as the Ancients or Old Ones, or even by the Second Empire, whilst others naturally arose. One notable example of a biologically-complex, and strange alien world, is the planet of Gwaikri.




Located around the border region between Dynic Hegemony and Solarian space, Gwaikri exists in a binary star system, with both an orange star and a distant red dwarf. The planet orbits the former in its outer habitable zone, and both are approximately six billion years old. Gwaikri itself is a conventional rocky planet about three times the mass of Terra, and has an atmosphere multiple times thicker. Gwaikri weather tends to be slow (albeit still strong) and humid. In addition, its higher gravity means Gwaikri retained more of its volatiles during formation, resulting in a higher degree of water. About ninety percent of the planet is covered in ocean, although some of the land remains remarkably high and mountainous.




Gwaikrite lifeforms are all carbon-based, although with some notable differences, such as difference in chirality of molecules. Plant-analogues are generally orange, red, and yellow, with oddities such as balloon-trees and aeroplankton. The clouds of these aeroplankton create a hazy effect in the sky, and they sustain a sophisticated airborne ecosystem. Buoyed by the thick atmosphere, many of these flying creatures can reach massive sizes, and some can go months or years without ever touching the ground. On the ground, organisms are generally well-built to deal with the physical burdens of Gwaikri, having stocky legs and even ferrous bones.




However, it is not these details that interest xenobiologists the most, but rather the unnatural abilities of the local fauna. Through unknown means and countless aeons ago, they evolved the same access to void energy, and the ability to manipulate the fundamental forces, as the artificial abhumans known as Architects. These “warper-animals” in particular are restricted to gravity and electromagnetism, although some to a degree can manipulate both. The clades that evolved these spread like wildfire, diversifying and becoming the “dominant” creatures on the planet, diminishing or wiping out their competitors. Even Gwaikri’s environment has been warped, with bizarre piles of immense rocks and accumulations of metal.




It has also fueled an endless evolutionary arms race. Predators developed electrical attacks, ferrous spears thrown through telekinesis, and bio-neuralyzers. Their prey in turn developed conducting outer armour, shields, and less centralized minds. One species evolves the ability to lower gravity to make immense leaps, and their competitor follows. Some warper-animals developed better stealth and mimicry, in response to acute electroreception and biological radar. Over the ages, Gwaikrite warper-animals have fine-tuned their abilities in a plethora of manners, and they are perhaps even more adept than many Architects. This makes certain warper-animals quite deadly, capable of even threatening squads of modern soldiers.




There is no evidence that Gwaikri has ever had native sapient life, but it is known that inhuman activity has been there before humanity itself existed. There are thin traces of ancient plastics, star-swept roads and regolith domes on Gwaikri’s moons, and other evidence of alien actions millions of years ago. The first known records are from the marine hunter-brains of the Opheln Conglomerate, who noted a world of “hazardous anomaly-fauna”. The interest in the abilities of warper-animals was strong from the very beginning, with Gwaikrite specimens being transported for study and as fascinating curiosities.




Eventually, the more clever of these creatures were used for more militant purposes. Opheln commanders trained, modified, and unleashed their monstrous shock troops upon terrified foes, including the forces of the Terran Empire. However despite the Gwaikrite warper-animals’ seemingly supernatural abilities, their bestial behaviour and warping powers made them hard to control and limited in number, and were insufficient to stop Arekshav the Great’s conquest. The conquest of the Opheln brought these beings to the interest of humanity. The successor-warlords of the Collapse would use these living weapons themselves, which thinned out the Gwaikrite populations beyond the former Opheln core. Whether their abilities had inspired the Galactic Republic’s creation of the Architects is under much debate.




The origin of the name “Gwaikri” has been lost to time, although it has been used at least since the Galactic Republic. Two theories predominate, that it was related to an ancient Terran word for “monster”, or translated from a long-dead alien tongue.




The warper-animals fell into obscurity after the rise of the First Empire, likely due to Architects wishing to have a monopoly over the four fundamental forces. They largely retained relevance in the Dynic Overtribes, who lacked any Architects of their own. The Second Empire was also a quiet era, as the wondrous technology of the time surpassed anything they could do. However in recent millennia, the denizens of Gwaikri have resurfaced, with various parties across the galaxy being interested in them, from Imperial officers to biomancers to crime lords. Of course, only those with the costly ability to meet their alien biological needs can afford them, and the Protectorate itself has placed regulations on the lifeforms.




The most knowledgeable and extensive possessor of warper-animals are the Solarians. Gwaikri itself is under their control, a xenobiological nature reserve with only a few scientific bases as settlements. The Solarian Community primarily uses them for various engineering, religious, and scientific purposes, such as working on exotic matter, and there have been forays into even military applications. However, these have been subject to the scrutiny of Solarian spiritualists and animal ethicists, and so they remain limited, or at least extremely secretive.

Technology Profile: Esoteric Weaponry

During its ancient past, humanity has developed a variety of terrifying weapons whose principles have been lost to history. Found only on relic worlds, or in space junk from the War of the Cog Lords or earlier, these weapons are highly coveted. Those weapons found and captured by the great powers are quickly sent to secret research facilities, where they are taken apart in the hopes that they may be reverse engineered. So far, the galactic community has made little progress on rediscovering how to manufacture these weapons, as all data on them was either wiped by the Cog Lords or is hidden on a processor world somewhere in the galaxy. Those that find their way into the hands of pirates, mercenaries and other criminal organizations are often used for their intended purpose, as these groups are uninterested in replicating these weapons.

Dark Energy Weapons: Some of the most powerful energy weapons in existence, dark energy weapons were used a great deal by the Second Empire prior to the hedonic engine era and during the War of the Cog Lords. Dark energy weapons introduce dark energy into a region of space-time, which expands the space in that area more quickly than the natural expansion of the universe, before the dark energy dissipates from the area and the space collapses in. These weapons cause the target's atoms to violently fly apart, before being mashed back together, within several fractions of a millisecond. These atoms are not put back together in the same configuration that they were in prior to being exposed to the weapon, and so the target becomes a lump of organic and inorganic materials, often fused with the floor or surrounding objects. Dark energy weapons can be toned down to only attack portions of a target's body, in order to terrorize the opponent as their comrades are taken apart piece by piece, or scaled up to destroy entire planets and star systems with ease. A dark energy weapon that can fit on a battlestar can emit enough dark energy to cause a stellar reconfiguration, likely causing a nova event. As dark energy disrupts the space around it, it cannot be blocked by either physical or energy shielding. The Berzerkers were mostly armed with dark energy weapons, in order to destroy any possible space-based target while keeping the total amount of mass available for processing intact. Often, a Berzerker or an Imperial fleet will wipe out the space assets of an enemy civilization, and then broadcast the fleet's destruction to the civilization in all known forms of electronic communication. This was not issued as a warning, but rather to show the enemy the full extent of the Empire's might before they are inevitably destroyed.

Baryonic Disruptors: The "bigger brother" of dark energy weapons, baryonic disruptors operate by creating a local energy state which makes the existence of baryons - the building blocks of conventional matter - impossible. by attacking the strong nuclear force. This state is "infectious," and as each baryon decays into its constituent particles, it destabilizes the baryons next to it, and so on and so forth. This can reduce entire planets into a soup of quarks and other subatomic particles, which quickly decay into radiation. These weapons can easily destroy entire planets, and the starships and the larger Berzerkers of the Second Empire were armed primarily with baryonic disruptors. These weapons were only used against more threatening targets, or those that were deemed unnecessary for harvesting. During particularly long wars, the Second Empire declared a state of total war, in which every single habitat the enemy owned would be targeted by baryonic disruptors. Entire sectors of space have been scoured clean of stars by these wars, and the only evidence for these systems having ever existed are Imperial records and old starlight traveling through space. Both dark energy and baryonic weapons are considered weapons of mass destruction by the galactic community.

Hyperspace Weapons: While the modern galaxy knows how to use hyperspace to accelerate large kill vehicles for planetary destruction, the Second Empire mastered the art of using hyperspace energy as a form of energy and as a weapon. Hyperspace weapons function by opening a rift between hyperspace and real space and focusing a tremendous amount of energy from a parallel universe into a single target in realspace. There is no known material, and no known form of energy shielding, powerful enough to withstand this, as the target is reduced to its constituent string energy. A hyperspace weapon can be fired at any point in space-time, and can even be shaped in whatever form the user desires. Imperial captains often shaped hyperspace energy in such a way that it would spell out vulgar or insulting phrases, or particular symbols that Imperial culture considered offensive, as a final insult to their hated enemy. Some worlds still bear the scars of these battles, and those well-versed in Middle Standard Imperial would no doubt find the crude phrases etched into the very geography of the world amusing. Hyperspace weapons are both incredibly accurate and incredibly destructive, but they were used as weapons of last resort because it gave the Second Empire no chance to recover any matter or energy from the destroyed opponent.

Neuralyzers: Neuralyzers are a group of memetic weapons, weapons intended to disable cognitive function as opposed to causing biological death or the destruction of the target on an atomic or subatomic level. Neuralyzers display a variety of electromagnetic energies which attack the cognitive functions of living organisms, or the thinking processes of artificial intelligences. These normally prevent the target from resisting, allowing the target to be harvested for a variety of purposes, ranging from imprisonment to experimentation. Neuralyzers can have a variety of settings, which ranges from erasing the short-term memory of the target to permanently disabling the target's cognitive capabilities. Those beings whose minds have been wiped are known as blanks, and are valuable because they can have a new mind imprinted onto them. The most advanced and powerful neuralyzers can even imprint a target, and these weapons are often used to imprint hell simulations. An individual targeted with such a weapon becomes convinced that they are in their own personal hell, at least for the moment, and will often self-terminate or attack others in a fit of fear, rage and pain.

Weaponized Quantum Tunnelers: Quantum tunnelers are often found in the form of a "gun," small enough that a baseline human can wield it, but they also exist in a starship scale. The Second Empire used quantum tunnelers as a nonlethal weapon, so alien specimens can be captured intact and dissidents could be captured and placed in hell engines. Quantum tunnelers also bypass all forms of physical armor, which is useful for attacking technologically primitive societies. A favorite tactic of Imperial Marines during the Galactic Civil War was to place the entrance of a quantum tunnel within a Rebel's abdomen or head, and the exit on another Rebel, causing the former's internal organs to spill out in front of his horrified comrade. Quantum tunnelers were also used in anti-vehicular and anti-ship roles, as they allowed for explosives or boarders to be placed in a hostile vehicle. Other quantum tunnelers were used with psychological warfare in mind, as they could precisely remove body parts from one target and attach them to another living organism, creating horrifying monstrosities. These weapons are precise enough to remove layers of cells, and are often used to flay targets alive. Imperial riot police with a sadistic sense of humor were known to use these weapons against non-violent protesters, swapping and replacing the body parts of their opponents into various configurations for maximum comedic or horrific effect, and making a sport of the practice. The main disadvantage of quantum tunnelers is that even the weakest energy shields can block them.

Technological Profile: Imprinters

As with most of the mundane sciences, the Second Empire of Man reached a highly advanced state of understanding the mind and consciousness. For example, computers from the area could accurately map out and create a digital copy of an individual's mind, although this would create a distinct being with a separate consciousness from the original. This knowledge was most infamously used to create the hedonic engine, but it was also applied to the transfer of consciousness from one individual into another. The devices that make this possible are known as imprinters.

Imprinters were originally invented for military purposes, as a quick and easy way to transfer the consciousness of a dying soldier into the body of a clone, without the need for autodocs and medinanites. This allowed a soldier to die and be revived multiple times, so long as the soldier had access to an imprinter. This preserved the soldier's experience for future service. Eventually, imprinters became so small that they could fit in a soldier's helmet, allowing a soldier's consciousness to be instantly copied into a clone as soon as he died. This gave Imperial soldiers a considerable tactical advantage over their opponents; it was possible for a scout to soften up an enemy position, die, and then finish the job within the course of a single battle. Furthermore, imprinters allowed for short-term espionage: an enemy soldier could be captured, and have their mind imprinted over with the mind of an Imperial spy. Imprinting was undetectable to contemporary means of mental scrying, and also gave the new mind access to the host's memories.

It was not long before imprinters entered the civilian market. Many individuals in the Second Empire were unhappy with their bodies, and neither cybernetic augmentation nor biological modification helped them. The oldest mind transfers killed the original, while newer models created a copy of the original. This was deemed unmarketable; why would an individual spend money to create a copy of himself? What made imprinters unique from older forms of mind transfers is that it also preserved the individual's consciousness, so they would experience being in a new body. A market for imprinters, and cloned designer bodies, emerged. As imprinting became cheaper, it became increasingly commonplace for individuals to imprint into another body for purely cosmetic reasons, with some individuals imprinting into several bodies over a lifetime. Imprinters also became the center of criminal activity - gangs emerged which would kidnap a host for a client, allowing that client to effectively steal their victim's life. The imprinting craze died down with the rise of the hedonic engine, and many imprinters were recycled for their constituent materials.

After the War of the Cog Lords, those imprinters that did survive were largely destroyed by people fearful that they were a "gateway technology" towards hedonic engines, or confused them with hedonic engines. The manufacture imprinters was banned, and the knowledge to do so scoured from the records of almost every database in the galaxy. However, a few imprinters exist, mostly in the Consortium of Sovereign Systems. The Consortium was not hit as hard by the anti-mind technology craze that consumed the rest of the galaxy, since their leadership was reliant on mind-computer interfaces. Instead, the various Consortium corporations have kept the knowledge of imprinting, and the imprinters themselves, for themselves. Imprinters have largely returned for one of their original uses: espionage. Many an enemy agent has been caught by a Consortium group, only to emerge unharmed. The only difference their allies would notice is various behavioral tics that the individual did not exhibit before their capture. These are frequently dismissed as side effects of the trauma of capture.

Colonialism in the Modern Galaxy

While the great periods of expansion are over, the great interstellar empires of the galaxy still continue to expand their domains and discover new worlds. While the Milky Way is thoroughly explored, there are still millions of stars that have yet to be catalogued by galactic authorities. Indeed, the known galaxy is so large that far-flung or technologically stagnant systems are often forgotten and rediscovered multiple times. Many known worlds and systems were lost after the War of the Cog Lords, and the possibility of archaeotech and other riches drives countless men throughout the galaxy to explore strange new worlds and boldly go where no man has gone before.

The two galactic superpowers, the Third Empire of Man and the United Galactic Federation, devote considerable resources to the exploration of the galaxy. Each galactic power wants every advantage it could get over the other in the Tournament of Shadows. This could be the recovery of archaeotecch artifacts, the discovery of a small human empire that could be integrated into greater galactic society, or systems of potential strategic value. The Imperial Navy's Exploration Fleets and various individual fleets within the Federal Star Fleet are given the specific task of cataloging new systems. Often, these fleets find nothing but a system with dead rocky worlds and gas giants orbiting it, but these are nonetheless recorded for possible use as transport hubs in the future.

When a new human civilization is found, the galactic powers have a series of procedures they must follow. The first action is to alert their government of the existence of a previously-undiscovered civilization. While an official response is pending, the exploration fleet is to make attempts at communicating with the humans. Normally, this is through the use of linguistic algorithims derived from Middle Standard Imperial; in most cases, the undiscovered humans are speaking a child language of MSI. Once communication is established, important political information is ascertained: the power structures of the civilization, any preexisting conflicts, any supragovernmental organizations that may be conducive to negotiations, and the possible existence of regimes that have similar values to the discovering power. If the discovered humans respond to the exploration fleet with violence, then fleet admirals are authorized to make limited demonstrations of the fleet's firepower. If the human civilization has the ability to leave a system, then it is actively quarantined by the exploration fleet.

The discovery of a new human civilization inevitably leads to the central government authorizing compliance and integration measures. Both the Empire and the Federation consider themselves the single rightful rulers of all mankind, so barring special circumstances, they have a moral duty to bring all humans into the fold. The discovered civilization's leadership is given an ultimatum: surrender their sovereign power to the discovering galactic power and find a place in the new order, or be forcibly dethroned and replaced with more pliable puppets. Any resistance would be met with overwhelming force. Often, the leaders of the discovered civilization are wise enough to understand that they stand no chance against a galactic superpower, and surrender. After surrender, the explorer fleet serves as the de facto governing body within the local system, with local leaders serving beneath them. Explorer fleet authority, while theoretically unlimited in jurisdiction, often limits itself to ensuring compliance with the new order and rebuilding any infrastructure that may have been destroyed during violent encounters. Examples of advanced technologies are used to both impress the local population and to help bring up the standard of living.

After a period of several years, the new system is often deemed ready for full integration into wider galactic society. Military rule is ended, and civilian leadership under an appointed system lord or governor is set in place. This government's role is to ensure that the newly-discovered system becomes well-integrated into greater galactic culture. Settlers, often from city worlds near the core, are sent to live among the locals. Locals are given ample opportunity to participate in greater galactic society, such as through state-sponsored tourism. Any continuing violence is dealt with by local police or state intelligence authorities. It is only during a time of outright revolt that full military force will be reintroduced. Often, the standard of living in a rediscovered system improves to such a great degree that the civilian populace is thankful for integration.

Technology Profile: Slugthrowers and Kalashes

By far the most common weapons in the galaxy are slugthrowers. A primitive technology, the slugthrower's origins date from before the Ash Winter, and many slugthrower designs have remained unchanged since that era. The most popular form of slugthrower is the kalash, the term used for all automatic rifle slugthrowers. Some major galactic powers, such as the Citizens' Alliance and the Duzhonev Imperium, continue to use slugthrowers, although their designs are modern and can compete with the modern rail and energy weapons used around the galaxy.

The operation of a slugthrower is dependent on using a chemical propellant, most commonly black or smokeless gunpowder, to propel a metal slug at reasonably high speeds toward a target. Slugthrowers themselves are simple machines, merely requiring a mechanism with which to ignite the gunpowder. This is often through a firing pin, but more primitive designs use matchlock and flintlock systems. Apart from that, a slugthrower can be of almost any size and shape. Some are the size of pistols, while others are large enough to dwarf city blocks. A common feature on slugthrowers is rifling: the addition of helical grooves in the barrel of a slugthrower, making the slug spin as it leaves and improving the accuracy of the weapon.

The most common slugthrower design is the kalash, an ancient weapon used during the Ash Winter. Durable, cheap and easy to use, kalashes have been a common sight for all of human history. The kalash's durability - a product of its simple, rugged design - is famous throughout the galaxy; kalashes have been known to function after being abandoned for millennia. This has made many kalashes ancestral weapons, passed from father to son as a rite of passage, across many galactic cultures. Countless designs for kalashes exist, from the primitive to the ornate and complex. Many manufacturers make many kinds of kalash parts, so they can be disassembled and customized with ease.

Slugthrowers suffer from many limitations. Due to the limitations of gunpowder, a slugthrower can never fire a metal slug at the same velocities as a railgun or coilgun, and thus a slugthrower will always be weaker than a rail weapon of the same size. Placing more gunpowder in a slugthrower will not solve the problem, as it will simply cause the slugthrower to explode from all the pressure to which it is subjected. Unless specially designed to do so, slugthrower slugs will not operate in low-oxygen or vacuum environments, limiting their use to terraformed worlds and human-friendly environments. While gunpowder comes with its own oxidizer, only certain designs, such as a kalash, have mechanical systems which can operate reliably in vacuum. Materials science has long rendered slugthrowers obsolete on a proper battlefield, as even the soldiers of the Solar Federation had body armor that could reliably stop any slugthrower. Slugthrowers also suffer from recoil, unlike energy weapons.

Despite their limitations, slugthrowers persist as the most common form of weapon on the galaxy. This is mostly due to the ease of their manufacture; only the most primitive of metallurgy and machining is necessary to create a slugthrower. No electronics are necessary, nor are focusing crystals, modern power packs, or magnetic propulsion systems. Unlike modern weapons, galactic governments are not threatened by slugthrowers, and allow anybody to own them. As a result, slugthrowers are extremely common and cheap, and often found in the hands of farmers around the galaxy. Slugthrowers are also very reliable, easily able to withstand punishment that would break a laser weapon. Despite the recoil, slugthrowers are still very easy to use. Further, despite the ineffectiveness of slugthrowers against modern forces, most threats that slugthrower users expect to fight against do not wear modern body armor. Due to the commonality of slugthrowers, galactic governments often manufacture them to arm rebellions around the galaxy.

48. A Study in Emerald: the World, 1881

Ok: the world of A Study In Emerald. [link]

The Moon is always red as blood.

The sun is more variable, sometimes reddish and dim, other times white and painfully brilliant, alternately obscured or focused by the odd, immaterial hazes which swirl in the upper atmosphere. It often looks swollen or lopsided. Sunsets and sunrises are usually a riot of mad, almost obscene colors. Not that anyone pays heed to these peculiarities.

After all, it having been some seven hundred years since the return of the Great Old Ones, these have been normal atmospheric effects on the tainted Earth. In any event seeking for signs and portents in the skies is strongly discouraged by the rulers of the world: if there are to be signs and wonders, they must come from either the Great Old Ones themselves, or the mysterious Outer Gods. In neither case are humans to put words in their (often metaphorical) mouths.

The world was not actually conquered all at once: a certain density of worshippers (and sacrifices) was desired, and large areas of Africa, interior Asia, Australia, etc., were largely left to go to hell their own way for a while as the Great Old Ones battened on densely populated areas of Europe, the Middle East, India, China, Meso-and-Andean America. The remaining bits were divvied up over the next few centuries, often settled with colonists forcibly resettled from elsewhere to make a near-wilderness a rich feeding ground. Some horrors fond of cold and solitude settled in the icy polar areas, ranging outwards to feed on the subjects of other Old Ones, often causing annoying disruptions: this eventually led to the curious case of the Antarctic colonization, deep in the dark places beneath the ice.

The world is nowadays mostly divided up into various fiefs under the rule of the GOOs. China is the province of the Goat with a Thousand Young, Russia of the Czar Unanswerable, the Black Pharaoh (who publically adopts an almost human form) Egypt and surrounding areas, The White Lady (hardly a lady) the frozen Antarctic, The Glorious and Victorious Queen over western France, the British Isles, and territories scattered across the globe, The Great Water Lizard over much of SE Asia, The King in Yellow over the South of Europe, the Swallowing Darkness over the North, (and territories elsewhere), Iran and Mesopotamia by the Unquenchable Flame, etc.

The leader of them all, the warrior-priest of the Outer Gods, the Master of Dreams, He who Presides Over the New World, controls the largest territory, almost all of the American continents from the arctic isles to Patagonia. He rarely visits, though, ruling from his Black Throne in R’lyeh at the center of the risen continent of Mu, which has been settled with human subjects from every corner of the globe, and is the most cosmopolitan and most terrible of nations. Rarely stirring from Mu, he rules the Americas through monstrous (and, in a couple cases, more or less human) viceroys, which he can stamp flat the moment he sniffs disloyalty (keeping secrets from Him is difficult, since the sleeping human mind is an open book to the Master of Dreams), but generally leaves alone as long as there is a steady flow of sacrifices and funds to build big-ass temples to the Outer Gods (along with slightly smaller ones to Himself and much smaller ones to his fellow Old Ones). His time is mostly taken up in religious duties, arcane magic, monster-making, hideous temple design, sacrifice-eating (yum yum!), and keeping an eye on the Black Pharaoh. The Americas are a patchwork of Amerindian territories and European or Asian settlement where the local population was low at the time of the Return.

Other Old Ones are more hands-on, in some cases rather physically so: several mate with humanity, producing great numbers of half-breed monstrosities that serve as a noble class, and often travel abroad to find work as necessary government staff for abominations who either will not or cannot mate with humans and whose offspring are not suitable for mingling with humanity. The Glorious and Victorious Queen is particularly fecund and influential in this aspect, and half the petty abomination nobility of Europe is of her blood.

The Warrior-Priest has a number of children among the horrors ruling the world, and also is assisted by his asexual Spawn, which all look exactly like him save in dimensions, varying from King Kong to convenient office manager size. (Surprisingly, such are preferable to many human bosses: objectives are realistic, instruction clear, promotion untouched by favoritism, and if your brain gets sucked, it’s almost always because you really _did_ screw up an important assignment).

Not all of the Old Ones have fiefs they rule over; some serve greater Old Ones, while others simply go about in the world and walk up and down in it. The Burrower Beneath burrows and occasionally swallows a small town or two (she is the patron of the worm-men, but they mostly just stay out of her way): the Walker on the Winds only really rules Greenland, Iceland, and the northern bits of Scandinavia, but roams south in winter in search of prey and occasionally mates. There are of course certain rules about this sort of thing: one doesn’t rampage too visibly in another Old One’s territory, avoid consuming rich, powerful and loyal humans whenever possible, and respect temples dedicated to other Old Ones or the Outer Gods. The Lurkers in the Angles are sometimes employed by the Great Old Ones as agents of their wrath, but generally stay away from this world full of uncomfortable curves and blobs.

And then there are the rebels.

Various minor daemons who had controlled various dark places on the earth before even the return of the Great Old Ones resented suddenly becoming mere servants of greater Things. Some primal beings of earth and stone and the inner worlds felt they had precedence. And some of the Great Old Ones did not feel they had received a far share of the spoils. In any event, although the major Old Ones generally avoid conflict among themselves, such malcontents have brought about a number of wars over the centuries, and ownership of millions of human beings have changed hands, sometimes more than once. Some have been forced to accept humiliating peace terms (the elephant-headed Master of the Hills, who once ruled much of India, is now merely the ruler of the northern mountains – roughly OTL Nepal). The fighting, and the dying, in such wars has generally been carried out by lesser hybrid horrors and monsters, and by human soldiers: the Great Old Ones do not lower themselves to direct personal confrontations.

Others have proven more intractable. A big chunk of the American desert west and north Mexico still resists the rule of the Lord of R’lyeh, thanks to the powers of the Lord of the Snakes and his servants, the sorcerers of the Underground Kingdom of K’yn-Yan, and certain primal subterranean god-things of Mexican origin who are not happy with the purging of their priesthood and its replacement by the Cult of the Master of Dreams. The Nameless Loa is entrenched in the black, lightless jungles of central Africa, where the soil itself sometimes sucks down the unwary. The chthonic deities of the mountains of Afghanistan provide powerful assistance to local tribes and clans seeking to remain independent (or at least merely subject to their own local, familiar horrors). And beyond the world of the physical, in the place known as the Dreamlands, the Elder Gods of Earth maintain one small escape for mankind, one area not entirely dominated by the Great Old Ones.

Still, this is all fairly localized (and in some cases unknown) and the human inhabitants of, say, London, can feel quietly confident that their rulers know what they are doing and are guiding the world towards an era of greater prosperity and peace. Over the past few centuries the Old Ones have embraced the principle of technological advancement for their subjects, which means the human herd can be greatly enlarged over time, and an increase in material comforts will give them more to lose in the case of violent change. Not that a rebellion has any chance of success, but the Old Ones prefer to savor the consumption of human lives rather than slaughter en masse; most of both the flavor and the nutritional value are lost. And there’s always the wee, tiny possibility that these smart little monkeys might be able to piece together enough of the Elder Lore to do something very, very stupid, like summon up one of the more uncontrollable Outer Gods…

Technology is roughly up that of OTLs late 19th century, a bit of a coincidence since the year is in fact 1881. Indeed, there are some odd similarities to our world, and places like Britain or Russia or Manhattan (the great port city of the European-settled parts of the northern New World) would be curiously familiar to someone of OTL, given that there was a POD some seven centuries back. There are those who say that this world is a shadow of ours: others say that it is in fact our world which is the shadow.

The Great Old Ones and many of their children are mentivores, mind-eaters. Some enjoy human minds raw, so to speak, but most prefer to flavor them with terror and/or madness before consumption. Half-breed nobles and horrors physically able to make it about a human city without either paralyzing the population in terror or getting stuck in doorways are fond of visiting madhouses in search of some new and interesting insanity. (Nobody with mental problems seeks help outside close family and friends: there is always the fear that one may have become appreciably tastier to the ruling classes, and “nut-catchers” working for the asylums have among the most despised of occupations). The greater Old Ones require quite a few human beings a day, and the demand from kings and queens and nobles at times runs ahead of what is available in terms of condemned criminals from jails and madhouses, so Special Measures to round up Undesirables have to be taken, but it’s not as bad as, say, Aztec Mexico. And as long as one follows the rules, one’s life and property are generally a lot more secure than before they arrived.

From East to west…

Japan, of course, is ruled by a couple of Old Ones who are pretty much all tentacles. Having never gone through the civil wars or the Tokugawa Shogunate, Japanese culture is less sword-and-Samurai oriented, highly sophisticated, flowery, cultured, and creepy decadent even before you get to the sex with monsters bits. Modernization is going on at a busy rate, and the first public electrocutions recently amused the Kyoto crowds.

China is poisonously fertile, land and people, and particularly rich in foul hybrids, the Goat with A Thousand Young, the bisexual abomination which rules from the Palace of Ten Thousand delights, being promiscuous in its matings with men, women, and others. Curiously enough, this has led to an odd degree of bonding between humans and monstrosities: those more than half human by blood or a quarter or more animal are looked down upon by those born directly of the Goat’s matings and rarely take place in the blasphemous new version of the Confucian exam systems. They are unified with pure-blooded humans (which, to be honest, probably aren’t a majority by this point. If you go back enough generations, there’s probably a monster in the woodpile in most families) in their distaste for the upper classes, and generally mingle pretty freely. It is a somewhat backwards empire compared to other regions of the globe, technology not being an interest of the Goat, although It’s subordinates are working so that the Empire can catch up with places such as Japan and Britain.

Nearly half of the SE Asia-Indonesia area is, as mentioned before, the realm of the Great Water Lizard: most of the rest is the dominion of the Weaver in the Abyss, with a few bits and pieces going to minor abominations. If there are a lot of kitten-sized spiders crawling about, you’re in the Weaver’s territory. (The spiders are harmless until injured, so watch where you sit. It also might be a good idea to take up the local habit and go barefoot, unless you are always confident about where you are putting your boots). The Great Water Lizard is generally a God which rules with a light touch as long as the Hideous Rites are properly performed under the gibbous Moon, but It sometimes walks the isles by night and those who see the towering bipedal Shape with its row of spiny back plates and fiery eyes are most often consumed by madness.

Victoria Gloriana had some footholds in India from the start, especially Ceylon, being an entity with an eye (or eyes) for the future: with the disgrace and fall of the Master of the Hills and his misshapen kin (most of which he ate himself) she has expanded her holding all over the Indian peninsula (swapping some European territories with the King in Yellow in exchange for His support) although the place is currently a bit of patchwork, with various local abominations and in some case loyal human rulers retaining certain local autonomies. In a manner of hedging their bets, the Indians worship every one of the rulers of Earth, the Outer Gods, local minor horrors of mountain and jungle, and every obscure horror circling distant suns or inhabiting outer voids they catch a rumor of, some of which are hardly known even to Victoria. Indian holy men are a scary bunch, and Indian temple carvings can take years off your life.

Some of the Great Old Ones are more temperamental than others. The domains of the Unquenchable Flame can be described as Emo Steampunk Zoroastrian Persia, the gloom coming perhaps from their ruler’s occasional tendency to materialize in a “sinful” town or city and burn everyone and everything to ashes. Most of the territories of the Czars of OTL are ruled over by the particularly horrible being known as the Czar Unanswerable, whose courtier-priests make Rasputin look modest, clean, and sensible. The Russian people tend to be a nervous bunch, and drink and fight and have sex with the urgency of condemned criminals: of the status of the serfs which make up half the population, it is best not to speak. Inhumanly tall, skeletal things in uniform walk the streets, human Cossacks in tow, sniffing for traitors and subversives. On the other hand, the streets are safe for those with no Bad Thoughts, and nobody goes hungry, although sometimes it is best not to ask what goes into the Borsch.

Egypt and a broad swath of Africa and the Middle East are ruled by the Black Pharaoh, who often walks among His subjects in nigh-human form, performing strange and terrible miracles. The Pharoah is looked upon with some suspicion by the other Old Ones: he is Other in ways all his own, for he is herald to the Outer Gods that his fellow GOOs worship, their occasional mouthpiece and translator. He is resented by the Warrior Priest, for while the Outer Gods do not speak directly to Him, their head worshipper, they at times speak through the Black Pharaoh – who will at times openly mock the very Gods who speak through Him. He mocks the other Great Old Ones, and humanity, and all things, and plays complex games with lives and souls and destinies, sets the other Old Ones against each other without their ever seeing the puppeteers hand, and never lets anyone or anything know what cards He holds or how deep the well of His power. He has amused himself by building in His territories an Empire rich and strange, combining elements of the Islamic culture whose god is no more with elements of ancient Egypt (which He knows as one which watched as the very first stone for the very first pyramid was laid), an empire of fantastic cities of massive stone, vast necropolis in the desert, gardens and luxury and mad drugs and a great many secret cults, some of which hatch dreams of destroying the Pharaoh, and all of which exist for His amusement. It also features trains and telegraphs and electric lighting, for He is fond of technology, which has all sorts of amusing possibilities.

In the mountainous lands of eastern Anatolia there stands a mountain carved into a colossal dark temple. Deep within, a sleepy, furry Old One snoozes between sacrifices, governing mostly through his two monstrous sons over the mountainous lands between Russia, Persia and western Anatolia. He is content with His modest realm, and aside from the regular flow of sacrifices, the varied people of his realm generally are left to their own devices. The one forbidden thing is to stir up a ruckus of war between the many peoples of His realm: troublemakers will soon find themselves, and their towns and villages, swallowed up in the earth. Other Old Ones might be surprised to find the number of visitors who come to the Temple: Armenians, well-informed with their vast trading networks, are supplemented by mole men and lizard men coming by ways underground, along with eyeless black winged things from the Earth’s interior. Lazy the Old One who reclines on His Stone may be: but He’s no Old One’s fool, and he keeps a sleepy half-open eye on the comings and goings of the world.

Africa is divided up between some minor local Horrors and the land grabs of bigger GOOs from beyond its shores: aside from the Nameless Loa and the Black Pharaoh, the vast slug-thing which resides in what in another world would be Lake Victoria and is served by armies of the dead is the only “local” of importance. A bit neglected south of the Sahel and Ethiopia for some centuries, Africa is currently being briskly “brought up to code” and modernized with plenty of forced labor. (Not that there’s anything racist about it – just that the local economy isn’t really advanced enough to get quick results through less strenuous methods. The half-human governors of the area really don’t discriminate, and a European never-do-well might well find themselves out in the sun in their underwear, hacking a road through the Savannah next to a Masai warrior or a Congolese peasant.)

Europe between the Queen’s territory and that of the Czar is divided between the North and South: in the South, the King in Yellow rules from a greatly expanded Constantinople, and in the North the Swallowing Darkness rules from, curiously enough, a former small town known as Berlin, which It choose as its new capital for unknown reasons a couple centuries back. The South is decadent, corrupt, with a backstabbing nobility which includes a number of debauched and distorted human families, a land of masked balls, gorgeous pageants, occasional famines and strange plagues, strange sorceries and hideous vices. Unlike the Black Pharaoh, whose Empire, if cruel and often a bit insane, runs with a certain efficiency, the realms of the King in Yellow always seem at the point of collapse, yet somehow stagger on for another year: the situation is always fatal, but never serious. The King in Yellow is a Lord of Misrule, and what goes on in the vast Palace in Constantinople (and his little 15-acre “summer home” in Rome) would gag the most corrupt of Roman emperors.

To the north, all is cold efficiency, and a pale, shaven-headed bureaucracy of vast extent presides over an empire of steam and steel ruled over by a mixed-blood nobility in which the features of Queen Victoria Gloriana mix in an un-charming way. Berlin, the Dark City, is perpetually covered with a sun-obscuring black cloud, but its glittering stone and metal towers are brilliantly illuminated by electricity, and the inhabitants are making too much money and brilliant (if often Monstrous) art to be bothered by their inability to get a tan. The Thing which dwells in the Fortress of Black Iron has ambitions, and territorial expansion in Africa has not sated them. It envies the political savvy and skill with which the Glorious and Victorious Queen has expanded Her initially modest holdings over the centuries, and her expertise at sucking up to the Lord of R’lyeh.

Said Queen is easygoing as Abominations go, and many of Her human subjects are actually somewhat fond of Her, considering all the growth and progress they have seen over the years, and the low risk of Random Smiting. Of course, there is the steady flow of human sacrifices, but hey, people have always had to give up their lives for Queen and country, right? Wars and such? London is a great center of science, industry, finance, etc. It looks rather like OTL Victorian London, even down to the fashions. (Spring-heeled orthopedic shoes have admittedly arrived much earlier than OTL: they are available at very reasonable prices, along with hats, eveningwear, etc. from Jack’s Men’s Fashions – most pooh-pooh rumors about “curses.”). There are some notable differences: public buildings are built larger than in our London, sometimes grotesquely so (*Buckingham Palace is three times the size of OTL, mostly to accommodate the huge private quarters of the Queen-Empress), the public monuments and statues often include personages that are most hard on the eyes, and often enough, especially at night, one glimpses some living anomalies of the most alarming sort. When the fog is a right old pea-souper, it is recommended to not look too closely at certain great buildings and areas of town: rather disturbing faces tend to form in the fog near them.

Still, the locals take it mostly in stride, and are proud of the way their Empire is a byword for progress. If some of your neighbors may be monstrosities and the Nobility has too many eyes and limbs, well, it takes all sorts to make a world, right? Stiff upper lip, no complaining. Indeed, many locals are more bothered by the increasing number of human immigrants from the Indian and African territories. The nobility may be monsters and there may be inhuman things lodging down the street, but at least they’re British monsters and inhumans.

What sort of monstrosities, what sort of inhumans? It is not only Type 1.0 humans, Old Ones, and hybrids thereof which inhabit the world. (Indeed, the term “hybrids” needs to be unpacked: there is a big difference between the hideous half-OTHER noble progeny of one of the Great Old Ones and the sixth-generation human-indistinguishable file-clerk descendant of one of Them who just woke up to find an eyeball growing on his butt…). Other things have come out of the darkness to worship and serve. Ghouls walk the night and provide…funerary services. Vampires creep from tombs to run bloodbanks and provide medically approved blood lettings. Slimy things part man, part frog, and part fish crawl from the seas to trade fish for flesh and seafloor gold for waterproof surgical tools and icons of Mother Hydra and Dagon sealed in glass. And then there are the worm-men, the mole-men, and the snake-men, all of which make underground excavations more complicated than in our world (the paperwork is worse, for one thing). There are unpleasant goblin-like things in parts of Asia, and the mischief-making little men (for lack of a more pungent name) of the Amazon jungles. Even in the domains of “safer” Great Old Ones, people move about at night in groups with bright torches.

Vampires are often seen in the daytime, in offices so bright and clean and well lit that one fails to notice the lack of windows. Fat, pale, greasy-skinned, the men bald, the women sagging, never showing their teeth when they grin, and dark glasses hiding their terrible eyes. For their loyal service they are allowed to dip into the blood till, and rarely hunt for food in the “traditional” way, which for these vampires involves a distinct lack of seduction and rather a lot of lying immobile in their earthen beds while their vaporous astral forms go forth to batten and gnaw on sleeping humans. The more visibly non-human ghouls, with their snouted faces and claws and rubbery hides, stick to the shadows, the tunnels that extend deep beneath most large cities and at times connect certain shuttered houses: they are generally uninterested in feeding on live humans they may meet at night, but are known for occasionally playing particularly brutal practical jokes. Snake-men usually go about masked when they travel among the primates, and the mole-men and the worm-men rarely venture above ground (a good thing, say those who have seen them).

There are various states in the Americas, and their cities range from the jungle temple complexes of the Amazon to the crowded urban warrens of the Mississippians, clustered around the great mounds, to the Chinese and Japanese-settled California coast, where red and orange-robed Asians dance madly to the sound of kettle drums, crotala, and horns atop the terraces of black pyramids. But the most important nations are the Toltec Empire of Mexico and the Atlantean Republic. The first is a bit Steampunk Aztec, albeit with suspiciously 19th century Mexican-looking outfits (with extra jade and feathers), and the sacrifices are mostly blood-free (indeed, the majority aren’t consumed locally but shipped alive to Mu). The Warrior-Priest’s local representative is a vast abomination that lives beneath Lake Texcoco. Communicating by dreams with lesser horrors and human priests, it is rarely seen save on the occasions when a single vast tentacle emerges from the lake to smite the houses of those who have offended against Itself or He Who Presides. [1](It’s a bit nervous-making, but the capital is where you have to go to make it big, and anyway the rents are low).

The Atlantean Republic is an extensive area in NE America settled by Europeans due to the low density of the local population and their excessive objections to sacrifice, although a fair minority of Amerindians remains (one good thing the Great Old Ones did was to arrest the progress of European plagues in the Americas, although the method – which involved being stung by swarms of monster flies and ticks in lieu of inoculations – was not really appreciated at the time). It isn’t a very democratic republic, the presidency mostly switching back and forth between a few ancient families with more than a little Great Old One blood, but it is one of the very few places on Earth where humans more-or-less rule themselves (a fanatically devoted worship of He Who Presides Over the New World helps). Not entirely trusting, the Warrior-Priest keeps quite a few of his Spawn in the Republic, where they work jobs from office management to crowd control (AKA crowd stomping). Manhattan has ambitions of eventually displacing London as a world city. There is a sizeable population of human-Deep One hybrids, a major city of the Sea-Born being not far off the coast, and mingling having long taken place with coastal villagers looking for some insurance in the risky seafaring trades. On the downside, the northern territories are not infrequently raided by the Wind-Walker and Its spawn: the generally benign neglect of the Lord of Dreams also means less in the way of protection from the malice of other Old Ones. The current president is a jolly figure, a happy fat man whose partly nonhuman ancestry is probably why he easily carries around his close to 700 pounds. (His bodyguards try to keep people from patting his stomach for luck. It would be bad for his image if his belly bit anybody’s fingers off).

Antarctica is inhabited by a large population, mostly living in vast underground caves that extend to a dark inner ocean. These subjects of the White Lady have been habituated over the generations to cold and darkness, and generally can no longer survive for long at temperatures over 70 degrees. Pallid, blubbery, and with a tendency to waddle, they have come to somewhat resemble the giant, albino penguins they herd. Some of the deeper abysses are inhabited by strange, polypous beings, and the White Lady washes her (for a lack of a better word) hands of those foolish enough to penetrate those deeper darks.

The World Of Nature is enhanced, so to speak, by a variety of monstrous beasts, some summoned from the interior of the planet or the deeps of the seas by the Great Old Ones, others the result of certain Great Old Ones being unable to keep it in their metaphorical pants. Regional authorities are often annoyingly slow to mobilize forces to put an end to the monster which is eating the villagers, due to the necessity of making sure that none of the nobility is closely related enough to object. Vast and strange things are seen in the Oceans, and only lately have steam liners grown large and fast enough that the passengers cease the old habit of dropping small treasure overboard in hopes of winning the aid of the Deep Ones for a safe passage. Also, as a result of the mere presence of many of the Great Old Ones, plants and wildlife mutate in strange and unhealthy ways, and although most such mutations fail to breed or even live very long, there are a number of species which do not match anything on our earth: some, like the Red Upas Tree or the Colossal Tick, are rather serious annoyances, while others, like the Perambulating Cactus or the Uniped Sheep, are more sources of amusement.

Aside from the normal technologies of the late 19th century, there exists a whole parallel world of technologies based on Weird Science and sorcery. Some of these are strongly suppressed by the Old Ones, with only their most obedient creatures (human and otherwise) allowed knowledge of them – for instance, the various methods for reviving the dead. (One Victor F. of Bavaria, whose experiments led to some unpleasantness in his former homeland, is currently travelling England touting his “electrical revivification” treatment for those out of sorts. Clients reports feeling more alive than ever before, if slightly magnetic. Victor F. keeps on the move: his further experiments have kept him going even as he has passed over nine decades in this world, but he needs fresh spare parts ever now and then.)

An extraordinary variety of odd drugs exist for those with the patience and resources to track them down, some of which alter or enhance ones senses in the strangest of ways. Many of them lead to madness, and not always in the most expected way: a certain potion brewed in Darkest Egypt expands ones time sense so a minute may take an hour to pass, while an overdose can lead one to spend a year between each beat of one’s heart and ten thousand years waiting for the effect to pass. Others may allow one to sleep away a decade unchanged, or give perfect recall, or see the things that crawl through our universe as if it were an impalpable mist. Then there is Mr. Henry Hyde’s interesting little formula, which allows one to deal with spiritual constipation by letting the Inner Man out for a while: habitual users are to be warned that with abuse the Inner Man can become the Outer Man for good.

Chemistry tends to blend oddly into what one might call alchemy. A number of strange new elements and products have been developed over the years through methods rather different from those of conventional science. Wonders of modern science, along with railroads and the telegraph and *Pasteurized milk, now include special methods to harden gold to the point it can be used as a structural material, and harden stone to the point where sky-scraping structures that would require steel frames in our world can be built in stone without collapsing, make glass malleable and make gemstones that can be melted and resolidified, and other lost magics of the ancient world.

Medical science is in some ways more advanced than OTL 1881: transfusions for purposes mundane and horrific have been normal for a long while, and means of transplantation, limb grafting, etc. are well beyond OTL. Epidemic disease remains something of a problem: strange pestilences can breed in the bodies of part-human hybrids…people use a lot of soap and disinfectants.

The general rise in living standards and lifespan over the last few centuries nowithstanding (which takes place even in the realm of the King in Yellow, where progress is merely masked by sudden and alarming, if temporary, reverses) there is a great deal of discontent: the well-educated upper and middling classes of the more advanced nations have perhaps reached the point where a revolution of rising expectations might take place in a world not ruled by immortal monsters. After all, modern industry, finance, etc. is generally run by humans: could progress not continue to take place if the ruling non-human and half-human elite were, er, go on an extended holiday? Such notions are generally kept private and not acted on, but there are a number of secret societies with ambitious goals and the willingness to act. Some carry out murders of the hybrid nobility with knife and bomb: others spread propaganda: some even work to set Old One against Old One through misinformation and deception. Many, alas, kill far more purely human (or at least not visibly monstrous) “collaborators” than they do inhuman noblemen. And not all are confined to purely mundane tools: while only a few Great Old Ones allow their human subjects to learn the darker sorcerous arts, and then only those which are carefully vetted and controlled (human mages make useful servants, but there always risks: see paragraph 10), a few always have managed to slip through the cracks. The Underground includes not just normal humanity but wizards and witches, discontented part-monster hybrids not monstrous enough to get a government job, the occasional hideous freak resulting from Old Ones carrying out experimental sorceries on humans and failing to properly clean up the mess afterward, the priests and servants of rebellious local god-things. Russia is particularly troubled by a nihilistic terrorist movement which call themselves the Nezhit, for they consider themselves men and women already dead.

The few remaining Christians and Muslims, who hold their religious ceremonies in secret and pray for an eventual divine liberation from their suffering, generally stay away from terrorist action: they survive through invisibility, and religious terrorism would be painting a big ol’ target on themselves.

**************************************************


Things have abruptly changed.

On March 13, while the Czar Unanswerable was reviewing It’s army, an explosive device of unknown nature detonated with the force of thousands of tons of normal high explosive, producing incredible heat and leveling everything within a mile radius. It apparently had been built into the colossal reviewing stand upon which the Czar crouched. Fortunately, the review had been held outside any major cities, so deaths were under 70,000, mostly human, mostly military.

As for the Czar Itself, it is currently uncertain as to whether It is still alive: psychic messages have been received which indicate the Czar’s consciousness still survives, but its physical form has been too badly dispersed to recombine anytime soon. Whether alive or not, the Czar is in no position to enforce Its rule at present, rebellions are breaking out in various parts of the Empire, and cities are burning. The other Great Old Ones are, to say the least, in one hell of a tizzy, and the security crackdown is pretty much global, even as plans are being formulated for the proper disposition of the Czar’s territories until It returns, if It can. Anti-GOO groups world-wide are celebrating this great victory, even as security services round up anyone there has ever been even a breath of suspicion connected to.

In R’lyeh, the Warrior Priest finds no savor in his latest sacrifices.

Riding the winds in pursuit of Wendigos, the Lord of the Great Abyss lets out a huntsman’s howl.

And in a dark palace by an ancient river, the Black Pharaoh laughs and laughs and laughs…

[1] Or those who are claimed to have offended, anyway. As human tyrants always have known, a certain amount of random, unpredictable smiting helps promote the awed terror thing.

49. Almost Happy Shiny Lovecraft

The world economy in 2011 is in a bit of a slump, and politicians are pointing fingers. Environmental issues are all over the news. And the issue of Human-Fish Man marriage remains a source of controversy.

Balance of trade is another hot topic: after all, can Earth provide anything else than certain rare earth metals that the Mi-go want to buy?

And of course, the eternal question: to blow up R’lyeh or not to blow up R’lyeh?
************************************************** ****************

In spite of the bile of such non-human haters as Rhode Island senator and two-time presidential candidate HP Lovecraft, most of humanity has generally adopted to becoming part of a much larger universe. After all, if it were not for the revival of the Elder Things now restarting the civilization of Antarctica in the Amazon, technology would be much less developed: if it were not for the knowledge of Blue-Lit K’n-Yan, humans would still be without proof of the existence of the soul. (Admittedly, where the soul goes after death is apparently weird and variable and has nothing to do with any established religion, but it’s better than oblivion, no?). If it were not for the Deep Ones, what would we know of the glories of Atlantis and Mu? If it were not for trade with the Mi-Go, how many now easily curable diseases would still ravage mankind?

Of course, there were some tense periods. The Cold War was probably worsened by the US claiming a “protectorate” over the Mountains of Madness, leading to the Soviet-Deep One alliance (remember the “Shoggoth Gap”?) and the Underworld Proxy Wars. But after all we got through that without anyone opening a Gate to Yog-Sothoth, and the paranoid security apparatus created by both sides actually paid dividends in uncovering and uprooting the Cthulhu Cult.

Architecture looks a bit different than OTL, given that many people refuse to live in building with too much in the way of right angles (statisticians insist that being devoured by the Hounds of Tindalos is roughly as likely as being hit by a meteor, but are ignored, just as when they talk about the House always winning). OTOH, some architects incorporate the bizarre geometries of the cities of the Elder Things in their design, while others look to the sunken cities of the Deep Ones or the black structures of Yuggoth (with windows added, of course). The Elder Sign crops up frequently. Beachfront property has dropped substantially in value, destroying a great many fortunes, since people became more aware of what might crawl out of the sea.

Relations between terrestrial governments and the Mi-Go changed substantially after the Grand Coordinator arrived on an inspection tour of Yuggoth and its various mining bases throughout the solar system: as it turned out, Yuggoth is the Mi-Go equivalent of a backwards little redneck town, in the backwoods of a light-contaminated cosmos, while the miners on earth were the scum of redneck society, so degenerate that they had sunk to the point of worshipping mere earth-bound Chaos-spawn. To their substantial annoyance, those US and Chinese officials holding the dangerous and difficult position of negotiators found they had been kissing the ass of the equivalent of inbred unwashed barefoot overalls-wearing hillbillies armed with rusty squirrely rifles. With reforms and the arrival of civilized officials relations became less dangerous, but also more distant (if the local miners were inbred hillbillies, humans were essentially naked savages with bones through their noses).

The Mi-Go are happy enough to sell medicines and useful gadgets to humans, but aside from certain rare metals, there’s not much they want from Earthlings (well, aside from brains. The Mi-Go have all sorts of uses for the brains of sentient beings). Coldly rational and with a (metaphorical) eye on the bottom line, the Mi-Go ruling classes fail to see any reason to aid humanity without some serious returns on investment.

Ghouls (a hybrid race, part Degenerate humans, part some THINGS that crawled up from the Earth’s interior) as a result of the Underworld Proxy Wars are much reduced in population, and have been reduced to salaried work for humans in exchange for decaying meat and poison-free rats. Their historical ability to hide out and move unseen underground has been negated by the Handy Dandy Ground-Penetrating Spy Ray (a Mi-Go Products release) and increasingly by human-built ground-penetrating sound waves, and except for those who have withdrawn into the lower Abysses, are increasingly resigned to working the night shift in construction, security, and mining.

The Deep Ones are children of Cthulhu, nightmare genetic hybrids incorporating the four-dimensional genetic codes of His monstrous kind. Not that they really adore the Big C that much nowadays: they are happy enough worshipping Dagon and Hydra and the other monstrous servitor-creatures Cthulhu brought from the stars with him and let Cthulhu take care of himself (see below) and manage their affairs to their own satisfaction without the intrusive mind-probing of a genuine God-king. (Not to mention Cthulhu occasionally showing up and trampling a city underfoot just to remind folks Who’s the God. Dagon and co. are well, more manageable deities). They are immortal, but cannot reproduce without infusions of fresh DNA from other species: to make up for the (rare) deaths, since the Snake-men of Valusia fled into the Earth’s interior and the Frog-men of Ib became extinct, they have preferentially mated with humans.

This is of course is not exactly popular with most humans and their governments, but the Deep Ones continue to find volunteers: they are apparently sitting on a load of deep-sea gold and other valuable metals, and it has long been established that human beings will do some pretty wild shit for enough money (they also can drive fish into people’s nets, but industrial fishing technique pretty much ended that as a selling point).

The Soviet-Deep One alliance broke down in the 1970s over the continued Soviet refusal to stop overfishing and dumping garbage and toxins in the seas (leading to Détente), and outright war between Deep Ones and humanity as a whole nearly broke out in the 1980s with the Deep Ones sinking garbage scows at the mouths of harbors, plugging up waste pipes going into rivers, etc.: finally, cooler heads prevailed, at least in part due to the increased power of the environmental lobby. Steps were taken to stop the inflow of toxins into the seas and fishing catch limits were cut back sharply, and the Deep Ones in turn helped humans with their subsequent sushi shortage with their many domesticated food animals and algae. (With some variable results: the giant sea slug is fast-growing and rich in nutrients, but it’s very hard to persuade anyone save some East Asians to actually eat it).

There are several billion of them down there, but humanity nowadays outnumbers them (a bit of a shock for the Deep Ones, who have had a stable population for millions of years and were accustomed to greatly outnumbering the primitive surface-dwellers). Their technology is a mix of the biological and Weird-Ass Forces: they have Shoggoths and Great Sea Worms and sharks and Colossal Crabs as servants, coral that grows into buildings, the ability to bring storms into existence, trap a human soul in its drown corpse till it rots and somehow build colossal stone temples without the use of fire: on the other hand, they wouldn’t know a computer if it bit them in the scaly ass and normally they use Pointy Things to fight with.

The Deep Ones have been a tremendous help in the development of deep-sea archeology: they know where all the good stuff is sunk.

Diplomatic relations with the Greater Shoggoths of the sub-Arctic (larger and far more intelligent than the varieties that serve the Deep Ones) remain nonexistent, due to their refusal to come out of their tunnels and fight like a man, and continued tendency to eat anyone who comes down into their tunnels to talk to them. (The effort to communicate by way of robot probes received a bit of a setback when an Elder Thing was put on the mike in an effort to talk to it: apparently, surprise surprise, Greater Shoggoths tend to get a bit violent when Elder Things start talking at them).

Cthulhu will live when The Stars are Right (more exactly, when the “movement” of universe-clusters through an N-dimensional space causes certain energy potentials to increase sufficiently), but the Stars do not become Right exactly on the stroke of midnight: the situation slowly becomes Righter with time. Eventually Cthulhu will be able to roll out of bed on His own, so to speak, but for a while to come (a fair span of time even by Elder Thing standards) he’ll need help. Therefore, Cthulhu Cultists. And since the Deep Ones are no longer enthusiastic about being Loving Slaves, human cultists. (Hey, you have to work with what you have).

Therefore, a lot of Planetary Defense Forces military hardware constantly remains on patrol over a spot in the deep Pacific, in case R’lyeh shows any signs of Rising again. The Cult has suffered badly, but not all of their Elder Masters in Tibet fell prey to Chinese army issue thermite bombs. Some escaped deeper into the dark places within the Earth, and apparently have internet access nowadays: Evil Cultists rival online child-molesters as a worry for parents.

Beyond Cthulhu and His cousin Yog-Sothoth exist a whole menagerie of cosmic horrors: the Great Old Ones really aren’t so great in the overall scheme of things, and there is a hierarchy extending several levels above them, most entirely uninterested in our puny Earth, all the way to Azathoth, Source of All Chaos, Who dwells at the bubbling chaotic center of creation, blind, mad and almost mindless, Who farts out universes and sheds arch-daemons and gods (if there is a difference) like dried skin flakes (those who manage to avoid being reabsorbed into Its bulk, anyway). There are Those high in the hierarchy of Being who wish us well, in some ways: they at least desire that all forms of life and universes exist and grow and evolve, even if they are no more concerned with individual humans than a hard-minded ecologists is with individual ants in the Amazon basin, and can hardly be summoned to our aid (even if we could get Their attention, who would want the heavens to split and a burning eye larger than a world to stare down upon us?). They unimaginably contest with other Immeasurable Ones with aims other and often entirely incomprehensible.

Below the Immeasurable Ones but above the Great Old Ones are the Outer Gods, in some way served or worshipped by or related to the Great Old Ones: Nyarlathotep is their messenger, a being even the Mi-Go fear, although bound in strange ways in His ability to act. He heads the Eldritch Horror Most Wanted list.

Below Cthulhu lie various chaotic beings, some native to Earth, others arrived over the Aeons from outside: the white and shining Lurker in the Swamp, Yig of the Serpents, Tsathoggua the lazy, the ravenous, nameless Rat-God, Shub-Niggurath of the Thousand Young, etc. The UN powers have various treaties and agreements with most of these beings (it turns out that most Eldritch Horrors are happy enough to substitute five Holsteins or ten pigs for one human sacrifice: the most expensive deal was with Yig, making multiple thousands of southwestern roads snake-safe was a major proposition), and has been able to contain one way or another most of the recalcitrant. Various forests, inaccessible valleys, sinister plateaus and bottomless caves have been made Eldritch Horror Reservations by national governments, with public access rather seriously limited. (US warning signs vary from the Legrasse Memorial Wetland’s straightforward “Trespassers may expect no assistance” to a more poetic sign outside a little wood in the Pine Barrens, “Abandon all Hope, ye who Trespass here.”)

Since the 1930s, US-NATO diggings in the Antarctic, made at great expense and great risk of Shoggoth attack, have found forty-seven Elder Things in suspended animation undamaged enough for revival to take place. After some initial unpleasantness and difficulties establishing communication, a deal of sorts has been struck: the Elder Things get a chance to rebuild their civilization and perhaps one day return to their Antarctic homeland. In exchange, humanity gets all the science and technology they know of.

A refuge for them has been established in a thinly populated section of the Amazon basin (now cleared of locals by the government), with a government managed highway connection and airstrip: now UN rather than just US-NATO charges, they receive considerable financial aid, and have with local labor raised a town of creepy little towers and scientific workshops: they have also sporulated, and lil’ baby Elder Things have started to sprout in the jungle soil. This of course disturbs some people, and there is considerable conflict, both internal and between different national governments, about access to the Elder Things, how closely they should be monitored, whether they should be allowed access to advanced equipment, etc. There are those who still think they should be locked up permanently at some Hanger 51 type facility, and then there’s the NY LOVES THINGS Association, which is trying to get the Elder Things to move to New York rather than the “safety” of the deadly dull jungle. (After all, it’s not like even the deadliest of New York muggers is much of a threat to an Elder Thing).

The Elder Things have internal conflicts of their own, of course. The bodies in suspended animation found by the US and NATO expeditions to the Mountains of Madness came from eras stretching over hundreds of millions of years, and the older reanimated don’t get along well with their “degenerate” descendants, who in turn consider their ancestors a bunch of over-intellectualized fuddy-duddies. Although they’re glad for the opportunity to rebuild their civilization, there is much disagreement as to what that civilization should be like: how honest to be in their dealings with the humans (gratitude can only go so far in dealing with a race of bloody-minded mayflies): and whether to explore the Outer Dimensions in search of other descendants of the distant planet they crossed space from ages ago (they’re not sure they’d like what they’ll find, and anyway you run into the queerest non-people exploring the Outer Dimensions.) They are also annoyed at the human refusal to allow direct communications with the Mi-Go, and distrust the human report that the Mi-Go claim not to know anything re their kin (actually, the Mi-Go say that there are a great many races and civilizations in this universe and others descended from the same original root as the Elder Things, but they’re asking outrageous prices for any specific information).

The Elder Things were a bit horrified at the human suggestion to deal with dead-yet-living Cthulhu by blowing him up with a big enough H-bomb: even if humans could build one powerful enough to vaporize Him in spite of the protection of millions of tons of impossibly hard rock (what, you think building a 5000-foot tower of stone doesn’t violate some rules of engineering?), it would only destroy His physical form: he would return anew (and pissed) from the Squamous Dimensions after only a few centuries. The fact that humans think this would buy them “plenty of time” to develop better solutions to the Great Old One problem appalls them. A few hundred turns around the primary is “plenty” of time???

Asked if they had any better ideas, the Elder Things noted that since Cthulhu was incapable of offering serious resistance and all (due to being dead) it was technologically possible to trap him for eternity in an artificially created singularity (they then had to shame-tentacledly admit that the technology was not one any of the revived had the know-how to duplicate, even if they had something better than the locally available stone knives and bearskins to work with. The humans got snarky, the Elder Things got huffy and defensive: after all, they had been able to keep a third of the world Cthulhu-free with a policy of Mutual Planetary Destruction, and oh, by the way, whoever in this room is invulnerable to Cthulhu’s mental influence, please raise a tentacle).

International relations are rather more cordial than OTL, the whole Insignificant Mayflies in a Universe Full of Monster-Gods thing having led people to huddle together a bit more (aside from those who outright deny the existence of such a universe). The UN has grown into a genuinely powerful organization, and the international Planetary Defense Forces, tasked with defending humanity from horrors terrestrial, spatial, and extra-dimensional dangers, nowadays receives more funding than the US national forces. In providing protection from Unspeakable Horrors the PDF works closely with the Gods of Earth (Nodens, the Gods of Ulthar, Hypnos…), who are most effective in the Dreamlands, and such Eldritch Horrors as would be annoyed by the Great Old Ones stripping the planet of all biological life and yanking it into another dimension.

After the revelation of some fairly horrible cold-war era near misses, the UN powers have followed a strict policy of total openness, at least between governments if not between governments and civilian populations: one really doesn’t want some nation making under-the-table deals with Yog-Sothoth or raising armies of reanimated corpses. Several countries have been forced to “open their books” to the major powers – North Korea was a particularly messy case. There is also a unified planetary space program, and something of a planetary accord on pushing third-world development and modernization (poverty and despair after all lead to Degeneration and Cthulhu-worship). With the development of anti-gravity fliers, the world is even more closely linked physically than OTL, and immigration is at an all-time high.

Communism has died out: as OTL, there was no money in it (and the Elder Things, whose economy could be described as socialistic for lack of a better term, were slow to be convinced that descriptions of the Soviet economy were something other than an example of obscure human humor). Reunified Korea is once again pestering the UN re more funding for the North Korean money pit, and the Palestinians continue to ungratefully turn down exciting offers of a new homeland beneath the Earth or in another dimension or circling a distant star.

Various new distractions and forms of entertainment exist, as well as old ones with different twists. Much ichor is spilled in Hollywood blockbusters. Three girls, two guys, and a ghoul was the most popular sitcom of 2010. International drug enforcement agencies have pretty much dropped Marihuana as a drug to get bothered over – Leng Fungus-derived drugs, with their tendency to literally rot the brain, are a much bigger worry. Although there was some worry that the discovery of the Dreamlands and the fad for mastering lucid Dreaming would lead many people to abandon the real world for the realms of Hypnos, in the end most people simply are not imaginative enough to reach the deep lands of True Dream, not to mention most don’t really want to take the risks involved (there are lands of incredible beauty and wonder in the realm of Dream: but the kingdoms of nightmares are there, too).

Rationalism is the order of the day, as is the New Humanism: many races have, according to the Mi-Go, have managed to last for billions of years in one form or another and spread themselves across the universes: some have even evolved into God-like higher-dimensional beings. The spread, survival and development of Humanity are preached in many a country as a new holy writ (rather needed when it turns out that yes, there is a God: but It’s a blind mindless cosmic monster), and there is a strong post-humanist movement pushing for genetic engineering, cybernetic enhancement, etc. (The Elder Things, none of which have studied the obscure field of mammalian biology, aren’t too much help here). However, most just get on with their lives: Unspeakable Cosmic Horrors may be out there, but as most managed to ignore the prospect of impending nuclear devastation, they now manage to ignore the scarier bits of modern-day existence.

Elder Thing knowledge has given humans some options between terrified fleeing and hurling loads of atom bombs: the Blue Ray disperses most vaporous or non-material entities, while the disintegrator and the lightning ray do doughty work against more physical foes. Energy screens protect against psychic manifestations and dangerous radiations, while the energies emitted by certain synthetic elements (the basis of the Elder Sign, boosted by certain geometrical properties) repels most things bearing the sub-atomic Mark of the Beast (Cthulhu, that is). And of course, most people are well-informed enough that if they see a niter-encrusted tunnel with carvings of unnatural monstrosities, they bloody well stay out.

There are here and there Weak Spots where the world tends to bleed over a little into other places: there are, for instance, neighborhoods in New York and Paris and Tokyo that don’t show up on maps and are often impossible to find again after you move out. These have been all tracked down and occupied by Planetary Defense Forces. (Those on the surface of the Earth, anyway. Presumably the Deep Ones and the various underground-dwellers have their own way of dealing with such things.)

You can get some excellent traditional French cooking on the Rue d’Auseil, now that they’ve cleaned the stink in the river up a bit.

Herbert West is honored for the work which greatly advanced the science of transplantation and maintaining life for an extended time in organs separate from a body. His whole “reviving the dead” shtick is generally politely ignored, since modern Spiritual Science proves that reanimating a body after the soul has departed is a futile, and usually messy procedure. Of course, the corresponding development of Soul Capture technology has had all sorts of unfortunate side effects: besides the whole Zombie Rights issue, how many people have had their souls caught in bottles or otherwise imprisoned?

Spiritual Science is a controversial thing, and is indeed banned in a number of religious-minded countries, which indeed have retreated from the cruel Light of Science to a comfortable new Dark Ages. (A lot of Muslim countries, as well as Ireland, Greece, some Latin American countries, South Nigeria…The US, where new-style Rational Humanism has won out over religious denial, remains plagued by Christian terrorism after the suppression of the Second Secession.)

Thanks to Elder technology and Mi-Go warnings re Where Not to Go, human beings are spreading across the arid, ruin-littered deserts of Mars, the jungles of Venus, and (some of) the moons of Jupiter, trading and occasionally fighting with the various odd sentient entities to be found in various corners of the solar system, occasionally going as far as Yuggoth (beyond Pluto) to admire the Mi-Go’s colossal windowless cities and the great bridges (older even then they) arching over the rivers of liquid helium. The stars remain harder to reach: although between the various Elder Things that have been revived there is enough know-how to perhaps eventually duplicate the space-warping technology that allows the crossing of interstellar or even intergalactic space in a single step, the infrastructure (the tools to build the tools to build it, so to speak) isn’t there, while the Mi-Go are uninterested in having a bunch of shaved apes running around the galaxy.

Therefore, human interstellar ventures require using short-cuts through the Outer Dimensions, often a risky proposition: aside from the dangers along the “road”, you might think you’ve reached a nice planet for settlement and it turns out to be in a whole other universe with different laws of physics and you don’t find out until your skin starts turning into blue goo. Still, Science Marches on, and several bases have now been established on some of the less-horrible worlds that have been found (“worlds” is of course a word with a variety of meanings. One of the humanly habitable places seems to have a hyperbolic geometry, while another seems to be an endless plane surface illuminated by a so far unidentified source).

The Moon is increasingly a popular place to visit, with its lovely ruins and friendly ghost-cats, although the caves on Far Side are best avoided unless you’re handy with a disintegrator.

Human beings now are rather longer-lived than they used to be. Mi-Go biotech by itself has increased human lifespans by almost 50%, and they offer near-immortality, but the price is so high (several centuries of indentured servitude as a brain in a jar) that few take them up on it. Human life has also been extended by the ease of modern organ transplants (thank Herbert West), and by the spread of certain ancient mystical disciplines from the East. A child born in 2011 has an excellent chance of seeing their third century, but this is not enough for those who find the actual afterlife disturbing. With Soul Capture technology, one can remain in one’s body after the organs no longer work, but it requires advanced spiritual and mental disciplines to retain the level of integration to actually make it walk and talk, so this is a choice taken by few (still enough to create all sorts of difficult legal issues). For those who want immortality for their children, there’s always the choice of mating with a Deep One (talk about closing your eyes and thinking of England).

And then there are the illegal methods for extending your life: stealing other people’s bodies by replacing their souls with your own, or directly tapping into ultra-universal powers to ward off the effects of time on the body. Since these things require alliances with Unspeakable Entities or at least the use of Mi-Go technology that cannot be purchased with legal tender, for the safety and sanity of the human race, such dealings are very much against the law, and carry the death penalty (in some countries, the punishment is harsher yet, involving lengthy Soul Imprisonment).

Fortunately, this has not led to a rash of immortal evil dictators: one can’t bind oneself to Forces beyond space and time through a middleman, and there are few dictators with the stones (or the skill at pronouncing non-human tongues) to carry out Unspeakable Rituals which carry a very high risk of insanity or Soul-Sucking.

(With the exception of course of China, with its Mi-Go Himalayan bases and easily disappeared political prisoners. Deng Xiaoping is still running the place at the suspiciously advanced age of 107, although the official press dutifully reports regularly on how old and frail he’s looking).

When one actually does die, there are quite a few possibilities, and The Afterlife for Dummies series sells briskly. The human soul, depending on the character and beliefs of the individual, and how well prepped they are for the change, may move to the Dreamlands after death, or may pass to the realms of the shadowy Gods of Earth or to mystical realms high and strange, in time becoming a spirit or demigod in some higher sphere: it may return in reincarnation on Earth: or may remain stuck in some emotional trap as a ghost, unable to move on, be trapped in a coffin by fear and confusion, or may simply be devoured by some soul-eating horror or other. Helping people prepare to move on to the more comfortable afterlives is the job of the Spiritual Counseling bureau and its equivalents abroad, while the Spiritual Rescue Force helps ghosts move on and liberates trapped spirits wherever they may be, while the Horror Busters hunts down psychopomps and other spiritual predators.

Spirits not advanced enough to travel cosmic space on their own inhabit the Psychosphere, the mental continuum which is given form and shape by the minds of sentient beings, alive and dead. Those of primitive and not very numerous peoples tend to be rather crude and unsafe sort of places, while the human one has grown large enough to have an extensive spiritual ecology, and some defenses of its own (weak and excessively fragmented psychic regions tend to be pestered by various spiritual predators and occasionally decimated by higher-dimensional monster Gods.) The Deep Ones have their own, the Great Deep, whose depths are beyond even Cthulhu’s ken, while the Mi-Go upon death apparently are drawn back to their utterly alien, lightless home cosmos (which is a big relief: having to share psychic closet space with the Ghouls and other Earth-born oddities is bad enough).

As for the Elder Things, since they have all been dead or hibernating for some millions of years, their well-organized psychic continuum is a pale and tattered remnant of itself, most of its inhabitants having departed for other planes of existence a long time ago: carving out some psychic living space for themselves is on their to-do list (although given their physical near-immortality, not a particularly major one). Of course, some people don’t particularly like any of the choices, and the search for immortality goes on hot and heavy.

The realms of Science are rather more extensive than OTL: besides Spiritual Science, there is the related field of Psionics, the study of Non-Euclidean Dimensional Adjustment (the use and abuse of curious angles and geometries), N-Spatial Properties of Vibration (the use of sound to interact with other-dimensional forces and entities, say by playing the violin), and of course Practical Theology, the study and classification of the various higher-dimensional and deep-space entities at least worshipped as if not simply functionally equivalent to Gods. A lot of “magic” upon closer inspection turned out to be simply fragmentary knowledge of ancient sciences, bits and pieces brought down from antiquity, in some cases rather earlier than humans have existed on Earth. In many of the more backwards parts of the globe Thou Shall Not Allow a Witch to Live has become accepted practice again, and people who seem to age too slowly or whose houses are seen to glow with strange lights and sound with strange chants or who go out on strange mounds during thunderstorms have a tendency to get shot in the back of the head and have their bodies burned to ashes. (Scientists are very insistent on their not being wizards or witches, no siree, and the goats’ blood is only used because of the psychic resonances set up by such a symbol, you see…).

The Harry Potter books were written by Stephen King in this world.

There are psychics, and now that training techniques have been refined they do rather well for themselves sniffing out Evil, helping in legal cases, forecasting the weather, finding lost car keys, etc. On the down side, the psychics who have spent decades sharpening their senses have an unfortunate tendency to go bonkers from exposure to other-dimensional Forces and Entities, or just walking into the wrong museum exhibit: life is particularly hard for those on Horror Buster service. Many of them “blind” themselves with protective head gear marked with certain Elder Signs when they are not working.

Archeology is a more exciting profession than OTL: cultists, ancient curses, the occasional long-imprisoned monstrosity all make things a bit more pulse-pounding. (The most popular documentary film of 1951 was entitled Indiana Jones at the Mountains of Madness). On the positive side, given the sort of things that can be uncovered, governments give rather more generously to university archeology departments, and provide military backup for nominal costs.

Humans, or things like them, have been around for rather longer than OTL, and there have been various cycles of civilization before the current one. Agricultural societies existed in the US southwest as early as 18,000 BC before the Blight brought their civilization down and sent the survivors into the subterranean deeps. The sphinx is in fact much older than the Pyramids, and its face was once far less human. There were civilizations before the last ice age in Hyperborea and Atlantis.

Archeology eventually merges with paleontology: the humans which inhabited Atlantis before it sank were descended from the apes into which the few descendants of Lemuria degenerated. And before the somewhat-arguable humanity of Lemuria and their rivals in Mu were the snake-men and the Deep Ones and the Gelatinous Giants and the ape-reptile-whatever-men: still further back the utterly alien Great Race and before them the half-immaterial Polyps: and of course that’s just the native races, not mentioning Cthulhu and his servitors and Cthulhu-oid shadows/reflections/spawn, or the Elder Things, there almost since the beginning (and apparently there had been things on Earth before even them, utterly alien forms of life that had perished and left a world of dead geology when the first Elder Thing swept down from the stars). Of course, little remains of the earliest civilizations, but here and there are fragments dating back before the dinosaurs emerged…

Geology is also different: although the continents do move, it’s not by OTLs crustal plate subsidence, and continents over the Aeons have risen and sank or thrown out land bridges with alarming frequency. The center of the Earth is fiery as OTL, but temperatures increase more slowly with depth, and the planetary crust is riddled with open spaces and tunnels, some of volcanic origin, others created by non-human hands, some chewed out by “nameless things” that gnaw the world. Dark seas surge far below, beyond all light, and great rivers flow that never see the sun.

And there is biology; besides the insane varieties of new biologies on other worlds and dimensions (although “biology” doesn’t really do some entities justice), there are taints of the alien, of the primal chaos that existed in the early days of our cosmos, in most terrestrial life: seemingly impossible combinations and hybridizations take place now and then, and under conditions of great stress and savagery, ancient genes may become active again, and humans may become beasts again in a few generations: living things adapt to new conditions with remarkable rapidity, and Stephen Jay Gould’s “Punctuated Equilibrium” theory includes quotes from the Pnakotic Manuscripts.

“Degeneracy” is a genuine problem, best averted by energetic usage of the brain, good food, Manly (or at least Tomboyish) exercise, and keeping the hell away from eldritch horrors: something similar to Lamark’s descent of acquired traits can take place, due to the interaction of ancient genetic holdovers with the plasticity of all things contaminated by the realms of chaos. (Degeneracy is particularly easy to contract if there are Unspeakable Horrors being worshipped in your neighborhood). Fortunately, if a child is separated early from badly Degenerated parents, raised in a humane manner and exposed to certain beneficial radiations much can be done to reverse the effects of inherited degeneracy, although there have been some scandals re government officials confusing parents suffering from Degeneracy with ones who were just ignorant slobs.

A remarkable example of the taxidermist’s art and the sole extant specimen of its species, the restored White Congo Ape graces one of the first displays one will encounter when entering the Arthur Jermyn Memorial Wing of the British Natural History Museum, which among other things houses the Humanoid Intelligence collection.

Cosmology, with the innumerable universes swirling through N-dimensional space “around” the primordial chaos of Azathoth, intermixing, clashing, swallowing each other, is complex and depressing (we’re all demon-farts?): one spark of light is what one of the revived Elder Things remembers being told by one of the Mi-Go, who had in turn been told it by a Mi-Go scientist, who had heard it in the Green Dimensions from a galaxy of sentient crystal….THERE ARE OTHER WORLDS THAN THIS.

WHERE ARE THEY NOW?

The Outsider has broken into Hollywood, where he has starred in several “attack of the undead” movies and as the Ghost in a Tim Burton production of Hamlet: he is currently working on a personal theatrical project, the first all-abomination production of Guys and Dolls.

Richard Pickman is also a busy “man” nowadays, as the chairman of the Ghoul-American Antidiscrimination League, and a member of the board of the Society for the Advancement of Humanoid Underground Peoples. He also continues to work in oils, although nowadays, stung by criticisms of being a mere “photographic” painter with no real creativity, most of his work is purely abstract.

Juan Romero, as he did in his last life, still serves that darkest of the Gods of Earth, old Huitzilopotchli, in an indefinite space sometimes beneath the mountains of Mexico and sometimes elsewhere. H. isn’t letting him get away this time: good help is hard to find nowadays.

The Terrible Old Man is currently residing in a small coastal town in Oregon, a little older, a little more wrinkled, a bit balder, still tottering along the streets supported by a wooden cane. He’s quite pleased with the current extension of human life: it means he’ll be able to stay in one place for as long as a century rather than moving every fifty years or so. He has no interest in getting a government job in Spiritual Rescue or Horror Busting: he values his privacy, he does, not to mention Turner Movie Classics.

Obed Marsh’s Great-Great-Great-Grandson is beginning to think Y’ha-nthlei isn’t quite as glorious as he had first thought: for one thing, he’s heard of the Internet, and is annoyed at the lack of sea-floor access: for another, after nearly a century of it he’s getting heartily sick of raw fish.

Myrddin, upon consideration, decided not to return to his essential salts: the new era is just too interesting, and the cuisine is a hell of a lot better than that of early Dark Ages Britain. He currently works as a free-lance agent and special consultant for the Horror Busters and several other such agencies: given the sort of handful he would be if pushed too far, government bureaucracies have so far swallowed their resentment over his lack of citizenship [1] and ID, unwillingness to fill out the paperwork, etc.

Randolph Carter has quit the opal throne of Ilek-Vad, complaining about the tourists and researchers that have made the city of turrets gross and mundane, and eat strange fish bought from the bearded and finny Gnorri with tater tots and a side of coleslaw. He is rumored to have moved to a deeper level of Dream with like-minded Dreamers, to found a shining new city with very high walls.

Harley Warren is still dead, but he’s doing better

[1] He has been offered British citizenship, but as he pointed out, the majority of British are descendants of the people who fought against Arthur…

50. 28 WHATEVERS LATER

The Rage virus was discovered as a side effect of the human genome project.
The virus had hid within the genetic code of humanity and its ancestors for eons, and might well have not been discovered for generations: luck and chance played a major role in its discovery.

Human stupidity played the dominant role in its study, though.

The discovery that this ancient genetic intruder played a major role in the biochemical roots of aggression led some people to think wow, we may have found the key to ending hatred, others to think wow, we’d better not mess with this sucker, and still others to think wow, bet the military would fork out a lot of cash for research into this.

Guess which groups got the funding?

Who the bright boy was that managed to convert the virus into a free-living form remains unknown. However, it was apparently in May of 2002 that it mutated in one of the test animals into a far faster reproducing virus, creating Virus ZR-17, or, as it became popularly known, the Rage Virus. [1]
__________________________________________________ __

The British Disaster broke out late in May.

The timing of the raid by the Radical Wing of the British People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals was unfortunate. If they had arrived six days later, all samples and the infected ape would have been moved to a far more secure location in the Scottish Highlands (of course, carrying out bioweapons research in the heart of London had been sort of a dick move to begin with): four days earlier, the Chimpanzee had been rather more docile (at least by the standards of those nasty crotch-biting primates). By the time security arrived and started shooting people, one of the Animal Liberationists had run screaming into the night, leaving behind two dead people and three more badly injured.

Special military forces were sent in within half an hour, and managed to track down and shoot “Patient Zero” before authorized armed police forces caught up with him (Police radio bulletins were already circulating by the time their helicopter landed), but by that time he had infected over two dozen people by bite, spittle, and his own blood. (The effort by a bunch of angry bar patrons to put him down after he hurled a garbage can through the window was… counterproductive). Compartmentalization of information meant that by the time the various necessary clearances and signatures had been collected to carry out the mobilization needed to close down and block off a third of London, it was too late. Geometric progression had begun.
__________________________________________________ ____________________

The Rage Virus, as a side effect of its hijacking of the human genome, produces a complex molecule which in its lethality is surpassed only by Botulinum toxin among biologically produced poisons. However, while Botulinum kills through paralysis, the Rage Virus kills by someone beating you to death: rather than interfering with nerve impulses, ZR-17 toxin affects the primitive portions of the brain involved in aggression, and leads to overwhelming, uncontrollable fury, an all-encompassing rage towards everything and everyone that attracts the victim’s attention.

The victim is immediately contagious once the virus is introduced into the bloodstream, and quickly becomes infectious through any body fluid exchange as the virus rapidly multiplies and the amount of toxin in the bloodstream rises. Beyond a threshold level, the toxin has no further effect, so the increasing levels of ZR-17 in the body of the infected do not lead to further mental symptoms, but after a while blackish secretions begin to ooze from the soft tissues of the nose, mouth, ears and the corners of the eyes: these consist mainly of broken cells, viral particles, and the toxin itself. At this stage the infected can be seen as a virtual sack of toxin, which is concentrated enough in the secretions to set off an almost immediate rage attack if the infected bites someone or if the secretions are smeared against an open cut or split lip: the toxin is also of rapid effect if taken orally, passing easy through the soft tissues of the mouth and throat. Sneezing or screaming by the infected sprays particles, making inhalation another vector of contagion: however, unlike such diseases as diphtheria or anthrax, it does not form long-lived spores outside the body, so transfer by contact with items touched or otherwise soiled by the infected is relatively rare: in spite of popular myths, it has never been recorded as being picked up from a dirty toilet seat.
__________________________________________________ _______________________

The government was, to its credit, quick in shutting down the Chunnel and ground all airlines, citing terrorism. The extreme rapidity of the incubation of the virus and the immediate effects of an almost imperceptible amount of the Rage toxin, terrifying as they may be to those exposed to the Infected, ultimately proved to be a lifesaver: not too many contracted “slow-burn” infections due to natural resistance or very small numbers of introduced viruses (say, through inhalation in the near vicinity of the infected), and of those who did and got on planes or boats before the shut-down usually spent enough time in queues for the infection to manifest itself before arrival on the continent (one airliner landed in France with the crew locked in the cabin and most of the passengers dead or dying from massive injuries inflicted upon each other) and although a few made it across before manifesting full-blown symptoms, the French government was able to act in time to contain outbreaks at the chokepoints of marinas, airports, and the Chunnel, although it was certainly touch and go for a while. (The traditional French willingness to shoot their fellow citizens helped  ).

It seemed at first that the UK government might also succeed in the first hours of the outbreak, but with work impeded by an increasingly panicked population (government instructions to stay indoors and stay calm until the bioterrorism “incident” had been resolved were rarely followed to the letter, especially with increasing numbers of the Infected breaking down doors and setting things on fire) and the fact that the regular army and police were rather slow to follow instructions which essentially boiled down to shooting anyone who “showed an aggressive attitude.” A lack of an organized plan to deal with the outbreak led to severe confusion (after contagious ZR-17 was developed, contingency plans began to be written up, but hadn’t got much beyond the outline level when the catastrophe struck). After the first 48 hours, with increasing numbers of “oozers” creating new infected pretty much with every non-lethal physical contact or even getting with spittle range, the situation rapidly began to spiral out of control.
__________________________________________________ ___________

Current estimates hold that less than 1% of the population is either immune or capable of safely carrying the Rage Virus, but there is some variety in the symptoms shown. The infected population is generally divided into “short-cycle” and “long-cycle” victims: in the “short-cycle” victims, the virus reproduces with particular rapidity, causing cell death and toxin secretion at such high rates that the body is unable to survive the stress, leading to death within a few weeks: “long-cycle” victims show some signs of immune resistance, and can live for months if adequately fed and hydrated. Within “long-cycle” victims there are various degrees of mania displayed: the most severe cases generally die within days or hours, punching in TV screens with their bare hands, jumping onto people from second-story windows, trying to beat up buildings which looked at them funny, etc. The majority of the infected are able to go a fair amount of time between primal screams of rage and maintain enough consciousness to pick up a baseball bat to hit things they’d break their hands on. A very few retain enough self-control to incoherently scream at people to bugger off rather than simply immediately attacking them: it is generally recommended that their advice be taken without hesitation, since being stupid enough to not run will probably piss them off enough to attack you.

The existence of the uninfected seems to almost always bring infected rage to a boil, possibly due to the infected’s envy and resentment of those who do not suffer from their disease. The fact that the infected will often attack the uninfected en masse leads to a false impression of a “community” of the infected: in fact, the infected merely share a temporary common aim and obsession which distracts them from each other. The infected do not like each other anymore than they like anything else in the universe: as long as there are other things to catch their ire, no eye contact, and at least twenty feet of distance between them, the infected (excepting the extreme cases) can co-exist, or at least pass each other in the street without fighting to the death, but random encounters often lead to death or collapse from injuries and combat exhaustion. Once the uninfected is killed, lethal violence will often break out between the members of the previously seemingly united mob as those who did not get a chance to fully participate in the attack take out their frustrations on others, or - with the destruction of the target - will notice that someone has bumped into them or stepped on their shoes.
¬¬¬¬¬¬¬¬¬¬¬¬¬¬____________________________________ ______________________________

From initial infection to the collapse of centralized authority in Great Britain took a bit over two weeks, (the government relocated to Northern Ireland) although by that time a number of as yet uninfected towns and villages managed to create some defensive organization with the aid of weapons supplied by the British and other NATO forces. Military bases in areas not densely populated managed to create effective safe points behind wire and loads of machine guns: some offshore islands also provided refuge for the uninfected. Large cities proved essentially indefensible, given the rapid spread of the infection nation-wide by road and rail and the rapid outbreak of fires and mass “swarm” attacks by utterly fearless maniacs.

Once it appeared things were absolutely screwed, the population fled the island by any method they could, ignoring government notices to Not Panic and informational broadcasts re The Infected and You. A program to get people off in an orderly fashion by boat and plane to quarantined (surrounded by armed Europeans) landing points and offshore islands quickly broke down as panic set in. Planes were seized by armed mobs, sometimes without anyone involved who had more than a vague notion of how to fly. People headed to sea in motorboats, sailboats, rowboats, largish rubber duckies. A few made off by balloon. A great many died at sea, more died coming ashore and meeting panicky shore patrols rather quick to shoot anyone who didn’t immediately go flat on their faces when challenged. Others died when their planes failed to respond promptly enough to radio challenges.

By the third week the remaining resident population of Great Britain was about 90% infected and 10% people hiding out or huddled behind the defensive perimeter of various villages and military bases, gripping weapons in sweaty hands and listening for the sound of the next flight parachuting in food and ammo. (Evacuations continued, although only of those locations which listened to instructions and didn’t look like they were about to mob the helicopters). Over the following weeks and days the percentage of the infected steadily dropped, as they died attacking defended positions, in savage in-fighting, of disease and the sheer physical trauma of being constantly, unrelentingly, hysterically furious.

By the time some shmoe awoke 28 Days Later from a coma (having been left behind as the staff fled the fortified hospital by rooftop helicopter a week earlier), badly dehydrated and covered with bedsores, London’s population density, which had dropped precipitously from the start of the outbreak as people fled, had shrunk by better than 95%.
__________________________________________________ ________________

The infected are still partially sapient, but are in most cases so enraged that any sort of complex thought is impossible, and become frustrated with great rapidity. No infected has the patience to use a can opener, and cans are usually smashed open with the nearest available heavy object by food-seeking infected. No infected has been seen to cook beyond the level of burning things over a pre-existing fire or gas stove, and when they occasionally attempt to drive cars, almost inevitably wreck them in short order. This is helpful in combating the infected: most infected will use a gun if one is immediately to hand, but will quickly exhaust the bullets in random destruction if human targets are lacking, and in most cases lack the patience to reload them, much less actively look for bullets.

The extreme levels of epinephrine/adrenalin in the bloodstream of the infected leads to eventual exhaustion, and the infected spend nearly two thirds of their time in a coma-like state of exhausted sleep interrupted by periods of intense activity in which they search for food and violently release their fury against anything that annoys them. During their active periods the infected often display fury-driven strength well beyond the human norm, and few infected last for more than a few weeks before suffering torn ligaments and broken bones as a result of exerting themselves beyond the structural strength of their bodies. The infected do not seem to feel pain, or if they do it simply translates into greater fury rather than immobility. These factors combine to make it rather difficult to immobilize the infected through physical trauma: any injury not immediately fatal will simply increase their determination to kill you, and the effect of Tasers wears off very quickly.
__________________________________________________ ___________

After about three months, with winter closing in and attacks having dropped to near zero, cautious expeditions out of the “safe zones” began, led by the military. The problem of carriers (it was only after a second safe zone was devastated by an outbreak that the forensic specialists were able to trace it to a non-symptomatic carrier) meant that all seemingly uninfected survivors were placed in quarantine at various NATO-run camps: a fair number of said survivors took some violent exception to this. Some, fearing that the government planned to kill any carriers, went into hiding in the empty cities and countryside. Things were further complicated by that the fact that there were still some surviving infected, partially crippled by injuries self-or-mutually inflicted but still perambulating biological weapons, living off what few canned or dry goods that still could be found, fruit growing in abandoned orchards, and each other. And then there were people of wealth/political influence, looking for lost family and friends, and using their pull to command expeditions and search parties with a fine disregard for priorities: adventurers trying to sneak past the blockade to loot abandoned cities: and last but not east, a mob of medical personnel from around the globe looking to crack the problem of a cure for the virus. (Since ZR-17 was considered far too dangerous to let any of the infected, whether carriers or not, off the island).

Exactly how a carrier made it to the continent in December 2002, some 28 weeks after the initial outbreak, remains unknown.

Over the intermediate period, European governments had made preparations to deal with an outbreak, and had spent a lot of time explaining to the public about how such an outbreak would be quickly handled. In response, millions of Europeans took extended vacations in Asia and the Americas that winter, and there was a run on “hunting rifles.”

The French outbreak soon became the German and Low Countries outbreak, with resupply for hastily established “safe zones” and quarantined areas complicated by the relocation of the main source of supplies from the European continent to the USA. Italy, Switzerland and Spain managed to establish with US aid defensive lines in their mountains, and therefore managed to avoid full-blown outbreaks of the Rage, but much of northern Europe was soon infested with highly contagious psychopaths. As before, soldiers and police were initially often reluctant to shoot down in cold blood their friends and neighbors (we are not talking zombies here: just very angry people) – Germans in particular were reluctant to find themselves in a situation of just following orders – but as chaos spread and more and more incidents of Infected savagery were either seen personally or on video (babies smashed into walls, old ladies pulled to pieces, etc.), attitudes hardened.

With the stoppage of all trains, airline flights, and the blocking of major roads, the disease would be limited in its spread to the pace of a brisk walk: unfortunately, a fair number of “slow burn” infected with as yet no obvious symptoms made it well to the East before things were shut down, and German and other forces were forced to deal with outbreaks well to the rear of defensive positions.

Infection spread to Poland and Denmark.

In an example of international cooperation unknown since the fall of the Soviet Union, the Ukraine, Belorussia, Lithuania and Russia created a joint command to prevent the infection from spreading eastwards, the Russians sending to Belorussia and Ukraine’s western borders a million troops and a shitload of equipment, much of it old Soviet era issue. By stopping all road and rail and air travel communication with the west, and shooting anyone who tried to cross the border eastwards, a full-scale outbreak was prevented.

The European Catastrophe is generally considered to have come to an end by May, although small-scale outbreaks continued for several months. Several tens of millions of Europeans were dead, and the global economy, which had been badly hit by the British Disaster, was in freefall. The US, in spite of economic difficulties, did its best to help the European pick up the pieces. The Iraq war was temporarily put on hold, a hold which continued until 2007, when an ambitious subordinate blew Saddam to small chunks and made the whole thing rather less popular.

In any event, the US had other things to worry about. Although the US put a tremendous amount of effort and money to make sure no carriers got into the country, in the end the Atlantic wasn’t a big enough barrier: after the Romanian Unpleasantness of late 2003, the Turkish Terror, Russian Panic and Italian Freakout of ’04, the Mexican Massacres broke out in 2005…
__________________________________________________ ____________________

As of 2011 there is no cure, the most promising new vaccine still killing about 1% of the experimental subjects. (Which subjects, you ask? Well, that’s what the unknown-to-the-public secret cooperative project with the Chinese government is about: US provides high tech, the Chinese provide experimental subjects). The only fully vaccinated country is North Korea – heck, what’s another 1%? (Fully vaccinated aside from Peerless Leader, who is currently doing Late Howard Hughes impressions in a suite everyone must go through blood testing and full decontamination procedure to enter).

The possibility of a new outbreak haunts people. Tens of thousands of carriers have been identified and remain locked behind barbed wire at various “medical assistance” camps and within “military hospitals.” Some have been there since 2002. Nobody knows how many more are out there that have been missed: the wealthier countries have carrier out programs of universal screening, but undoubtedly some people have slipped under the radar (often deliberately: who wants to be snatched away from all they know and be dumped in an MA Camp for God knows how long, or possibly ""killed trying to escape"?), and of course poorer countries have done much worse at identifying their carriers before outbreaks start, although the developed nations have tried to help out.

Still, ever now and then a new breakout occurs: a carrier can avoid infecting others if they avoid other people or in crowded conditions wear gloves and facemasks and avoid doing, er, kinky things, but accidents happen. (In many countries people normally wear face masks and gloves for fear of infection, allowing blending in). And of course some carriers may not know that they are carriers, until the fateful day comes when they kiss someone or sneeze too close to their face.

Paranoia re carriers are rife, and witch-hunts are frequent: any sort of unusual behavior can lead to suspicion only abatable by a joint trip to the local testing center. Many people have been murdered outright on suspicion of being a carrier, and there is no way to behave “correctly”: if you mingle widely with other people, you are too fearless re infection, and must be an immune carrier: if you avoid people for fear of being infected, you are a carrier avoiding blowing cover by infecting someone.

Another potential pool of disease are the infected: here and there the infected have been captured alive, often at great risk by heroic people trying to save a family member or loved one from being gunned down like a dog. Not much is gained from such heroism. None of the severely infected has been able to survive the wear and tear of their constant fury for more than eight months, although a few of the semi-sane – those able to occasionally use some words of the English language, if in a scream – have been kept alive for as long as six years, with the aid of massive quantities of tranquilizers. Alarmed people greatly object to keeping these dangerous sources of infection alive, but the scientists all agree that live specimens in “full-blown” infection are needed to find a cure for the disease (some countries such as China or Russia find it convenient to deliberately injure the spinal column or amputate limbs to keep the specimens from struggling too much). Sometimes, in less ruthless nations, there are escapees…

Over the past few years, breakouts have been kept small-scale. Attitudes have hardened, and ruthlessness is the order of the day. Through elaborate new paperwork people are tracked and identified to hunt down carriers, while national informational systems tied into everyones’ cell phone allows the US and some other advanced countries to site any outbreaks in time and place from the start. Most buildings and houses now have barred windows and reinforced doors. Once an outbreak is reported, the area is immediately quarantined, tangle-wire barriers in almost every building are thrown across the streets, and public announcement systems inform everyone in the neighborhood to go in doors, sit tight, and don’t let anyone in aside from the Biological Infection Protective Unit people until the all-clear sounds. And, of course, anyone who tries to leave the quarantined area before then will be shot.

So far, the Final Sanction – atomic bombing of an infected area – has not had to be applied.

Rural outbreaks are of course harder to contain, and poorer countries are less well equipped to handle outbreaks of any sort. The major nations of Europe and Asia, as well as the US, maintain special always-ready-to-go long-range flights loaded with high-tech equipment and weaponry to help deal with the problem. Special bombers accompany these flights from Russia and France and the US and China: loaded with bombs filled with special chemicals (the formula a gift from the old USSR) to if necessary wipe out the entire area.
There have been accusations that some of these “outbreaks” taking place in third-world dictatorships been little more than excuses for wiping out local enemies. (Why would even a desperate carrier take refuge in Somalia, of all places?)

The world economy remains sluggish, given the vastly reduced flow of human travelers (the US has completed a monster fence all along the Mexican border) and continued weak confidence in the future, although the perceived need for maniac-proof houses has led to something of a building boom.

The State of Emergency continues under president McCain.

[1] Yes, I am aware there is a backstory (comic book, I think?) in which this is the fault of scientists trying to cure human aggression. Frankly, I’m sick and tired of stories in which scientists try to do some good for humanity and things go TERRIBLY BAD: bury the meme already.

51. The Road Not Taken: 1945

Turtledove's "Road not Taken" in 1945.

In this world, another bunch of pre-scientific aliens descended upon British India in October, 1945, with plunder and conquest in mind, only to run into machine guns, anti-aircraft artillery, overlapping fields of fire, etc. The dark red, somewhat slimy and rather appendage-gifted Ssslethy being rather less cute than the teddy-bearish Roxolani, and the Indian Army of 1945 being a trifle more ruthless than the US army of 2039, none of the invaders survived: however, the antigravity generator for one of their shuttles was captured intact.

Earth scientists have spent the last 65 years banging their heads against the incontrovertible fact that if you arrange copper, quartz crystals, and a piece of magnetite in a certain configuration, and rotate it, you get an antigravity field, in spite of there being no discernable reason why this should be so. Quantum mechanics has gone off in some very odd directions, most of them dead ends, since 1945, as have theories of gravity, mass, etc. (Nobody is building a quantum computer anytime soon in this world, for one thing, and there's no equivalent of string theory: the laser wasn't invented until 1974 due to research going off in other directions). Some new theories about the structure of space-time seem to offer some hope for an explanation, but since they also seem to indicate that General Relativity is full of holes and there really is no such thing as Dark Matter, the general response from the scientific community has been skeptical.

A sizeable contingent of the London government, headed by Winston Churchill, pushed for keeping anti-gravity a British secret, for the establishment of a new British Empire In! Space!, but given the economic condition of the UK at the time, pissing off the Americans was in the end too much to risk. (Also, the secret probably could not have been kept long from the US, given the extreme simplicity of the basic mechanism: it only took eighteen months for the Soviets to steal it, after all).

The Cold War became frigid even faster than OTL, given the antigravity technology gave the Soviets the capacity to easily transport nuclear weapons to the US right from the start of their production. It also made large-scale invasion of the US heartland a relative snap: it after all only took a few horses on treadmills to whirl an anti-gravity generator powerful enough to put a battleship in orbit. By 1955, skies over the US and the USSR swarmed with huge flying fortresses ready to repel invaders.

An outlet for human energies was fortunately found in space. A B-17E Flying Fortress hastily refitted for vacuum conditions reached the Moon in 1946, and it would not be long before the planets were reached. However, it was not until 1953 that the crew of a US "space torpedo" (early purpose-made US spaceships tended towards the "heavily armored spindle" design) experimenting with the various geometries of the antigravity field discovered that it could take on more than three-dimensional forms: the story of how, after some very desperate weeks, they managed to navigate their way back to Earth from interstellar space has made for a multitude of books, movies, and TV specials.

The Cold War never so much ended as eventually faded into unimportance as both sides found themselves with far too much to chew beyond the sky: the unfortunate General Ripper incident might have brought apocalypse, but the damage was kept to the destruction of Omsk and Columbus, Ohio, and brought about a vigorous mutual disarmament program. Currently the inner solar system is a nuke-free zone.

In 2010, as a result of the 1978 Treaty of Shanghai, space beyond the 100 light year line is divided up into six sectors, extending outwards to infinity across the arm of the galactic spiral. These sectors mark the "sphere of expansion" of the five Earth Blocks, which in a Treaty of Tordesillas-type arrangement have essentially divided up all of outer space between them. The US-British Commonwealth block, the Soviet Block, the European-Japanese Block, the Chinese Block, and the fractious Third World Block (headed by India) each have their own sectors, while the sixth is the International Sector, supposedly run by the UN, but in effect a scene of constant political maneuver and claim-jumping by the five Blocks. Within the 100 light year line are the First Expansion worlds, colonized in the first wild, chaotic two decades of the Interstellar era.

Besides off-world considerations, there is a common problem which accelerated the end of Cold War nuke-wagging: the perpetual Meteorist problem. The Meteorist is a person which for ideological, religious, or personal nuttiness reasons turns him or herself into a living meteor, obtaining or stealing control of anti-gravity flyer and turning it into a kinetic weapon. Even in the atmosphere, an anti-gravity drive ship can move a lot faster – and therefore impact a lot harder – than any chemically fueled ships, and if they have a deep-space start and a thick enough hull to avoid incineration in the upper atmosphere…well.

Although all pilots are now carefully vetted, control rooms guarded, deep space ships built to burn up if they hit the atmosphere fast and within-atmosphere fliers designed to be sufficiently un-aerodynamic to break up much above the speed of sound, the anti-gravity drive is too easy to build to keep out of irresponsible hands: if alien peoples who haven't figured out bronze yet can build spaceships, so can the most screwed up of third-world nations: so can any terrorist group with access to some skilled builders and engineers (and engineers are usually well represented in terrorist organizations). All the major nations have been forced to cooperate closely to maintain the formidable international network of INTERPOL-AG, the Antigravity Crimes and Terrorism unit, which almost every week busts some new group building unlicensed ships: "rogue" nations after their own 

57. WorldWar World

A somewhat older one I forgot to put up.

This is meant to be a somewhat more realistic "reimagining" of Harry Turtledove's WorldWar setting, with the reptilian Race not being quite the total idiots the books sometimes makes them out to be (honestly, how were they supposed to have figured out space travel in the first place? That's some risky, high-cost, low-return stuff in its early stages).

Warning: massive notes ahead

It’s 2011, and the Race still rules most of the world. There is no FTL starship coming along to save the day for humanity, this not being the Ass-Pull Universe. 
Human beings are accustomed to the race: the invasion will soon see its 70th anniversary, and most people do not remember a world without them. It’s not like they aren’t still seen as the Enemy, but they are no longer aliens, but part of the “normal” world, like Soviets OTL. 


THE RACE AND THEIR LANDS

The Race are hairless, scaly egg-layers, but they’re not really reptiles: their scales are more like the fused hair of a Pangolin, their joints are arranged differently from the upright therapods of our world, and their globular, turret-eyed heads, and their many, many pale blue, sharp little teeth aren’t really reptilian. Still, “Lizards” they most resemble, “Lizards” they were named, and “Lizards” they remain, despite the grumbling of exobiologists. Their civilization has written records going back some 100,000 years, and the current Imperial House has ruled their entire planet for some 50,000 years. They are conservative and unimaginative by nature, and although not actually _stupider_ than humans, tend to follow chains of logic with a ponderous determination that most humans tend to find excruciating. On the other hand, their capacities for learning and steady, plodding work are substantial. If by human standards overly accepting of received opinion and precedent, they are also less likely to be carried off by new ideological will-o-the-whims, cults, and fads: while it is almost impossible to convince a member of the Race of something contrary to experience without actual evidence, they less likely to stubbornly double down on an accepted belief in the face of solid evidence than most humans. They are ultimately a pragmatic people.

The Race, being R-selective breeders with a mating season, abundant egg production, and offspring able to fend for themselves in the wild from birth, do not have families. Instead, the base unit of Race civilization is the “clan”, as humans call it, which descends from the single-sex “packs” in which their distant ancestors foraged and hunted together, adopting and socializing younglings of their own sex to make up for losses. In the modern era, these are loose congregations of friends and allies and useful specialists centered on a few charismatic leader-types, sharing the duties of socializing and incorporating the young and assisting eachother in attaining their goals. In early eras these were single-sex, but in modern times they usually consist of members of both genders, only separating during the mating season. (Mating with a fellow clan-member is considered very squicky, and the taboos are at least as strong as those related to incest in our society). Young members of the Race bond to those that raise them, and are generally as emotionally tied to their clan elders as humans are to their parents, in spite of the lack of genetic bonds. The Emperor is worshipped as, so to speak, the leader of the greater racial “clan of clans.”

Religious enthusiasm is not a major factor in Race history: the notion of exclusive revelations and eternal punishment for those who diverge from dogma has never caught on, and the state religion is in some ways like the Roman state faith, a thing of ritual and form which people carry out as a matter of course, ornately decorated with bits and pieces derived from the varied religions of long-vanished independent Race nations. Many Race members of a scientific turn of mind, if questioned, admit being uncertain as to whether spirits of past Emperors are actually watching over them, but there no point in arguing over it: it is after all a useful tradition, and it makes no demands re ones beliefs about the physical universe, and any contradictions are corrected and rewritten by the Priesthood as they arise, being clearly some sort of error in interpretation. (Getting violent over fine points of religious dogma is another human characteristic the Race find a bit puzzling).

The Race tend naturally to hierarchical societies, and find the notion of essentially using a poll of an uninformed population as a means of selecting leaders absurd. Like the Chinese Empire, the Race is big on tests, although for a number of millennia now of practical know-how and historical precedent rather than their equivalent of the Confucian Classics. The Race has science, but not quite as we know it: the notion of knowledge for knowledge’s sake is alien to them, and the notion of the scientist as a revolutionary, a shattered of paradigms and a demolisher of old, outdated notions is downright repugnant. There is research, and experimentation, on an extensive scale: but it is always a matter of building and extending what is already known, not bold speculation. Race scientific theory tends to grow slowly and cumbersomely, with added cycles and epicycles until the contradictions grow too great: contradictions tend to make members of the Race uncomfortable, and with painful slowness an imperfect theory will be poked at, changes proposed and examined, alternatives gone through with plodding thoroughness, until after looking at the geocentric and the polycentric and the circular orbits and the oval orbits and the heliocentric with epicycles the final elliptical orbits-with-heliocentrism model is examined and found to plug in all the holes, after which the scholars sigh with relief and get back to putting together that 600 volume atlas of stellar observations of the last three millennia.

This sort of approach leads to different results in different disciplines. Since the Race has a cosmological model that fits the observed universe with no really important holes, they have been happy to stick with it for millennia rather than try other models, and see no point in expensive experiments to test it. It's not like there are any obvious benefits to building a particle accelerator with the circumference of a planet. On the other hand, since medical and biochemical theories have actual and observable effects on the lives and well-being of other Race members, the sciences of medicine and genetics and biochemistry slowly but steadily move forward over the centuries, one folded-molecule model at a time. This means that the Race has what are called “closed” and “open” sciences: cosmology and some fields of physics are considered “closed” fields, and although there are experts in these fields, they are scholars rather than experimentalists, expected to provide useful feedback and information to engineers and scientists working in “open” fields, they are not expected to come up with anything new.

One strength of the Race is expertise: millennia of incremental improvements in medicine and careful genetic tweaks and gene therapy methods have given the Race a lifespan roughly twice as long as the human (although the age distribution doesn’t have quite as long a “tail” as the human one does: no member of the Race has lived to 220, although some do break the two-century mark). Given their capacity for steady work and good memories, a Race expert in some fields can be very good at it: Race soldiers from the invasion are still serving 60-odd years later, and really do know all the tricks backwards and forwards, if less able to come up with new ones than human soldiers, and elderly Race scholars may have a depth of knowledge in their chosen fields to match any three human Professors Emeritus. 

The Race doesn’t have the expectation of endless progress humans do: what was good enough for my great-great-grandfather, etc. A comfortable house will not be torn down for a newer model, but repaired and perhaps piecemeal replaced over centuries. As a result, there is a sense of “good enough” re a great number of forms of technology: although a Race combat tank has far better electronics and comfier seating than the model of 20,000 years ago, the armor, propellant, explosives, etc. are all unchanged: since it works fine for its purpose, why make any sweeping changes? A lot of technological advances come from commerce: like terrestrial companies, Race corporations have their R&D companies, which look for changes in their products that would make them more appealing to their customers. Not that a member of the Race would try to sell a product on the basis of it being _new_: rather on the base of its comfort, or utility, or soothing color or smell, and on the basis of testimonials from high-ranked members of society, and, not least, a laundry list of approvals granted by the Government Product Safety Board, the Social Utility Board, the Economic Disruption Rating Agency, and so on and so forth. (Product cycles tend to be…long, but some Race corporations have been around longer than humanity has been living in cities).

All this helps keep in perspective the fact that a race of beings able to travel at more than half the speed of light between stars arrived on Earth with military technology roughly on a par with late 1990s - early 2000s OTL. Fusion-drive starships remain beyond the technological ability, let alone the financial resources, of the early 21st century free human states. Also rather advanced are effective anti-cancer and leukemia gene therapy, genuine holographic projection, and a number of other elements of Race technology. But the Race had no incentive to improve on their military tech (aside from marginal things such as making it less prone to wear and tear, more comfortable to drive, etc.), so they went with Good Enough, at least for the Medieval barbarians they expected to find. As for building new and better weapons – well, innovative thinking is not a Race strong point. 

************************************************** *

The Race rule over the majority of the world’s land area, although their population is concentrated in hot, dry areas such as North Africa, Arabia and the Fertile Crescent, Australia, and northern Mexico. Over the past four decades the Race has been dealing with the problem of guerilla warfare and terrorism by simply “draining the pool”: human resistance has been met by mass movements of tens of millions of people: Australia outside of green, damp Tasmania, northern Mexico, and large parts of Arabia and North Africa are nowadays pretty much human-free save for a smallish population of human laborers (perhaps 10% of the total population of these regions) which are carefully identified and vetted (their first effort at creating a truth serum that worked on humans as well as Race members was a flop, but with decades to work on the problem – at the cost of a few hundred “spoiled” test subjects - they have come up with a much more effective product). 

Some 200 million Race members now live on Earth, some 40 million in Australia alone. Not all live in the more “pleasant” areas of heat and dryness: tens of millions are settled at strategic points of control in Tropical Africa, Latin America, India, and China. Since the situation is now a permanent Soldiers Time, some 7% of every litter is raised by Soldier clans: some 15 million male and female Race soldiers keep order throughout the Empire on which the sun Tosev AKA Sol never sets. Most of these are not combat troops, but are trained in peace-keeping, insurgency suppression, etc. The Race troops are supplemented by lightly armed (often just electric-shock sticks and knockout gas bombs) human auxiliaries, a force of some 10 million drawn from the more pacific of their subject peoples and deployed in regions other than their homelands.

These troops maintain order (or try to, anyway) over some 3 billion people. This is rather fewer than inhabit the area OTL: the demographic transition has been earlier, for a number of reasons. The Race, which has little sexual dimorphism compared to humanity, also has no real difference in status between male and female: they generally behaved the same with respect to human women, when it came to jobs, education, etc. Noting the fast-multiplying tendencies of their human subjects, the Race were quick to duplicate and mass-produce first the condom, and after it was developed in free human territory, the Pill. Also, in much of Africa and parts of Latin America (if not in East Asia) economic development was faster than OTL, as well as growth in literacy (universal mastery of the Race spoken and written language was considered an important prerequisite for the assimilation of humanity into the community of the Empire.) There are those who, like some Palestinians OTL, fight the “battle of the wombs” and resist all means of birth control as a Race plot, but they are not numerous enough to buck the general trend.

Normally, the process of modernizing a conquered world up to Race Home standards would take place over a few centuries, to prevent severe disruptions of subject society, and equally important, give them time to assimilate into the Race system before giving them full access to powerful technology that might be turned against the rulers. Given the need to develop local industries, both military and civilian, to compete with the Free Humans, not to mention the whole Hearts and Minds thing arising from their subjects remaining stuck in pre-industrial poverty while Free Humans prospered, things were substantially accelerated, much to the discomfort of Race administrators, who curse Fleetlord Atvar's name every time new "impossible" goals are set. Infrastructure was built up, with a lot of human sweat: the Race may be civilized, but have no qualms about using mass corvee labor, although unlike, say, the USSR, the Race generally fed and hydrated it’s laborers adequately (admittedly, occasionally shooting people to Encourage the Others if slacking got too ridiculous). Factories, run by a mix of humans and Race overseers popped up from Paraguay to Poland. Of course, in the more developed areas humans built their own factories, often through loans from the scrupulously honest and monumentally traditional Race banking system, (which has not brought on a financial crisis since before the walls of Jericho were raised) and sometimes in partnership with entrepreneurial Race members. (Conflicts often arise between the leadership and outraged Financial, Safety, and Social Utility officials over the sloppy standards and the absurd speed at which permits are granted to human andRace industrial projects here on Earth: the leadership reasonably points out that things are even sloppier and more hurried in Free Human territories, and the point is to keep a lead, not fall behind gracefully).

Economic development has been uneven: the economy of the Race settlements tends towards the capitalistic, while the push to build military-industrial complexes has distorted the economics of the human-settled areas. (Distressingly, the Race on earth has finally put together a high-tech military industry superior to anything back on Home, only to find that the terrestrials are now putting out still better models). Levels of development vary: most of Africa is rather wealthier than in our world, while China (in part due to the endless insurgencies that plague that land) is poorer: Latin America is roughly comparable, while all parts of Race-controlled territory contribute more of their output to military manufacturing than they do OTL. A large share of that output comes from the Race settlements, which are a world of their own, with a standard of living (for Race members, anyway) superior to that of Tosev III’s USA. (The Race does not tolerate the socially detrimental effects of poverty, and in any event their clan-like organizations means that everyone has a substantial social support network: the occasional oddball who cannot find a clan to fit into is provided a support system and given work by the state - whether they want it or not).

Race territory is laced together with high-speed rail and highways, powered by fusion plants, and peppered with millions of hidden cameras, another idea taken from human beings. It can be divided into several major sections: Race heavy settlement areas, China, SE Asia north of the Japanese territories, India, the still-human majority Muslim regions of the Middle East and North Africa, sub-Saharan Africa, Latin America, and the European territories.

Race heavy settlement areas are typically hot and dry, and Race vegetation and animal life is very noticeable. Imports from Home, they do not do well in humid and/or cold environments, but out-compete their terrestrial equivalents in desert and semi-desert environments. The Race is better at dealing with desert environments than any earthly civilization: Race cities are marvels of water saving and recirculation (the human obsession with swimming pools and fountains in hot, dry climates simply baffles them), massive fusion-powered desalination plants provide water to irrigate vast stretches of the Sahara, SW Africa and interior Australia, and fusion is supplemented by huge solar power farms. Specialized plants hold together sandy soils while sending down taproots hundreds of feet. When it comes to making deserts bloom, the Race makes Israelis look like _pikers_.

Said Race cities tend to be made of utilitarian, cubical or rectangular buildings: ornamentation is meant for the inside of buildings, where it will not be harmed by sun or wind-driven sand. A Race city is a well-designed machine built for regular repairs and maintenance: such things as sewage, electricity, water, etc. are designed to be easily accessible for expansion if the city grows, and if it does not to last with minimal maintenance for centuries. The Race has been living in cities for ten times as long as humankind, and they are adapted to urban life: human cities are hideous ramshackle affairs tossed together in a fit of absentmindedness, from the POV of a Race urban designer. Public transportation is always available, everything in conveniently located, everything works and is neat and Swiss-clean, and tends to slowly devour the soul of any humans of the bohemian disposition unfortunate enough to find themselves living there.

Race rule over human territory is autocratic, but legalistic: the Race has no compunctions about using force up to nuking cities to maintain control, but everything is done by the book: there are no random atrocities, aside from the occasional brutalities of severely stressed soldiers. In areas where terrorist action is minor or absent, people are generally safe in their lives and property, and now that the basic work of building an infrastructure is done, are at no risk of being conscripted into a labor battalion, although a certain amount of service to the State is required on a regular basis. Humans usually participate in the Race administration, in increasing numbers and influence in relatively secure areas, although no Race member ever serves in a position under a human (this will change given another century or two, Race officials assure). The legal system works efficiently and is generally impartial between human and Race, although humans are liable for heavily punished crimes Race members are not, principally because no Racemember would, say, (save perhaps the craziest of exiles in human territory) spread anti-Emperor propaganda.

Censorship is, admittedly, rife. Television and radio news always presents the Empire and Race rule in a positive light, and the Internet (which is not connected to that of the Free Human territories – see below) is more heavily policed than that of OTL China. School educational programs must pass Race approval, histories must present the Raceoccupation as superior to human self-rule, references to the benefits of democracy are to be removed, and all must attend classes about the Greatness of the Empire and the Sacredness of Former Emperors. Most fiction is acceptable if it is not too ideologically pro-independence or pro-democracy, and skilled authors can usually make their way around the Race censors, which often have trouble with human satire and metaphor. Quisling human censors are more of a problem, and indeed sometimes have to be reined in by Raceauthorities.

The European territories of France and Poland are a bit of a special case, the well-developed political culture on the one hand meaning that the locals run most of the day-to-day details of the human economies and administration, while the looming menaces of Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union means that they are in no great rush to throw theRace out. (Which is not to say there are no terrorist groups, but they lack much popular support). Human-Race relations are on more cordial terms, and the human economy is almost as developed as that of the Race settlements. Spain and Portugal, on the other hand, separated from the Nazis by Race-held France, lack such inhibitions, and terrorism is a common problem. The Iberian terrorists aren’t as bad as the Chinese ones, less willing to turn their country into a wasteland if it means causing trouble for the Race, but the local economy is in substantially worse shape than Poland’s. 

Human cities rebuilt or built up after the War tend to incorporate Race architectural styles and techniques, but in an often imperfect and partial manner that greatly annoysRace urban management and planning officials: but if humans build their houses and infrastructure on their own dime, it’s more trouble than it is worth to force them to keep toRace standards of construction.
Generally speaking, fewer people under Race rule paint their skins or shave their heads than do in US territory: it is the equivalent of hanging a big sign with “COLLABORATOR” on it around their necks, and even in the most peaceful areas, it’s not sensible to provoke the terrorist types.

Sub-Saharan Africa used to be second only to the “loyal two” (as Race officials sometimes refer to Poland and France) as the most peaceful of Race-occupied territories: local independence movements were quite weak when the Race invaded, and after getting over their fear that the Race would eat them or father hideous half-lizard babies on their women, the Africans found that the Race were generally better and fairer administrators than the Europeans they replaced, and more determined to improve their lot, if on the downside that meant a more unpaid labor. There have been rebellions of course, and various resistance groups, but the Africans haven’t seen white people army one since 1942, and are rather skeptical that 1.) They are likely to be liberated any time soon and 2.) That they will find things better under their “liberators”, given Nazi and Japanese ideologies.

So, Africa remained fairly quiet under Race rule for quite a while, but of late there have been increasing problems: overall, under Race rule, economic growth has kept ahead of population growth, and the area is definitely wealthier than OTL, but the locals, not having an inter-dimensional viewer, are unaware of that while being quite grumpily aware about how much better off Americans are. (Nor are they grateful for the Race doctors who successfully contained an AIDS outbreak in its early stages).

The resettlement in various (non-Muslim) areas of Muslims removed from Race-settled areas to the north has led of late to increased inter-community violence as well as a sharp increase in terrorist activity. (Some Race members now are suggesting the resettlement of the Muslims in China instead, in an “all the addled eggs in one basket” approach.) Compounding these difficulties, Race crops and plants and animals are displacing local varieties in the drier parts of Africa, which is driving farmers and pastoralists from their land: although Race food distribution is efficient and there is no starvation, a great many now (further) impoverished people are flocking to the cities: while there is a lot of shiny new infrastructure, high growth rates from land flight as well as from natural increases (still fairly high in spite of Race efforts) means that most of the nice new cities are surrounded by familiar-from-OTL shantytowns of people too poor to afford for-profit-constructed housing. (The Race government, often cash-strapped due to unavoidable military costs, is reluctant to subsidize housing for _all_ those people). From Cairo to Capetown, the Race struggles to prevent an explosion.

India is not doing too badly from either the local or the Race perspective. Race rule replaced British rule, and a lot of Indians simply accepted that they would not be able to overthrow these new, more powerful overlords: they were after all accustomed to foreign rule (admittedly, a bit less foreign…). Gandhi of course made trouble, but ended up dumped in Saudi Arabia, where his views on non-violent resistance were not widely appreciated. There have of course been rebellions, but the divided nature of Indian society and the useful advice provided by many captured former administrators (once the usual racist bullshit was filtered out) has allowed the Race to remain fairly firmly in control: the fact that there has been little Race settlement in India, outside the lower Indus desert regions, has helped. Economic growth has been substantial, and the maintenance of the Caste system has won the Race the loyalty of much of the more religious-minded Brahmin population: Hindu and Sikh troops have proven themselves as useful auxiliaries in maintaining order in more fractious parts of the Race’s planetary empire. 

Still, all is not well. Gandhi may be long gone, but the Indians are masters of Good Soldier Svejk obfuscation to baffle Race plans and make things unworkable without anyone doing anything shooting-worthy: through various means fair and sneaky, the Indian upper classes push for greater autonomy and self-rule and freedom from annual service to theRace government. And the Hindus have the advantage of playing “good cop” to the Muslim “bad cop”: the Unpleasantness in places like the Arab world and Iran and what is left of Afghanistan (the Race have done some people-moving on a scale that would impress Stalin) has infected many Indian Muslims, especially in the west, with Jihad Fever. Look at Lahore or Karachi. You really wouldn’t want that to happen in Bombay or Delhi, now?

Latin America is a variegated picture, from Mexico and Venezuela, almost as rebellion-wracked as China or the Fertile Crescent, to terrorism-troubled but rapidly growing Brazil, to downright peaceable Bolivia, where the high altitudes keep the Race largely away and the native and mixed majority has seen itself raised to equal status with the lighter-skinned traditional rulers (many of which have since moved to areas such as Argentina and Chile, where one can be a bigot in peace  ). Americans, Nazis and Soviets all do their best to stir up trouble. Latin American culture under Race rule has developed in some odd and occasionally downright hallucinogenic ways (the Magical Realism is serious mind-screw), and the odd new religious mashup between a renewed Feathered Serpent cult and Lizard Emperor worship still puzzles the Race, who aren’t quite sure if they should be flattered or worried. Race settlement has been mostly along the dry coasts of western South America: Lima is a majority Race city nowadays. 

The native Amazonian Indians have lucked out: with no jungles on their mostly desert and semi-desert worlds coming close to matching the size and ecological diversity of the Amazon, the Race have set aside nearly a third of Brazil as nature conservations, to be protected from damage and studied by deliriously happy Race biologists. Human-run lumber companies, cattle ranchers and slash and burn cultivators (less than OTL: the Race disapproves of starving peasants) are kept out far more vigorously than OTL: since the locals are too few and scattered to provide much in the way of useful labor, as long as they don’t interfere with Race investigators they are largely left alone. (There are also some Race-run tropical preserves in Africa and SE Asia, but nothing on quite such a scale).

The worst places in Race territory are the Middle East and the Far East, China and Vietnam in particular. Religious resistance to “heathen” Race rule, combined with nationalist rage over large-scale Race settlement in the hot, dry region, has made the peaceful development of this Home-like area almost impossible. Eventually (“More in sorrow than in anger”, in the words of a Race administrator) the Race begin to simply removing the population of particularly unpleasant regions elsewhere, dumping them in other Islamic areas unsuitable for Race settlement or among non-Muslim populations likely to be disagreeable to Islamic terrorists (outright extermination is so far unacceptable: it even squicks out the Race, and in any event would make relations with the free Human Powers even worse than they currently are). Much of the Persian Gulf and eastern Arabia has been depopulated, along with Libya, Mauretania, and a considerable length of Nile valley (huge areas of the Sahara are Race-only, but there weren’t that many people to move out anyway). 

The more secular Turks have been less trouble, but tend to resist doing anything but the very minimum of cooperation that will not lead to executions, and tend to make an art of “arrogant incompetence” in any task their masters assign: many have skated a bit too close to the edge and have been shot or jailed, but Turks continue to do it. 

A “quietist” Sufi movement has arisen, that explains the Lizards as test from God and a burden to be borne, has emerged in North Africa, and has slowly spread as many grow sick and hopeless from the constant bloodshed. (The Race stopped giving it support when it was explained that such connections tended to get the Sufis assassinated).

Special solutions have been applied to Palestine and the Holy Cities. After a looong period of bloody trouble, the Muslim and Arab population was replaced by Polish and French Catholics and Jews, both happy to be well-behaved inhabitants of the Holy Land (alas, they have started quarreling over who truly belongs there, although so far the shootings have been fairly infrequent). The Muslim reaction to that was bad enough, but the explosion of dissent and violence after the second Race military occupation of the Holy Cities (after they had abused their autonomy by virtually becoming terrorist rest homes) was so bad that a rather peculiar solution was achieved: the only long-term residents of the Holy Cities are now relatively peaceable Muslims from Malaysia and parts of Indonesia on long-term “guest worker” status from the Japanese Empire, which get excellent pay and get to stay long-term in the Holy Cities in exchange for keeping the Pilgrim traffic running smoothly and leaving promptly upon the end of their visit. 

The “move ‘em out” method, although it has to some extent intimidated Islamic terror sympathizers elsewhere, is not an ideal solution: there are simply too many Arabs and Iranians to resettle them elsewhere: other groups resent being lumbered with Muslim refugees, keeping them employed is problematic, and those of a Jihadist inclination simply start stirring up shit in their new location. New solutions involving brain chemistry or electronic implants are being methodically investigated (the Race may not be very good at thinking up entirely new tech solutions themselves, but they read a lot of US popular science and technology magazines).

Mongolia is largely left to run itself, if heavily Race-subsidized. Race negotiators didn’t care what validity Soviet claims to Mongolia had: it might have been a total hellhole, but it put some more buffer space between the densely populated regions of China and the Soviets, and correctly estimated that the locals had found the Soviet experience horrible enough that as long as they were largely left in peace and supplied with plentiful weapons, they would gleefully massacre any Soviet infiltrators (some now think they should have done the same with Xinjiang, but no use snapping over spilled water).

If the Middle East is purgatory, China is hell. (Vietnam is Fun-Size hell). Even with Mongolia to some extent neutralized, there are too many miles of more porous border. And while the Soviets have cut down a bit on supporting Middle East violence (worried about the rise of loud, angry Islam in their own nation), they continue to stir the pot in China: a China firmly under Lizard control, adding its potentially formidable industrial output to India and Latin America and Africa, would not be a Good Thing in the eyes of any of the Human Powers. So China continues to bleed: the old Nationalists are gone by this point, and the Communists, although still around, are broken into three major factions: but it doesn’t matter, for a dozen new movements, ever more loony and xenophobic have arisen. The Chinese have to some extent given up on actually driving out the Race by force of arms: after the Race nuked two “liberated” cities, the approach has been to make China a permanent economic drain on the Race, an ungovernable quagmire that will eventually make even the seemingly eternally patient Race throw up its claws in despair and leave. They have to some extent succeeded in making China ungovernable outside a few key cities where collaborators run the show and some ethnic minority areas which dislike the notion of being reabsorbed into China: but the Race’s patience is yet to be exhausted. (Although some of them are now suggesting that since the Race withdrawing would lead to a horrible multi-sided civil war that would discourage further rebellion, the general view remains that while a certain limited amount of autonomy is acceptable for negotiation purposes, the Race cannot afford the loss of prestige involved in a totalwithdrawal from so large a part of its territory).

Finland is the odd man out: the Finns are a race “protectorate”, but pretty much entirely run their own affairs. It is suggested that this arrangement was agreed on by the Raceprincipally because Atvar wanted to put a thumb in the Soviet’s eye.

HUMANS

The human race – quarrelsome, divided against itself, and from the viewpoint of the Race mad, mad, mad – continues to strive for superiority over the alien enemy. Although they now have huge, crude versions of Race fusion power plants, and weapons tech as good and in some ways superior to that of the Race, (among other things, having developed chemical weapons warfare to a nightmare peak beyond anything the Race ever attempted) and are carrying out experiments in deep space-based living and resource extraction the Race never saw economic value or point to, humanity still lags in a number of fields. The tools to build the tools to build the tools still need to be built – Race computer hardware is still beyond humanity’s ability to mass manufacture (although human computer hackers have made mincemeat of Race computer defenses often enough to make it necessary to keep computer systems in Race territory entirely separate from human networks) and human gene-splicers don’t have millennia of patient trial and error in understanding the genomes of terrestrial animals. And humans are already struggling with resource and material shortages that a civilization that arose on a desert world overcame ages ago: back-engineering Race synthetics and technical work-arounds that eliminate the need for many rare materials and elements is a priority, especially in the raw materials-deprived German and Japanese territories.

Of course, many humans resent having to learn how to care for their planet from the scaly little bastards, especially since they don’t seem to particularly care whether terrestrial environments are displaced by that of the Race’s world throughout desert and semi-desert environments. Preachy environmentalists are sometimes accused of “Lizard-think.”

Technology is variable, between not much ahead of OTL 2011 (AI, video games – the Race aren’t quite so interested in seeing pneumatic women battling in 3-d with laser swords) to decades or perhaps generations ahead; cancer-fighting methods, holographics, fusion power-plants, software architecture – and, of course, space-ships. Humanity (in the form of a very blond, blue-eyed German) fatally crash-landed on Mars as early as 1968, and there are now over two thousand humans living on the fourth planet, while hybrid nuclear-thermal/Orion ships BANGBANGBANG their way around the asteroids and the outer solar system (for obvious reasons, the drop-loads-of-nukes-out-your-rear-end means of propulsion is not used in immediate proximity to the Very Tense earth). The Moon, with multiple Japanese, US, and Soviet bases, is getting practically crowded (at least in the perceptions of news critters, who mutter darkly about how close (a mere two hundred or so miles) new Japanese base construction is from US territory).

Duplication of certain Race-developed macro-molecules has made the building of an orbital “beanstalk” route to space at least theoretically feasible: although the idea has its enthusiasts, proposals have generally been shot down, because of the risk of such a huge structure being shot down.

Although human-made batteries are still not as effective as those made by the Race, cars are now almost universally electric or hydrogen-fueled: the Race owns most of the world’s oil and charges outrageous prices to those silly enough to buy such a useful chemical feedstock to burn it. Oil – extracted from tar sands – is still used, especially by the US and Canada, but power mostly comes from solar power and atomic (increasingly fusion) power, plus such old standbys as hydroelectric: the Japanese are going in for thermal-differential Ocean-based power plants in a big way, having the largest chunk of deep Ocean within territorial waters of any of the human states.

Architecture tends to be more baroque than OTL, a reaction to the strict functionality of Race building. Skyscrapers tend to be popular: the Race lacks humanity’s phallic impulses, and generally doesn’t build more than a few hundred feet high – building structures that dwarf anything in Race cities is one way humanity can, so to speak, strut its stuff. High oil prices have tended to keep the train (now usually electric and high-speed) competitive with the highway. Airline fuel is synthetically manufactured, the costs of which are subsidized by governments.

And in orbit, the secret game of orbital bases, communications satellites with hidden purposes, hide-the-gadget amid the orbiting junk, continues, ever more deadly. The Race gave up on keeping humans out of near-Earth orbit a long time ago: the only restraints observed anymore is that nobody openly admits that they’re putting missiles and anti-missiles and anti-anti-missiles in orbit, and nothing orbits within thousands of miles of the far-flung conquest fleet. The Race, not being particularly skilled with such plots and tricks, has gone for a crude-force approach: if things go pear-shaped, nothing is surviving below geosynchronous orbit: billions and billions of high-speed ball-bearings will see to that (those popular science magazines again).

In case of exactly such a scenario, humans on Earth are busy developing ground-level anti-missile defenses, and the most recent anti-missile missiles are said to be smart enough to go out and fetch coffee and donuts for their maintenance engineers. Big-ass laser and particle beam technology is being pursued by all the major human states.

Atomic war survival programs are extensive: the tunnels under Japan and the US and England and Russia and Germany go deep, deep, deep...


THE SOVIETS

The Soviet Union is the only human power block which is all one country rather than a multinational alliance or empire. It has roughly its 1938 borders, plus the Baltic States. Its population is substantially higher than the same area in Our Time-Line: although the native population has passed through the demographic transition, it hasn’t suffered a demographic collapse comparable to OTL, and has been and remains a land of immigration. It has of course never been as popular as the US as a destination, but since a nativist backlash against the “give me your huddled masses yearning to breathe Lizard-free” no-restrictions emigration of the post-war period brought quotas, the Soviet Union has always been the back-up option. Of 335 million Soviets, some 40 million are of foreign origin or parentage, mostly Chinese and Muslim immigrants (the Race remains happy to see such people leave.) There have been, of course, some “nativist reactions” in the Soviet Union as well, some of which have required considerable overtime on the part of the army and KGB.

The Soviet union is a far more pragmatically than ideologically driven organism than it ever was OTL: although the World Revolution (against the Lizards, of course) remains a major concern, with a border thousands of miles long with the Race, and the old German enemy glaring over the Romanian border national survival and internal stability have since ’42 been far more central matters. (Indeed, said Nazis and Lizards, by inducing a “hang together, or we will be hanged separately” mentality, have done much to keep the Soviet Union united).

The conflict between the theoretical basis of the USSR and real-life necessities is notable in the complex and often prickly relationship with the US, the wartime alliance having never been allowed to lapse: while Soviet media have always promulgated the superiority of the Communist system to the Capitalist one, such criticisms have rarely been allowed by the Powers That Be to descend into actual demonization of the US, which is usually portrayed as simply misguided (although the Tools of Capitalist Bloodsuckers are occasionally trotted out, usually after some US politician has said something mean re Soviet human rights abuses).

In any event, Communism Vs Capitalism has become increasingly passé over the last couple decades, as the post-Molotov Soviet Union has slowly and painfully made a transition to a more mixed economy. A move towards more capitalist economics began as far back as the 70s while Molotov was still in power, but it wasn’t until the 90s that really sweeping change – delayed due to the US essentially subsidizing the Soviets with loans and cheap food and overpaying for their raw materials- became both clearly necessary and mobilized the necessary political support. It still required a number of top officials and one Soviet General Secretary unexpectedly taking early retirement in charming little Siberian towns. (It helped that the Army was able to play a more independent role than OTL, due to some messy political events during Molotov’s term in office, and was ready to support the reformers).

The economy seems to have finally turned around in the last few years, but the USSR remains impoverished compared to their American allies, and indeed somewhat poorer than Germany in spite of decades of corrupt Nazi officialdom and one nuclear exchange with the Lizards. There is considerable export of cheap manufactured goods as well as raw materials to the US nowadays (superior trade terms has allowed them to compete with the extensive Japanese cheap labor pool) and the Soviets are now trying to break into the international car market, although the latest models are receiving a welcome roughly as enthusiastic as the OTL Yugo circa 1985.

Anti-Semitism remains a problem in the USSR: although the continued existence of the German Reich puts a damper on the more extreme rhetoric, there remains a sense that Jews are just a bit too happy living under the even-handed Race rule, if not actually collaborators – things aren’t quite as bad as in OTLs USSR, but those Jews who can immigrate to American territory (rather rarely to Race territory, although that doesn’t prevent people from playing it up whenever it happens).

The Aral sea is being kept from drying up by a truly impressive canal (the loss of water further north is doing funny things to the taiga), and now that Race fusion power technology has been duplicated and fission power is being phased out, at least Unexpected Nuclear Excursions are one less thing to be worried about, but the Soviet Union remains fearfully polluted and breathing masks are a normal fashion accessory in many industrial areas. Tremendous Progress in dealing with environmental problems is regularly reported on the official newscasts, which has brought forth a rich new crop of cynical jokes.

Siberia’s underground Atomic Cities are very impressive, and require some equally impressive subsidies.

Space exploration suffered some cut-backs during the economic crisis. Indeed, the Soviet Mars bases for a while were essentially living off of US charity for a while there, and the starship project (based on a Ridiculously Large Orion-type design, fusion drives still being beyond current engineering capacities) was put on hold. However, as the economy has picked up more money has been going to space projects, and Soviet TV has recently carried government-sponsored documentaries talking about the Soviet Union’s valiant future on Venus (where due to the particularly hellish environment, nobody has of yet established a permanent settlement).

Soviet cities, given the tendency for immigrants to head for urban centers, have grown substantially: Moscow has half as many people again as OTL. They are also not exactly beautiful: Soviet architecture is noted for being monumental, original in design, and even uglier than Race efforts. Still, at least you can get good Chinese food in Moscow nowadays.


THE US BLOCK

AKA the Freedom Alliance, or the Anglosphere: Canada, the US, the UK, Ireland, New Zealand (swollen with Australian refugees) together rather dwarf the remaining member states, the islands of the Caribbean (many English-speaking anyway), the Free French of Polynesia, and assorted other bits and bobs of Pacific Ocean real estate. Proposals are often floated to join together into a single Greater USA, but so far have fallen through (with the exception of Puerto Rico, now the 51st state): for one thing, the British wouldn’t accept anything short of 24 votes in the Senate (which may just have been a polite way of turning down the offer).

The British, although remaining a friendly democracy, generally observed a stance of heavily armed neutrality between the US and Germany in the 50s and early 60s, feeling that becoming Airstrip Number One would also paint a big target on them. After the German-Race war, the British conclusion that the Germans were completely bonkers did not, in fact, strengthen this point of view: the corollary to the conclusion was that expecting the Germans to leave alone a heavily armed but neutral Britain out of rational calculation was a fools game, and the UK moved firmly into the US orbit.

The Alliance as a whole has over 440 million inhabitants, rivaling the Japanese in numbers. The US, although the world’s largest economy and the (self-appointed) leader of humanity in the struggle vs. the Lizards, is actually somewhat less populous than OTL, close to 290 million to OTLs 312 or so. There were losses of several million during the Race invasion, followed by harsh conditions during reconstruction and continued heavy military spending, which partly deflated what would have been the Baby Boom, and while in the generation after WWII immigration was substantially higher than OTL, afterward the flow was cut from both sides. The US did so by establishing quotas to prevent the job market being “flooded” by unskilled and impoverished refugees from the nations of Africa, Asia, and Latin America, and the Race became increasingly unhappy with the loss to immigration of skilled humanpower. The annoying-to-both-sides flow out of Mexico was largely cut by the Race moving most of the population of desert northern Mexico south and resettling the area with Race colonists.

(There are variations: Americans are always happy to welcome people fleeing Nazi tyranny, and the Race is always happy to get rid of militant Muslims and Chinese with anything resembling political convictions).

The economies of all member states are more dirigiste and socialistic than OTL, social cohesion, maximum use of human resources, and allocation of resources to where they are needed being widely accepted as aims of a reasonable government facing a massively powerful enemy. Decades of rapid technological progress and constant innovation, only now slowing as all the low-lying fruit from the Race tech tree have been harvested, have driven rapid economic growth: a bigger government role in the economy has not, as yet translated into economic sluggishness. (Besides, with the corrupt and nuke-burned Reich and the Soviets to compete with, it is easy to look good – the Race is pretty regulation-and-government-heavy itself, and the Japanese economy has been hampered by the backwardness of most of its empire and relative isolation: the US was never in any hurry to open its markets to the nation still occupying the Philippines).

The US is a mobilized society, and has universal conscription, although of late it has been moving away from a mass army as it becomes increasingly clear that the next war, if it happens, will mostly likely be over very quickly.

Little Rock remains the capital out of bureaucratic inertia: the metro area now has over 2 million inhabitants and as florid and ruffled and insufferable a Beltway culture (if not called that ATL) as OTL, alas. The new architecture, as in most US big cities, tends to the ornate and slightly-Frank-Paul-SF-ish “neo-pulp” look, although safety considerations have prevented the flying car from catching on here either.

If the US dislikes the Japanese, they despise the Germans (which has been good for US racial politics once that whole little “blacks collaborating with the Lizards” misunderstanding was put behind everyone), who are considered not just evil but stupid. (There is certainly a subtext of “these white, talented people with awesome cool uniforms should be on our side vs. the Race, not badmouthing our most excellent democracy!”) As for the Soviets, the general attitude is “yes, they’re bastards – but they’re bastards on our side.”

Racial relations, as mentioned, are pretty good nowadays, in some ways better than OTL (better social safety nets means that the black population is generally better educated and more often employed) and social mores are generally liberal. Public near (or in some cases total) nudity is widely tolerated, as long as the body paint is interesting. On the other hand, the political religious are still influential, although the Holy Roller – Rich Bastards alliance contracted OTL vs. Communism never took place. While Creationism is a minor thing (it’s hard to think of the whole universe being created as a backdrop to humans a few thousand years back with actual aliens running around) there is a powerful "man as specially blessed by God" attitude which sees humanity as having a mandate to eventually conquer and Christianize the galaxy. After all, we're manifestly a lot brighter than any of the alien races.

Political divisions are somewhat different. There was never an anti-Communist Cold War in this TL, and there hasn't been anything as divisive as the Vietnam War: on the other hand, social changes as great as those which took place in our TL 1960-1980 took place here too, albeit scheduled slightly differently. Besides its own equivalent of the "culture wars", there are divisions between those who feel the US needs a "stronger" or "more unified" state on the Soviet or Japanese model and libertarians and civil-rights enthusiasts: between those who believe in peaceful co-existence with the Race and those having 6-step plans to liberate Latin America: between secularists and theocrats annoyed at our shirking our Divine Mission.

The “live and let live” crowd is likelier to go in for shaved heads and body coloring: the religious or simply xenophobic tend to go in for beards and full mustaches nowadays (to emphasize their furry, mammalian nature) and are big on the local equivalent of three-piece formal wear.

The British, fearful of being culturally absorbed by the US, tend to promote a mythic Britishness almost as energetically as Japanese OTL promote their unique Japanese-ism. It is a more conservative, stiff-upper-lip sort of country than OTL: there is rather a lot of Empire nostalgia, since it is easy for British in this TL to fool themselves into thinking the Empire could have remained together and a great power after the war if it hadn’t been for those darned Lizards. Many British young men end up dying unpleasant deaths abroad on various romantic missions to stir up trouble for the Lizards in former Empire territory, where the locals are often shockingly ungrateful. It remains a manufacturing power of some note, and a popular vacation spot for Nazis trying to get away from other Nazis. (The British tend to look down on the Germans, but don’t despise them the way Americans do).

Ireland, the southern one, is a republic, and has no remaining political ties with the UK, although relations have thawed a bit in the last few decades. Ulster, as in most universes branching off after 1916, has its troubles.

Canada is more populous than OTL: the French-speaking Canadians tend to be anti-immigrant, feeling they are too badly outnumbered as it is (efforts to convert all those Slavs and Africans and Chinese, etc., to the Glories of the French Language have not been particularly successful in the mostly Anglophone Freedom Alliance, although there has been some immigration from Race-ruled France).

Cuba is a partyin’ kind of place.


THE JAPANESE EMPIRE

The Glorious Empire of Nihon holds over 465 million people, rather less than a third of which are Japanese. Due to Japanese managerial techniques and a more rapid (forced-draft) modernization, the area is a bit less populous than OTL, outside of Japan itself.

The Empire is mostly islands and peninsulas, from New Guinea to Malaysia, and includes Taiwan and the Philippines. The fairly random cease-fire line running through the jungles of SE Asia was reestablished along the narrow (and highly defensible) Kra isthmus: Japan was compensated for its losses in Cambodia and Vietnam and Thailand with the return of Race-occupied Korea – only the southern 2/3 of it, however, the North being retained for defensive purposes by the Race. (As the weakest of the human powers, Japanese complaints held little weight. It is reported that the Race negotiator’s response was somewhere along the lines of “I am altering the deal. Pray I do not alter it any further.”)

Japan has come a long way from the late 50s, when its development of its own atomic weapon finally led the Race to grudgingly accord the Empire the same level of diplomatic recognition as the USA, the Reich, and the Soviets. Althought it took longer for Japan to catch up than OTL, there hasn't been the stagnation of the last two decades OTL, and by 2011 the home islands are almost as wealthy as the USA, while the closely integrated territories of southern Korea and Taiwan, while poorer, are still what would be “first world” countries OTL. Taiwan, historically treated in a more “civilized” manner than the other colonies, is quiet, and although continuing Korean unrest (the Race has made suggestions of giving them an autonomous position comparable to Poland or France if they kick out the Japanese) has required making the peninsula into a camera-filled paranoid panopticon, there are also plenty of collaborators, Lizard-phobes and others, and there is currently little chance of Japanese rule being seriously challenged.

The inhabitants of the Malay Peninsula have made their peace. And the many little island peoples and the tribes of New Guinea are firmly under the Japanese thumb. Even the Philippines, although an eternal bone of contention with the US, are not willing to risk massive retaliation or Lizard invasion by pushing too strongly for an expansion of the limited autonomy they gained in the 80s.

No, the sore spot – rapidly turning into some form of nasty ulcer or oozing fistula – is Indonesia. With a population larger than the Home Islands, and an economic base relative to the US or Japan comparable to OTL Brazil, the Indonesians feel they could defend themselves creditably against the Lizards if allowed to build their own conventional and atomic arsenal – and indeed do quite well indeed if they had human allies – Americans, or even Soviets or Germans. And the normally tolerant Islam of Indonesia has been affected by the apocalyptic currents of western Islam that have arisen as the Race increasingly has taken to “draining the pool” to pacify the more troublesome parts of the Middle East and North Africa. Instability and violence have been sharply on the increase since the early 90’s, and the economy of Indonesia is in trouble – as, to a lesser degree, is that of the Empire as a whole, given that Indonesia is the Empire’s principal cheap labor pool. Although utterly intransigent in public, Imperial officials are trying to cut deals with the various political movements behind the scenes, with local autonomy beyond that given to the Philippines being dangled as a carrot. (Corpses do not pay taxes, and killing 1/3 of the Indonesians to “encourage the others”, besides the tax issue, will really mess up the current slow thaw in US-Japan relations). Whether this will save the situation or not remains uncertain.

Oddly given their history, the Chinese have become a solid prop of the Empire – loyal to the Emperor for lack of a homeland, ferociously anti-Lizard, and glad enough for refuge from the Lizard-ruled mainland (the Chinese Pacific diasporah is larger than OTL’s by several millions), the Chinese are economically productive, politically quiet, and often are useful as middlemen and local managers in dealing with more intransigent peoples – they pretty much run Malaysia for the Japanese nowadays. (Many pundits gloomily predict anti-Chinese pogroms if the Japanese pull out of Indonesia) They also make up the majority of the “guestworkers” who carry out the jobs too hard and filthy for Japanese in the home islands to carry out themselves nowadays.

Japan trades extensively with the Race and all the human Powers – second only to the US in high tech, Japan is a ferocious economic competitor, and avoiding any new tariff wars with the US is a government priority. The Empire has more cities with populations over 4 million than any other human power block, makes the shiniest and most efficient fusion reactors, and the skyscrapers are even bigger than the US one (and are second only to the Soviets in pollution levels). Although Japan did not put its first man in orbit until 1970, it now has its own base on Mars, and it is further along in developing a working starship concept (a solar-sail-accelerated-by-bigass laser design) than the Germans or the Soviets.

Japan remains a conservative society, and women still lack the vote, although birthrates have still dropped. The Emperor is still divine. There is universal (male) military service, and the Samurai Ideals are still given at least much lip service. Japanese politics are complicated and often baffling to outsiders, and while the military dominance of the 30's and 40's is long gone, with parliament, army, bureaucracy, the Imperial court and the giant corporate entities engaging in an intricate dance of power and influence it is often hard to tell who exactly is in charge. Japanese relations with the US are prickly, if slowly warming on the basis of mutual profit, relatively polite with the USSR, not as cordial as they used to be with the Germans (the German-Race conflict reminds them uncomfortably of some of their last war’s suicidal stupidities, and they deal with such feelings by mocking German romantic stupidity.) Relations with the Race remain cool, as always.



THE GERMAN REICH AND ITS PUPPETS

The Germans suffered badly in their brief clash with the Race, in which their precocious antimissile tech proved rather less effective than the leadership have believed (telling the Boss what he wants to hear is a common trait in totalitarian societies, as well as in school rooms). About a quarter of the population of Greater Germany as a whole perished, either rapidly or slowly and agonizingly, along with a sizable proportion of the population of non-Reich territories ruled from Nuremberg. France was lost, as was East Prussia (pretty much depopulated in the first hour of the war: the Race had long wanted to remove that thorn in their side) and Germany forbidden entry to space. A decade of grim, grey emergency rule and privation followed. Various revolts, some of the left, others led by crackpots of the right, were brutally put down. The US provided some food and medical aid, as did Japan.

Germany has slowly recovered, and as the Soviet economy slumped, has managed to at least once again surpass the Reds in standard of living. After an extended stay at Flensburg, the German capital has been moved to New Berlin, built on the ruins of old Berlin, nuked during the initial Race invasion. The new city’s massive (if non-Speer-approved) architecture and vast, if thinly peopled, avenues serve as something of a declaration that Germany is Back.

Since Walter Dornberger became Fuhrer in the wake of the German-Lizard war (mostly due to a lot of people higher up in the chain of command dying) the Reich has been run by relatively sane men, and after some thorough purging, the Nazi party has become more of a political machine and less of a club and works program for right-wing thugs. Supreme power is more by committee than by FuhrerPrincip nowadays, and if someone turns out to have unfortunately numerous Jewish ancestors, they are likelier to find themselves kicked over the Soviet border than exterminated. For all that, the Reich remains a fairly brutal dictatorship – if it is more rule-by-law nowadays, the laws remain racist and brutal, and dissidents and separatists still tend to vanish in Night and Fog.

Internationally somewhat isolated (the Japanese are a bit patronizing nowadays, and everyone else really doesn’t like them at all), the Germans have of late been floating some trial balloons in hopes of improving their relations with the US: it is now openly stated on Reich TV that the first Fuhrer may have been a wee bit too, er, focused on the Jews, and there has even been some talk of repealing the Nuremberg Decrees (now that there are 0 Jews in the German sphere) as a placatory gesture to American and Soviet Jewry.

The Reich includes the OTL Low countries, Norway, Denmark, the Czech Republic, Slovenia, Alsace-Lorraine and most of Slovakia as well as Austria and Germany proper, along with the eastern ¾ of Switzerland (the western bits were annexed to the Race’s French protectorate) and North Italy. Thanks to rather high-handed Nazi methods for encouraging reproduction (running from tax breaks to SS rape camps) there are actually somewhat more Germans alive than there are OTL: they make up 54% of the Greater Reich’s 180-odd millions. (US statistics: the Germans include “Germanized” immigrants and minorities, and people such as Dutch, Norwegians, etc. in the “German” category, which makes up 76% of the population by their statistics – oddly enough, such “Germans” do not get the top jobs).

Beyond the Reich proper there are the Special Administrative Regions, former Serbia, Albania, and Greece, whose 17 million inhabitants enjoy an essentially colonial administration, but more British Empire than Belgian or Portuguese nowadays, and the Union of Fascist Nations, the Warsaw-Pact type Nazi dominion over the 86 million inhabitants of South Italy or Latium, Romania, Hungary, Bulgaria and Croatia. How much these fairly ghastly little one-party regimes contribute to German strength is an open question. Hungary, Croatia, and Bulgaria, all greatly enlarged thanks to German largesse, are relatively stable: Romania and South Italy, less so. Pretty much all business running a profit in these countries is German owned, German financed, or has some German fingers in the pie, one way or another.

As the smallest of the human Powers in terms of numbers, the Germans are rather obsessed with demographics, and efforts have been made to attract immigrants of the correct racial type everywhere from Iran to Patagonia. However, immigrants from Race territory would much rather go to the US, the Soviets don’t allow immigration to the Reich, while US racists usually don't want the cut in living standards. Besides, official Aryan status does not equal social acceptance, as Sufficiently White Iranian and Argentine immigrants have discovered. Even Breeding Prodigiously is largely a no-go: German males do not want the expense of four or more kids. A valiant effort is being made to try to convince the north Italians that they are actually Germans. (Lombards, you know. And the Romans were really Aryans. Really.) A corresponding effort to inflame the old dislike between northerners and southerners has been more successful: Milanese and Piedmontese didn’t, after all, take much convincing that southerners were all a bunch of backwards, gangster-ridden half-Africans (this has not really helped relations between New Berlin and Naples).

While Finland has managed to make a nice deal with the Lizards, Sweden has slowly been “Finlandized” by the Germans - while the Swedes still have at least the forms of democracy, one political party tends to dominate the government, and, surprise surprise, it’s not a left-wing one.

The rubble has been cleared away, and although some cities were never rebuilt they have been neatly buried and covered with greenery. With the kookier Nazi theorists cleared out of the universities, Germany has regained a reputation as a center of advanced sciences other than the blowing-shit-up variety, (as, surprisingly, has south Italy: the University of Naples has developed quite a reputation) and resource-deprived Nazi Europe currently leads the (human) world in industrial chemistry and synthetic substitutes for, well, pretty much anything. (Jokes re the “ersatz Reich” circulate, quietly). Germany is pushing hard for a return to space, and has already put up some provocative satellites. The Race makes angry noises, but so far has not taken action: the Reich bristles with ICBMs, and although the Race has built up its anti-missile defenses with much sweated human labor, a fight could be even uglier than it was back in the 60s.

The German government wonders if bluff and bluster will do the trick: or will they need to reveal exactly what they have been building under the mountains of Bavaria for the last three decades…


AN UNCERTAIN END

The Race CAN act fast in a few special circumstances: such as when they are terrified.

And the news from Earth has been the scariest thing since their long-extinct, 15-foot tall relatives chased them through the desert and swallowed them in two bites.

The Race has recently dispatched another fleet – not a colonial fleet, since the economic havoc that would be needed to raise the funds in a mere half-century would be unsupportable.

It is a small fleet, with a special purpose: it will watch the Earth for signs that the Big Uglies are achieving the capacity to destroy the Colony Fleet and the colonists while surviving as a civilization themselves: in that case, the commander, a brother of the Emperor Himself, is authorized to release the over 30,000 cobalt-salted fusion devices the fleet carries. The colonists, if such action is required, will be regrettable but unavoidable sacrifices.

The doomsday fleet will arrive in another fourteen years.

Whether there will be enough particle beams and anti-missile-missiles or enough deep tunnels by that time remains an open question.

58. Monster Mash

First of all, there was the Family.

As far as they knew, they had always been, a shadow accompanying humanity along its travels down the corridor of time. Perhaps some long-forgotten Australopithecine, moving deeper into the safe darkness of the cave, had found a deeper darkness and returned from it changed. None recall, not even Thousand Times Great Grandmere, who was born before Giza had received its full complement of pyramids.

Nobody is sure of from where they came, but they are familiar to humanity: they are the inhabitants of the October country, the witches and werewolves, the vampires and ghouls, the freaks and the abominations, the mummies and the necromancers, the ghosts and liches and the men with wings. Worse are those who have seemingly slowly turned from flesh to something else without bothering to visit the tomb, or those who have been born dead from cold wombs. Some never seem to have had a life or physical body at all. Not all of them were related by blood: ghosts and shadows and misty things half unseen over the centuries came through the dark to flock about the more solid and corporeal parts of the family. Some are almost indistinguishable from normality, others can never let themselves be seen by daylight. Some are strange almost beyond all accounting: some seem to be almost conceptual, such as the squeaky, bodyless voice which claims to have been the prophetically significant creak of the first hinge to be used for the gates of the temple of Thebes. On rare occasions Family members are decanted alive from tombs, to pass the rest of their lives above ground aging backwards. Their tastes and appetites are strange and varied, and they do not fear darkness, for the things that go bump in the night are them.

They have always coexisted with the ordinary men and women of daylight, which they need in various ways, even as they have always known them to be their greatest enemy: the more numerous and fast-breeding peoples of day would kill them with instinctive terror and repulsion if they knew them for what they were. In some cases there are more subtle dangers: magic can be killed by too close an association with the mundane, and in spite of what the legends tell, the Fox Woman or the Seal Girl may well be unable to ever return to their people.

Unlike our world, there have always been those who knew for sure that there was something out beyond the firelight, even as the educated and those in the capital scoffed: Witch Finders, Werewolf Trackers, and Monster Hunters remained employed in much of Europe well into the 18th century, and even in the rural backwoods of America of the 1940s, there were still those who knew about wooden stakes and what to do if you found a house with a bunch of wooden boxes of a non-standard shape in the cellar. The Catholic Church continued to sponsor a secret order of monster killers through the 19th century. On the more positive side, the Masonic Orders had certain useful dealings with the Elliotts and the Addamses over the years, and George Washington had some unusual assistance during the more difficult years of the American Revolution.

Most people had become largely unconscious of the existence of the Family by the atomic era, or scoffed at the stories and rumors as superstition or kiddy stories. (Quite a bit of this had taken place due to Family meddling over the years: although many of the Family were almost as allergic to cold rationalism as to Church Bells, over all the Scientific Revolution and the Age of Reason opened up possibilities for concealment that had never existed before, and the Family took full advantage).

After millennia, the family tree has grown vast and tangled: occasionally the elders of the family have been forced to do some pruning. The Elliotts of North America represent the solid core values of the Family: the Eastern European branches, scattered by war and revolution, tend to be more flamboyant and also more antiquated. The far eastern branches only rarely associate with their distant western cousins. Some branches have faded and shrunk to the confines of ordinary daylight folk, indeed have forgotten – or have been made to forget – the ultimate origins. In others, the curious traits of the family have grown even more baroque and bizarre. There is a dwarfish, underground-living branch of the family in the British Isles which have been off the party invitations list for some centuries. There are the Carnies, whose gaudy presence in the public eye troubles Family members in spite of the camouflage provided by their more mundane imitators. The Mad Science (previously Mad Alchemy) branches of the Family have always been troublemakers.

And then there are those who are not of the family by blood but for which the Family is responsible: the Igors and the Renfields, the homunculi, the zombies, the monstrous creations of assorted or discrete body parts given new or separate life by the twisted magic or science of Family members: the strange beasts and birds and familiars which so many of the Family have brought into their homes over the nighted centuries.

And then there is the Addams line.

They broke off from the main line around the time of the Battle of Marathon (there was an Addams there: sitting atop a nearby cliff, and giggling at the show). This was mainly due to the rest of the Family considering them 1.) far too careless in mixing with normal people and 2.)just too damn weird. The Family may have been a bunch of freaks and monsters, but building death traps into one’s own house to make things more exciting, or creating musical orchestras in mountain country for the specific purpose of creating avalanches, was really a bit much.

(There was an effort to purge that branch of the family; the Addamses fought back, and fought dirty. It was after the peace treaty that a Roman Addams came up with what was to be their motto: “We gladly feast on those who would subdue us.”)

The Addams branch were at least mostly human-looking, (with some bizarre exceptions) capable of walking around in sunlight (if not enjoying it) and did not require human flesh, blood, or souls to sustain themselves: they could be (mostly) be mistaken for “normal” humans, simply extremely odd ones. The fact that the Addamses were good with money, and generous to the occasional family failure, helped: after all, the wealthy man is just eccentric, not mad or worse. With the aid of a little mental meddling with local authorities (sometimes administered secretly by members of the main Family out of self-interest) humanity remained ignorant of the true scope of the October country, in spite of the frequently self-absorbed nature of the Addamses.

(The Addamses always considered themselves normal. They just thought of everyone else as odd).

Ironically, the applecart would be ultimately overturned by more traditional branches of the Family, from Eastern Europe, which moved to the US after the Communist annexation of the area left many a bat aflutter. There they found a new and terrible temptation: American middle-class life.

There were of course American members of the Family, but they traditionally had either hidden in quiet, out of the way parts of the countryside, or the densest and seediest regions of the urban jungles. The suburbs were a new phenomenon: and for Family members accustomed to chilly castles or rude cottages in the dark woods, modernity was an eye-opener. They did not fully adopt it at first: they still preferred their houses cobwebby and dusty, their décor on the sinister side, their basements linked with subterranean underworlds. But running water, plumbing, central heating…soon a number of members of the Family, often of its more delusional side branches, had planted themselves right in the midst of America’s new middle classes. They watched TV and bought mail-order dehydrated blood (just add water). The magic and darkness of the October Country just became another feature of the “old country” to these expatriates. And it grew ever harder to keep things hushed up as in an environment populated by the crushingly mundane, the monstrous yearned for acceptance as just another set of middle Americans. Some indeed managed to pass: some married and even came to lose their magical heritage as they were assimilated. In other cases, assimilation was pretty much physically impossible…

There are such spells as The Someone Else’s Problem Spell, which leads local authority figures to either ignore or easily forget strange reports of sewer monsters or eight-foot men with bolts in their neck walking the streets. (The Universal Horror Films were some of the best disinformation campaigns ever financed by the Family – after all, who believes in Frankenstein’s monster). But they have their limits. When an elderly man attempting to shill his “miracle” tonic on a live TV talk show turns into a bat to avoid FDA agents in the audience, it’s bad enough. But when the same old man met with his son-in-law’s “father” (well, his brain, carried around in its protective case by the sixth generation of hunchbacked assistants), and a night of heavy drinking/assimilation of alcohol in the life-fluid and boasting about magical and scientific achievements past…and far too many reporters, photographers, etc. saw the fourteen-foot-tall monster made out of old rubbish and household supplies rampaging about the city/clumsily stumbling into windows and power lines, and then get chased home by an eight-foot (seven foot eight, he’d note: one shouldn’t exaggerate) humanoid with a flat skull and bolts in his neck, assisted by a twenty-five-foot long fire-breathing lizard-thing…the fat was definitely in the fire.

It didn’t help when a secret government organization (originally founded as a monster hunters brotherhood by one Cotton Mather) struggling to get a disbelieving president to fund their program of recruiting rogue Family members fell upon the footage with bulging squeals of glee. Neither did a Papal call for a crusade against such monsters. No good was the appearance on television of the tall gentleman’s unscrupulous twin brother (under false pretences, and for a load of money). Nor was the discovery that the Big Three automakers had been using black magic in their competition helpful in the least.

………………………………………………………………………………..


The world in 2013 is at peace, but it’s a bit of a nervous, watching sort of peace. People looking out their windows at the night darkness know that the dark may be watching back, and that odd looking fellow in the Laundromat at 2 am may be worse than eccentric, and more dangerous than any normal serial killer. Above all humanity’s labors and efforts and government scandals there is a shadowy presence, which looks and says we see all of this and are not impressed. The vanishing of the UN building, the placing of the Great Pyramid of Khufu in orbit…these are reminders that the Family, especially it’s odder branches, are a dragon it is not wise to bully. [1] The Great Panic of 1967 and the subsequent world-wide witch (and ghoul, and vampire, and werewolf…) hunt came to an abrupt end when a number of members of the Addamses and other Family members with weird magic/scientific powers stepped forward and threatened to destroy the world or at least tear it another sea bed or two if the daylight folk did not stop the hunt and release all Family members captured and imprisoned in airtight containers. The world governments scoffed at first, but one should never underestimate a family including 11 year olds capable of building their own disintegrator rays…the demonstrations that followed were impressive. Mao was rather more intransigent than the Soviet and American leaders, and the People’s Republic continued its hunt for Non-Human Feudalistic Parasitic Elements until after the night one of the larger structures in the Forbidden City underwent some rather sudden subsidence, drowning Mao, his guards, and reportedly several teenage girls in the Yellow Earth.

Co-existence is tricky, especially since many of the Family are not reassured by the treaties of peace between October country and the more normal brands of humanity, and remain largely in hiding, which increases paranoia. There are successful “mixed” neighborhoods – Family members are often bemused by the Emos, artists, gaming addicts and other types who enjoy the idea of living next to vampires, witches, or worse – and there are Family members, including many of the Addams branch, who have gained popularity in the everyday world – but there have also been the formation of ghettoes, normal people fleeing neighborhoods where Family have moved in or simply have been discovered to be there all along. There have been riots, and lynchings, and in response, violent and terrible retributions that have shaken the underpinnings of governments unable to respond to public wrath due to fear of bringing about the apocalypse. Some Family members have simply faded back into hiding, while others have organized themselves for defense, living together in large groups, making using of the talents of those effective under the sun, fortifying their mansions. Others have moved literally underground, much to the annoyance of those who attempt to enforce zoning laws. Pro- and anti-family protestors clash in the streets,

The Addamses, long accustomed to strew their houses with death traps that are amusing near deathtraps for themselves, had a bit of a head start in that, and attacking their houses is rarely a rewarding experience – the authorities, arriving (suspiciously) late after reports of a mob setting ablaze a house full of Adamses, found them squatting in the ruins, discussing the weather and plans for a new house, and baking organ meats of unknown provenance in the hot ashes. (Several locals, presumably arsonists, turned out to have skipped town without a trace, and hid themselves so successfully that the police have never been able to find them).

Money helps. Those who have put a little away for a long, long time, or those who have been pursuing the finance game for so long as to be better at it than any short-lived daylight folk, get along socially with the Wall Street types and the accompanying syncophant orders: after all, as cynics point out, why shouldn’t bloodsuckers get along just fine with members of the Family? And high-price hotels and condos are less penetrable by angry arsonists or bomb-throwers than ancient country mansions.

Governments are of course unhappy with the compromises they have had to make. For one thing, all governments are partly based on a monopoly or near monopoly on lethal force, and the Family – especially the mad inventor types, of which the Addamses had an outsized share – have far too much lethal force for anyone’s comfort. Government security agencies world-wide are attempting to identify all the more dangerous Family members, and preparing plans for a “first strike” if possible: a lack of international close cooperation rather complicates this, as does the fact that members of the Family have long since infiltrated or begun spying on the aforementioned agencies. Some Family members have openly taken jobs with governments, in an effort to make their kin too clearly valuable a resource for the human leadership to get rid of. Remote viewing, mind-reading, mental possession at a distance, shape-shifting, blessings and curses: the spy agencies, at least, are happy (although usually not so much when they stop to think that there’s nothing preventing other nations from hiring their own Family members).

Many corporations continue to employ witches and wizards, and claim they aren’t doing anything like putting curses on their competitors. Few believe them, but making a successful court case out of it is difficult to say the least. Other members of the Family work in entertainment, or even politics.

Citizenship is a problem. Although Family members may have lived in one country or another for centuries or even millennia, their true home has always been the October Country, and their fellow citizens the other members of the Family (and occasionally a normal human who was still kin in a spiritual sense). When the Treaty of Geneva was signed, it was not a treaty between nations, but a treaty between those human-run nations with significant Family populations and the Family itself (negotiations between branches of the Family were separate and unseen by the general daylight population). In the end, a form of dual citizenship was agreed upon, in which Family members could hold citizenship in both the non-territorial but world-spanning Family and in individual countries: some Family members dropped pre-existent citizenship in daylight countries after the end of the cover-up, but others kept it, and a surprising number who never had become official citizens were fond enough of the countries they lived in to seek it (in many cases finding, to their disappointment, that their countries didn’t want them.) The US government was forced by legal precedent to accept the citizenship rights of a number of Family members that had been living in the US since before the Revolution.

The exact nature of the legal rights and protections of those Family members foregoing national identities remains hotly debated and is not the same in all nations. Some nations, such as the Vatican State, North Korea and Saudi Arabia, refuse to extend any legal rights at all to them, but it’s not like these places have a population of the Family living openly. (There are actually quite a few Family members living in the endless tunnels dug beneath North Korea, doing quite well in a country where nobody raises a fuss about people mysteriously disappearing). There has been a great deal of debate in the US about the legal right to vote of people who aren’t alive by most technical definitions. And if one kills a wizard and they rise again as a lich, is it murder or simply assault causing permanent injury? What about talking animals?

Animals worry people more than they used to, for the Family’s beasts and birds have become know to the daylight folk as well. It’s not so much the more obviously oddities (the child-friendly dragon at the Bronx zoo is a popular attraction, although some parents worry about health effects from the asbestos clothing those who want to pet it must wear), but the ones that can pass for normal. Is that bright-eyed raven peering in your window later going to report in sneering tones on your internet porn tastes? Is that big, shaggy dog actually a dog? Is that cat, walking with the arrogant pride of a Pharaoh’s favorite, actually a former Pharaoh’s favorite, filled with dust and spices and resins rather than honest cat-guts? If you squash that oversize spider, will its angered owner slither in your window later that night? Bats are seriously unnerving, and nobody bothers to run scams with pictures of hideous Photoshop hybrids on the internet since, yes, people will assume it is real.

Although many of the Family don’t eat at all, others have peculiar appetites, and what with people becoming much more cautious in checking the credentials of coroners, mortuary workers, undertakers, and graveyard watchmen, food shortages became an issue, solved by the mass-production of homunculi, organs, blood, and limbs produced in mass quantity: much of the funding for this has come from daylight folk with an interest in organ transplants (so far, it has only proven successful with internal organs: limbs grown by Family alchemists have an unfortunate tendency to develop independent behavior when grafted to daylight folk. Some of the more conservative members of the family, especially those who remain in concealment, scorn homunculi-meals, and continue in pursuit of “the real stuff” through means fair and foul, tricky and straightforward (plenty of people are willing to donate blood, no questions asked, if enough cash is to be had in exchange). There are some Family members who feed off spirit or life itself, for which a synthetic substitute has yet to be found: fortunately, life-eaters can usually stomach a diet of non-sapient animal lives.

Politics has undergone various mutations. The Cold War slowly ground to a halt as the Russians and Americans realized they had a common enemy, one which was indeed far more capable of surviving the fallout, famine, and nuclear winter of a nuclear aftermath than normal humanity. (Arab-Jewish mutual hatreds, alas, did not seem to abate one whit). The fall of South Vietnam in ’70 was hardly noticed, and the sharp reduction in arms spending by the mid-decade helped the Soviet Union extend its life: although eventually economic crisis led Moscow to pull out of Eastern Europe, it still lurches on as a Red-Brown Slavic-nationalist state, continued harsh security measures excused as needed for dealing with internal enemies both human and not.

A looser European economic space extending from Portugal to the Urals has spread a somewhat seedy prosperity across much of Eastern Europe, although there are problem cases. Romania has suffered a serious loss in terms of tourism: after all, when one has actual vampires running the butcher shop down the street, who needs to go look at ruins in Transylvania? They’re tried to attract back some of their émigrés, but there has been little enthusiasm abroad.

Mao’s early death brought political chaos to Chinas as certain groups in the government sought to bring his Cultural Revolution to an end and others tried to ride its continuing momentum to power. With Mao dead, the moderates won in the end, but not until after a lengthy and bitter political struggle which left deep splits in the Party and which slowed the pace of economic reforms: while the USSR is rather richer than our Russia, having avoided the 90s collapse of OTL, China is poorer, if growing fast.

India, with its notions of reincarnation and Gods of destruction as well as creation, has been more accepting of the Family than most nations, something helped by the relatively small numbers of corporeal Family members living there. Hot, sunny, crowded countries are generally not the Family’s favorite haunts: the Deccan or the Indus Valley are considered rather less favorable environments than the Himalayas (there are large, hairy members of the Family living there: they are very skilled at the art of How Not to be Seen).

The Middle East remains the Middle East, although the War on Terror and the Afghan mess have been butterflied away. Egypt is a Sharia state, while Iran remains relatively secular, if Shah-free. Suicide bombers are a bit harder to recruit, a certain corrosive doubt about the nature of the afterlife having set in, although of course the True Believers have doubled down in the face of lies about the Family circulated by the great secular-Jewish-American union of Satans. Witch-hunts are up in Africa, and almost invariably end up killing normal people rather than Family members. Elsewhere south of the Sahara, several national parks have hired Family members as guards against poachers, being rather harder to kill than regular guards and rather scarier to the poachers.

Magic is now a major field of daylight scientific study, somewhat hampered by the fact that few daylight people have any real talent for it: still, between the occasional human with wild talents and some of the more cooperative inhabitants of the October Country, Science Marches on. So far researchers have several hundred pages worth of rules of magic, usually contradicting each other and with no logical common thread, and an impressive abundance of headaches and nervous breakdowns.

The more hopeful imaginings about the Return of Magic have been squashed: most Family magic tends to be of the destructive sort, and while witches and hags can charm off warts and so on, they cannot cure heart disease or cancer: Family-type vampirism is not transmissible, and neither is the werewolf curse, no matter what Hollywood says. The future is a fuzzy, nebulous cloud, and long-range forecasts tend to be as unreliable as weather reports, save for the occasional prophecy, confusing and ultimately, through some black bit of irony, unavoidable. Love philters do exist, and are banned in almost every country and sought desperately in every country, and provide a great deal of extra employment for divorce lawyers. Due to the possible effects on public opinion, the Family polices itself when it comes to selling the nastier curses to the daylight folks, although stuff like inflicting a day of uncontrollable flatulence on an enemy is usually available.

“Mad science” inventions are similarly frustrating. Due to a strong desire to keep as many advantages over the daylight folk as possible, few Family members of that bent are willing to work with national governments: only a handful of renegades looking for big government funding have signed up, and they are often difficult to work with (their total disinterest in paperwork and insistence on having huge, dimly lit labs with stone walls and hunchbacked assistants is only part of it). Furthermore, their inventions are usually at least in part magical, and can’t be duplicated without the aid of another Family member, who will usually in the process convert it into something else, also un-duplicatable. Even when something seems to be operating well, problems will pop up: the Japanese space probe Tokugawa should pass close to Barnard’s Star in only a couple centuries. A pity it (and its crew) was only supposed to go to Mars, but it was found out a bit late that the space drive, although it turned on easily enough, required a Family member to shut off.

Still, some successful technological progress has been made. Aside from the uses of homunculi, clockwork golems do an increasing share of the world’s grunt work, a variety of new medical products derived from weird and esoteric plants and mushrooms are on the market (some with only mildly odd side effects), and anti-mind-control helmets are doing a brisk trade. Beamed power makes the sky fluoresce in strange colors over Moscow at night (many people are still unconvinced it’s not dangerous). After rejecting over thirty death rays, disintegrator rays, compactor, etc. rays that were impossible to duplicate, the US army _finally_ has a zap gun which can be manufactured by a major US corporation. And Great-Aunt Twice Removed Melancholia’s Best Mouse Trap has successfully been adapted by the Israeli anti-terrorism forces.

The Family is still holding onto that formula for turning water into motor fuel, though, in case they ever need a really big carrot – or a really big stick, for certain middle eastern nations.

Customs have taken a turn towards the medieval as old superstitions have returned to hectic life. People cut their own hair and nails or use only the most extensively vetted and background-checked of barbers, and then careful burn what is produced: others keep all their clothes securely locked up when not worn lest something be taken to make a curse, or something planted in them. Magical protective amulets of all sorts (most completely useless) do a brisk sale. Armed guards take watches at the foot of the rich man’s bed, lest something come through the wall or through the screens of a ventilator in the midst of the night: some members of the Family needs to be invited to enter someone else’s home, but others don’t. (Of course, some of the less paranoid take the direct route and hire a member of the Family as a bodyguard [2]). Cremations are up, burials down. People stay in more at night, and few people leave their windows open to let in the lovely night air.

Popular culture is awash in magic and mysticism and horror, “hard’ SF is down, and the latest version of My Little Pony is rather darker than OTL. Some classic fantasy that failed to do so OTL got some good movies, but “Star Wars” never happened.

While a fair percentage of the Family die and stay dead after a (long) while, many aren’t slowed down that much by the old shuffle off the mortal coil. Religion has been shaken by the fact that so many of the Family have crawled or oozed or vaporously boiled forth from tombs after a little while in the ground: many Family members not particularly strange in life have quickened to a wilder existence after the end of the normal span. On the other hand, many of the ghostly and misty folk either do not recall their origin or have no memory of being Family members in life. They are accepted as Family, but does this shadowy afterlife exist for daylight folks as well, people with not a drop of Family blood in their veins? Is there a heaven or hell for the daylight folk, or is the only afterlife the shadowy one of the Family? Several churches preach that the roaming spirits are, as all members of the “unclean” family, rejected from Heaven: meanwhile, human researchers, for the first time in centuries, try strange experiments in an effort to measure the human soul.

Religious turmoil is high in general, with new splits forming in previously existing religious organizations, and new cults and faiths sprouting up here and there. The Catholic church’s stiffly anti-Family stance (dating back to the early middle ages) has brought it into conflict with a number of secular governments, and attracted many new worshippers among those who want the Family gone. Members of other faiths note that although Family members last a long time, they generally do not appear to be truly eternal: Thousand Times Great-Grandmere at four thousand and something seems to be the limit, ghosts tend to fade after some centuries and none seem to retain much of a real individual consciousness over a millennium, and even Vampires tend to get increasingly odd and flaky as the centuries go by: and if they can end, what happens after? The Mormon church is working hard to convert any Family members they can find, and are investigating reports of staked vampires and silver bullet-shot werewolves, so they can baptize the dead instead. Noting that some of the Family through close association with normal humans and human lifestyles can lose many of their weirder attributes, some American evangelical groups have concluded that being a member of the Family, like being gay, is a bad habit one can get over, and have started outreach programs to get Family members to “return to God and the human race [3].” Then there’s the case of the one Family member who “in confidence” told someone the “Family secret” that Jesus was actually a member: nobody knows to this day whether he was trolling or not – the Family indignantly denies his claims (“but they would, wouldn’t they?”), and none of the major denominations takes it at all seriously – but the Church of Zombie Jesus is a thing.

(The Family has a general policy of claiming to never have met major religious figures and/or deities, although of course they can’t help it when an individual member decides to prank the humans. One particularly glib and imaginative member caused something of a panic in Providence when she convinced a number of people that yes, HP Lovecraft knew exactly what he was talking about).

To the Family, the normal state of daylight people after death is dead beyond any returning and the bodies they leave behind mere sources of food or playthings – flutes made from femurs, drums made of human skin, a useful hand-of-glory or a merely decorative chalice made from a skull. If they ever rise, it is due to the monstrous meddling of those Family members who play with life and death. They are less comfortable with the dusty remnants of those of their own who have died permanently and before their time, but the Addamses, the ones who dance with death as with a lover, and tend to come to bad ends more often than other branches of the family, are affectionate with their dead: they often dig up their bones and invite them into the house to visit their grandchildren and great-grandchildren and great-great-great-great grandchildren.

There are many in the Family who predict gloom and doom and the end of their kind: those capable of assimilating will do so, eventually losing their unnatural abilities and becoming slightly quirky daylight folk, while those who cannot – the monsters, the ones with too many or too few body parts, the dead and the walking putrefaction and the ones with wings – will be exterminated or driven to the deepest holes and underground passages of the earth. But among the thinkers and philosophers of the family, the more esoteric mages and the weirdest of weird scientists, a different opinion holds. Belief, after all, is the basis of much magic: and disbelief has its own power. Ghosts tend to fade with time, and having their gloomy mansion turned into an expensive B&B for well-to-do Eurotrash tends to have deleterious effects on their continued existence. If more and more of the daylight folk had come to believe that there were no things that went bump in the dark, that there were no ghosts or ghouls or witches – if they had stopped telling stories about vampires and werewolves, if they had put these aside as childish things – if they had forgotten the stories and recycled the old books into magazines on improving your sex life and the future robot cities on the moon – what would have happened to the Family? Would they have continued as they had ever been – or, instead, with no roots in the daylight city of tomorrow, would they have simply – faded away?

[1] tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.ph.…
[2] Usually not an Addams. You never know what an Addams is going to do.
[3] The Addamses, meanwhile, are alarmingly persistent in their abnormality

WHERE ARE THEY NOW?

GOMEZ ADDAMS has moved to New York, where he and his lovely wife Morticia, along with their “man” servant, Morticia’s 200-years old crone of a mother, and a pan-dimensional hand inhabit a properly ruinous mansion, albeit one built atop a 70-story building. Their parties are a “must” for the local Family community and daylight human New Yorkers who like to live dangerously.

FESTER ADDAMS, his brother, has found a job working for a MythBusters type show, where he gets to blow stuff up. His disregard for normal safety precautions and ability to survive the consequences are one of the show’s main draws.

PUGSLEY ADDAMS, now in his 50s, works in an undisclosed location in Canada, trying to find a way to destroy the entire Earth. Just for the challenge, mostly.

WEDNESDAY ADDAMS is a successful author, her books being considered witty comedy by Family members and nightmare-inducing horror to daylight folks, and an advocate for Family Rights known for making several Congressmen wet themselves while testifying. She is married to a Family member who appears to be mostly bones: nobody really wants to think about the mechanics of how they produced their first child.

COUSIN ITT remains a bachelor and inveterate playboy.

HERMAN MUNSTER lost his job at the funeral home when people began wondering (entirely without justification) what a Family member (by adoption, really) was doing with the bodies. Still, he has always landed on his big, flat feet, and is currently working at a Family-themed club as bartender, sympathetic ear, draw, and occasionally very gentle bouncer (he usually holds the rowdies at arm’s length until they tire themselves out).

LILY MUNSTER has become less of a housewife in this modern era, and is currently working at a local fashion magazine and is active in the local Family community.

MARILYN DRACULA, the “plain one”, married a rather nice human college professor who found her relatives more interesting than frightening. At 81, she still doesn’t look much older than 50, but otherwise she is quite normal: her children aren’t, though.

SUSAN, the Munster’s new child, conceived after Eddie left home, is finding college life rather stressful: the fact that she takes after her father rather than her mother – she is a hair under seven feet tall, improbably strong, slightly green in complexion and rather clumsy – doesn’t help at all.
SPOT is now over 35 feet long, and has started to become obsessed with collecting shiny things.

GRANDPA DRACULA, who usually gets rather annoyed when people identify him with Vlad the Impaler, is currently the weirdest member of the California legislature, which is saying something. Decades of normalcy and a diet of artificial blood have taken their toll: his magic isn’t what it used to be, and he has found himself leaving little piles of dust behind after sitting in one place too long, Perhaps it’s time for a change?

EDDIE MUNSTER has similar thoughts. Although his rock band is still performing at well-paying gigs after more than three decades, it’s not what it used to be, and the life has been wearing down his monsterism: his fangs are chipped, he’s found grey in his hair, and it’s been years since he’s been more than fuzzy under the full Moon. Perhaps he needs to reconnect to his roots?

The Eddie-Grandpa road trip will be epic.

UNCLE EINAR and his now elderly wife have a large family, some human-normal, others not. The local community has largely come to accept him, especially since he saved those people during the flood of ’82. Now that he no longer needs to pretend to be a kite in the daylight, he often performs during country fairs.

MOTHER and FATHER and the HOUSE all vanished in a fog one night. They are currently in a location far harder to find than central Illinois, but they still always have a bed, a closet, a basket, or a coffin available for any Family members that come visiting.

CECY is pretty much the same as ever, and spends even less time awake. She travels farther than ever, to the ends of the earth, and looks after Family interests from Alberta to Zimbabwe by way of Bangkok. She pursued a curious long-distance romance with a man called Tom for many years, and when he died of heart disease in the late 90s, she mourned him in her own way.

THOUSAND TIMES GREAT GRANDMERE , dangerously flammable and slow to move, lives discreetly at a museum, where she receives the finest of care, and passes on to a few privileged scholars the wisdom of the myriad dead, accumulated over thousands of years. Occasionally the slightly younger Thousand Times Great Grandpere comes for a visit, the oldest, driest, boniest, dustiest dirty old man, drops by for a visit. He has offered to move in with her, but she still hasn't forgiven him for the 16th century.

TIMOTHY, the mortal boy, left the Family and lived for many years as a normal human, writing strange and wonderful tales that won him much praise if not much money, married, had children, separated, grew old, and when the dark bloom of cancer sprouted in his brain, went back to his original Family to die. Cecy, stretching her skills to the limit, caught his soul, and placed it in a strange new frame constructed by distant aunts and uncles with a fondness for lab coats and Tesla coils. Now he writes strange tales of the daylight world for the amusement and puzzlement of Family members who cannot tolerate the sun, and writes the Family chronicles.

He no longer fears the dark.

59. The World of the Texas-Israeli War

Based on Howard Waldrop and Jake Saunder's "The Texas-Israeli War: 1999"

In 2013, world population, after bottoming out at under four hundred million, is once again on the grow. A number of the nastier plagues have burned themselves out, although the endemic diseases remain a serious drag on population growth, and many of the genetically engineered bacteria, fungi, and viruses, effective as they may have been as crop destroyers, lacked the millions of years of experience an evolved species has, and have been handily dispatched by competition from wild varieties. Seed banks are proving useful as varieties of grain too uncommon or exotic to have been targeted by bioweapons are grown in place of now endangered pre-war breeds.

For most of the human race, however, life remains hard, to say the least, the collapse in global trade (only very slowly picking up now) and the breakdown in global communications having precipitated many people into an essentially pre-industrial lifestyle, shortage of farming machinery and oil making back-breaking farming work the norm for millions of former white-collar workers and urbanites. Most governments are dictatorships or “governments of emergency” with no clear definition of when the emergency will end, and you can scarcely beat off the religious apocalyptics with a stick. Much of the globe, particularly in Africa, has no real government beyond the purely local level. Huge regions have largely returned to wilderness, and innumerable abandoned ghost towns litter the landscape.

Global society, whatever “social fabric” existed, has been badly frayed. After a die-off comparable to plague-afflicted native American societies, so many families have been almost wiped out that people have banded together with other survivors to make shaky, makeshift new clans to take the place of support structures no longer existing. All sorts of odd cults and societies and associations and gangs have sprung up like mushrooms after the rain, as people have sought something to take the place of loneliness and isolation. Even in the US, much of the country is run by various makeshift local associations, thanks to the lack of anything resembling functional local government surviving from the pre-war era. Some are good people: some are quite politically sophisticated: others are barely a step up from street gangs. (The Federal government, with far too much on its plate, usually looks the other way as long as basic order is maintained and mass starvation isn’t taking place). Warlord states are common, although one man’s warlord may be another’s tough, no-nonsense leader.

Massive population losses have badly impacted industry, due to the deaths of required skilled personnel, labor shortages, and decay of infrastructure and unused factory stock when there were no longer enough people to keep it maintained. Having a high-tech product dependent on a hundred different suppliers each producing vital parts has become rather impractical, and a great deal of simplification and combination have taken place. Industrial production has shrunk even faster than populations, and countries such as the US and Soviet Union are struggling to keep themselves from slipping technologically back out of the 20th century altogether. (They certainly haven’t made it to the 21st). The US aircraft industry, for instance, today is a delicate and fragile bud, a painfully limited net of centers of production building relatively tiny numbers of military and civilian planes simply to keep the equipment operational and maintain skills and employment. Air travel has been largely replaced by trains where tracks still exist: keeping 20 year old planes flying with the limited talent pool still available is risky, and the small current passenger air fleet tends to have third world-ish levels of fatal crashes. Of course, things are generally worse in what used to be the actual Third World, where people are often lucky if they can manage to maintain steam-age technology.

Long-range trade is slowly picking up, as people reinvent the coal-powered steamship-with-sails-on, but things are complicated by an abundance of pirates and a lack of standard exchange rates, along with the abundance of governments who will just vanish you and your boat.

WWIII officially lasted from 1992 to 2002, when General Shen crushed the last of the Chinese “independents” still fighting the US and the Treaty of San Francisco was signed, but after about ’95 it was mostly a matter of crippled men hitting each other with bladders, both sides too badly damaged to finish the other off, but unwilling to admit their incapacity. (And some small groups continued to fight the war with terrorist actions for years after, while some of the local conflicts touched off by the war are still grinding on).

This world had seen massive cutbacks in atomic arsenals (the world’s nations had gotten serious about nuclear disarmament after the US-Soviet Near Miss of ’81) , but also a violent “second wave” of red radical revolution in the 70s and 80s, with Mao’s successors in China (after his unfortunate “accident” of ’74) following a more technocratic but hardly less militant line: by the late 80s US-Soviet Détente had begun to move towards US-Soviet entente as the new Chinese regime modernized its military, far more successfully than under Mao, and came to largely take over leadership of the militant left worldwide.

Still, it was generally assumed that sanity would win out and the world would safely make it through the 90s, so people were rather flummoxed at the outbreak of war between the Chinese-Indian-Andean-Arab-South African-bits of Africa block (the Afrikaners allying themselves with China caught everyone by surprise, but in retrospect it made a certain insane sense the enemy-of-my enemy sense, and Mao’s second successor certainly was a few cards short of a full deck) and the US-Commonwealth-bits of Europe-bits of Africa-rest of South America/USSR-Warsaw Pact-bits of Africa-Cuba blocks.

If the whole thing seemed insane, it must be understood that the major figures in kicking off the apocalypse actually were insane, if only for a while in most cases. It was touched off by the Irish [1] (China’s newest allies) “liberation” of British Northern Ireland, the consequent intervention by the British army, and Ireland’s (in retrospect) strategically poor choice of releasing psychoactive war drugs in major British cities, leading to a drug-addled British overreaction in the form of its small nuclear ICBM force being discharged against Ireland, South Africa, and China.

(It wasn’t until later that it came out that the Irish leader had been convinced he was the reincarnation of Brian Boru).

Things got bit confused for a while. The Soviet briefly switched sides, before the counter-coup took place. Iran tried to conquer Iraq, apparently just because. Pakistan, sick and tired of having to play nice to India, switched over to the US side. The Chinese at one point decided the Indians were planning to betray them, and launched a deniable decapitation strike. Yugoslavia launched bioweapons at Turkey, apparently in revenge for the Field of Blackbirds. Albania invaded all its neighbors. The long predicted Second Mexican revolution broke out.

Fortunately (or not), the Oslo Disarmament Accords of ’83 had set up a schedule for massive nuclear cutbacks and the destruction of all bomb factories, and by ’92 the total number of missiles was small enough that they were not a civilization-ender in themselves: and after the rather genocidal British attack on Ireland, nukes were usually used carefully, targeting military installations, power plants, industrial centers, etc., rather than just trying to kill as many people as possible. Still, tens of millions died, and tens of millions more would die later from fallout from the bombs and destroyed nuclear power plants. (The denial-of-resources attack on the Persian Gulf used a mixed approach due to the size of the area, now spotted with regions of radioactivity and covered with lethal bacterial spores that will remain viable for a couple centuries to come).

The real killers were the many and varied diseases, the most effective being the anti-food crop bioweapons: famine in the end killed more people than the many lovely varieties of flu, anthrax, tularemia, etc. The major powers, deprived of atomic weapons, had simply put some of the billions freed up by the end of large-scale bomb building to perfect bio and chemo warfare, in some cases (seeing the writing on the wall) beginning even before the Oslo Accords. The investors, it is generally agreed, got their money’s worth.

Chemical weapons were used on a large scale as well, but usually only to a limited extent on civilian populations, unless they were caught in the crossfire when a city was being stubborn about being invaded. It was soldiers that got the joy of an amazing variety of chemical attacks, toxic or psychoactive, and had the experience of waiting to find out whether the new corrosive gas the enemy was using would be able to eat through the seals on their biowarfare suits.

Israel, one of a few nations that avoided being attacked by the major combatants in WWIII (the Soviet-Arab alliance having previously gone south, they were off the Soviet target list), was only lightly hit, with no more than 5% of its population dying from diseases making their way through its carefully sealed borders or random bio and chemo attacks from Arab states in their death throes and doing a bit of from-Hell’s-Heart-striking. The agricultural crisis and the collapse of trade crisis and the train of further crises following in their wake were not pleasant: the food crisis had the Israeli population for a while living on dribbles of real food supplemented with vat yeast cultivation and the nutrients derived from the chemical breakdown of trees and shrubs. Even under these circumstances, the Israelis welcomed and tried to rescue as many foreign Jews as they could: in the end only about 2 million made it to the Promised Land, death rates among Jews in Europe and the Americas being comparable to that of the general population. (A fair number of gentiles were also allowed in from their ruined lands, as long as they had skills the Israelis seriously needed: agricultural experts, biowarfare remediation experts, chemical synthesis…)

With things being the way they were, hardly anyone raised an eyebrow when they took part in some large-scale ethnic cleansing to provide room for the incomers (it’s not like most of the people they forced out died in the process, after all: they starved later and elsewhere). Israel currently includes a (mostly Muslim-free) Sinai, West Bank, and Gaza strip, along with a good chunk of Syria and some Lebanese lands, including some nice beach-front property.

With food to import being scarce and expensive, and the occasional bioweapon still floating around and striking Israeli crops at inopportune moments, (although an effort at diversification has helped) it remained hard to reliably feed everyone, however. More land was needed, and with their neighbors one great howl of misery interspersed with calls to Allah, it might be a good idea to locate that land somewhere more stable: eggs, baskets.
Israel has therefore purchased large amounts of land for agricultural settlements in various nations they feel they can more or less trust not to go whacko anytime soon: in most cases, what with the massive dieoff, there’s plenty of empty land to go around. The main form of payment has been mercenary work, the Israeli army being perhaps the only first-class military in the world still in good order when WWIII ground to a near-halt in the mid-90s. Of late technological assistance and training has been slowly displacing military wetwork, as other nations have recovered to the point where they can start to rebuild their shattered armies.

The Israelis have also occupied a number of little islands that had crashed back pretty much to the stone age without any trade or contact with the larger world, with local reactions varying from gratitude to bitter hate.

Perhaps due to an influx of American Jews after the US collapse, Yiddish has seen a revival in Israel, and indeed has become a sort of language of protest among the young, a sly mocking of the blood and soil pretentions of the older generation. Jews and Arabs and gentiles, there are now some 12.5 million Israelis, of which some 3 million occupy some 80,000 square miles of territory abroad. Predictably, even in the US, tensions exist: supposedly it’s just a 100 year lease a la Hong Kong, and will revert to the US at the end of the period, who knows what will happen between now and 2100? The government struggles to deal with angry Americans pissed off at Israeli “colonizers” – although there is a lot more square acreage per American than before the war, due to far fewer Americans, low productivity and the long-term contamination of land with fun stuff like Anthrax spores means that fertile and not too badly contaminated land such as that the Israelis received is at a premium.

A few neutral nations here and there survived attack, but none succeeded in maintaining quarantine and battling plague outbreaks (spore-carrying winds and insect vectors care not about official borders) with Israel’s military discipline, so death tolls were invariably high, with the Swedes second best with only a 20% die-off and the Sudanese winning the award for “most disorganized response”, if such a thing were to exist. A few minor Pacific island nations did OK due to isolation and the lack of Poi-targeting diseases, although their economies promptly collapsed with the end of communications with the outside world (some of them later suffered from invasions of often heavily armed first-worlders looking for a place of refuge).

China is a dreadful mess, the official government having essentially imploded by ’97 but various factions continuing the war against the US and USSR semi-independently. General Shen, leader of the most powerful faction, put an end to that by 2002, but several large chunks of the country remained under the control of local commanders which acknowledged his leadership but continued to run their local fiefs almost as independent countries (the major state function being the extortion of food from starving peasants). As of 2013, the central government still only nominally rules over a few large areas where the local Big Men are sitting atop sizeable arsenals of unused bioweapons and therefore must be treated carefully.

There are currently only about 64 million Chinese, and unlike OTL, a majority live in the north: the US-developed anti-rice bioagent exceeded all expectations in its success in destroying the staple of southern China.

Russia is Russia, having gone back to blood-and-soil nationalism as a unifying agent rather than a faded Socialism. They currently have a border with the Chinese a little west of Lake Baikal, not having the energy to reclaim the rest of Siberia: they have also largely abandoned the chaotic mess of Central Asia. Large parts of Romania, Hungary, and Poland, on the other hand, have been annexed for their resources and less damaged areas of agricultural land. (Not entirely annexed, since the rump nations provide a useful location to shove troublesome locals over the border. It’s pricey to ship them all the way to Siberia). Rump Poland is having another famine this year: western Europeans aren’t happy about accepting hungry refugees from the east. US Poles and Hungarians and such might have protested under other circumstances, but currently have too much to worry about themselves.

Britain, having started the war while stoned out of its gourd, is internationally isolated and struggling to keep its much reduced population housed and fed. Ireland is a charnel house, and Scotland is getting antsy about the ever-receding end of the State of Emergency.

Europe was hammered, but with few nuclear weapons and the main battlefields rather far off (the Arab League’s invasion of Malta nowithstanding) they didn’t suffer any worse than the US or USSR. Unfortunately, the “feed our own first” attitudes of government rather badly damaged the solidarity of the EC nations, political authority has splintered badly. The flow of refugees from deeply messed up North Africa has been tempered by the end of regular boat and plane travel across the Med, but enough make it across in makeshift rafts and boats to be energetically oppressed on arrival.

There has been something of a religious revival, both conventional and weird: the Germans had to call on Israeli mercenaries to crush the Death-Cult, while a charismatic new Pope has created a New Holy League of ultra-Catholic nations to “restore Christian civilization.” (He’s the fifth since the war started: they kept dying for a while there, and keeping the House of Cardinals stocked led to some unorthodox selection choices: one of them is only seventeen).

Currently what was the EC is divided into the Batty Catholics, the Batty Leftists (the French Neo-Marxists mix Marxist ideas with some ideas drawn from Sarte, Mao, and according to some baffled observers, possibly the Dada movement: the Greeks have Creepy Nationalist Collectivism down to a T, and the People’s Republic of Padania seems to have an identity based less on Marx than on loathing for the old Italian Republic and particularly the South), the Central European Block (mostly-reunified if depopulated Germany and its Little Buddies), and the Nordic Block. The UK, like the cheese, stands alone. There remains (some) free trade and some mutual cooperation, but for now the EU ideal is dead as the Dodo.

The ingenious Germans found a way to make food out of coal. It still tastes awful. They are currently considering an Anschluss with Catholic-radical ruled S. Austria, but 1. That would bring them in conflict with the Papacy and the Holy League nations 2. Rile up their own Catholics and 3. That sort of thing always leads to trouble down the road.

Although the situation isn’t as bad as in Africa, there has been considerable political fragmentation in Latin America: Mexico, after a period of extreme fragmentation, is now down to three governments, although El Norte is still hotly disputed - the US government has sent (inadequate) forces to occupy and patrol the border area until things settle down. Central America is fairly warlord-ish, and although Brazil is theoretically still one country, the capital effectively controls only about a third of the nation’s area. Argentina is a dictatorship of Orwellian thoroughness, which got through the bad years through some very extreme methods (due to an unfortunate clerical error, several thousand white South African refugees arriving in Argentina got put on the wrong train and were made into sausage.)

The Arab League was ground to powder and has collapsed into pieces. Attacking Europe when your’ nearest major ally is some thousand-plus miles off probably is not a good idea. Leftist secularism has generally been replaced by Islam, as people take comfort in simple, pre-industrial answers in a collapsed world. There are exceptions, of course: the Ba’athist Lower Egyptian regime is trying to create a new totalitarian society from scratch, and all those orphans and people who have lost all that was meaningful in their lives are anything but a hindrance. The expelled Palestinians have carved out a state of their own in what was Jordan and NW Arabia, but it hasn't made them happy.

As mentioned, sub-Saharan Africa is a mess, although a functional Marxist government rules most of South Africa, after a six year struggle which ended with the last of the white population pushed into the sea and the black adult male population cut by another 60% after famine and plague. There is no oil to be had outside Nigeria (refineries are technologically tricky), although various ingenious efforts have been made to derive substitutes from vegetable products (most of which kill car engines quite fast). A civil war is ongoing in what was Ethiopia over the ownership of the Ark of the Covenant, between the top warlord and another one who claims to be the reincarnation of Menelek II. The population drop, between high birth rate, local resistance to disease, and out-competition of lab-bred nasties by natural equivalents, has not only bottomed out as elsewhere but begun to grow a bit faster than planetary average: although most modern facilities have collapsed, the population at least is still aware of basic sanitation and precautions re disease, and warlords generally make short work of anyone suspected of being a plague carrier.

(The general collapse of travel in tse-tse fly areas aside from foot, bicycle, lovingly tended wood-burning locomotive, and the occasional lunatic in a hot air balloon has at least greatly slowed the spread of AIDS compared to OTL).

Conflict still wracks the Indian sub-continent, although most of the equipment used by this point resembles stuff that would be familiar to veterans of the 1857 revolt (plus Molotov cocktails). The neutral south is fairly quiet, the locals being more concerned with where their next meal is coming from than Maoism or religious fundamentalism of either the Hindu or Muslim variety, and hope the north will exhaust itself before paying close attention to them.
Afghanistan, never invaded by the USSR in this world, after a massive population drop is not doing too badly in the 18th century.

The crazed, black slime-oozing cannibals roaming SE Asia aren’t actually zombies: they’re much more contagious, for one thing.

Australians are still finding dried-out Indonesian corpses in the northern deserts: with the collapse of centralized government back home and the corresponding disruption of supplies, the Indonesian “occupation forces” slowly died on the vine, although a few regional Indonesian regimes supply enough of a trickle for a few half-starved pockets to hang on: the Aussies plan to finish them if Indonesia ever looks like it’s going to get its act together. New Zealand came through the famines better than other places, although by now the locals are sick of mutton. (And they still don’t know why anyone would waste one of their limited stock of atom bombs on Christchurch.)

Japan, somewhat to their surprise, managed to beat off two Chinese invasion attempts, although they lost Hokkaido. The destruction of their food supply was more of a problem, given that there was nowhere to flee where things were not as bad or worse, but the Japanese submitted to the government triage program with typical acceptance of the inevitable and a well-internalized commitment to not make waves. All in all, the inevitable reduction of population was carried out with much greater efficiency and far less violence than the Argentine program, and the recycling program yielded a far more refined product.

Soylent Green is Japanese.

The US, population 28 million (not actually too bad by world death-toll standards), is slowly recovering. The last stubborn Chinese holdouts were supposedly rooted out of the Alaskan wilderness by 2005. In theory the whole country is once again united, although re-conquered Texas is still restless, and admittedly the West Coast is currently almost as self-governing as the Chinese warlords, although they have been polite enough to not actually declare independence and just ignore federal officials rather than imprison them. Large areas where low density populations had previously kept afloat mostly thanks to an advanced infrastructure, good internal communications, a steady flow of all sorts of goods and services, etc., have become depopulated: starving plains farmers unable to get much in the way of support with everyone else in the same mess have migrated (when oil shortages allowed them to) to areas where more dense populations and urban industrial areas have helped keep a tenuous modernity alive. Large chunks of the Rocky Mountain west have become essentially no-man’s land. A couple Indian nations have declared their independence, or at least autonomy. And then there’s Utah…

Communications are bad: very limited oil supplies mean that transportation of goods by truck isn’t economically possible, and the trains – retrofitted to run again on coal and wood – cannot reach many areas due to the condition of the railways, which are only slowly being extended and repaired. Even where they haven’t been abandoned outright, large pockets of the country are almost out of communication with the rest of the nation save for a few still functional modern radios, river rafts, and foot runners. (Horses were mostly hit by the plagues or eaten during the worst years: the few that remain are too valuable for farm work to risk on the dangerous roads). The government tries to distribute components for simple crystal whisker radios to improve communications, but it is hard to get them where they are needed, even in the better off parts of the country.

On the positive side, production is up both in artificial fertilizers and pesticides (highly toxic, yes, but nobody gives a shit about baby birds under present circumstances), although, again, distribution to about 50% of the country remains problematic. The construction of hermetically sealed greenhouses has also helped, and productivity is also up simply because people have abandoned those lands too badly contaminated with long-lasting lethal spores, bacterial and otherwise. Although most of the population survives through back-breaking labor in conditions little advanced on a mid-19th century level of existence, there are still national elections of a relatively democratic sort, although voting is spread over a rather longer period due to the amount of time it takes to get election news out to the boonies, and voting results back.

Technology is – or rather was - more advanced in this world, having taken huge strides forward in several fields between 1973 and the war that it did not in our world. Laser tech is far ahead: the most advanced tanks are equipped with laser cannon that can cut a regular tank open like a tin can (said high-tech tanks use a mix of smoke and variably reflective hull plating to minimize the effect of laser fire from enemies). Atomic power plant miniaturization is quite advanced, with nuclear airplanes able to circle the world multiple times without stopping and the larger tanks running on atomic piles (unfortunately, manufacturing capacity for such is currently waaay down). And of course, by 1992, biowarfare technology was far ahead of OTL, to this world’s misfortune. (Some promising avenues opened up in cancer research, alas, were lost due to the war).

Rocket technology was ahead before the war, ICBMs being both easier and cheaper to manufacture than OTL, with relatively poor countries such as India, South Africa or China able to send multiple warheads full of spores or viral fogs to any spot on Earth. In spite of this at the outbreak of WWIII, nobody had been to Mars yet (it’s a long way by rocket), and manned space travel is currently pretty much beyond anyone’s capacities now: the varying national space stations have been abandoned due to inability to resupply (the last US space personnel were taken down to Earth in a Soviet capsule, the US not having any functional rocket launch capacity left at the time).

[1] The IRA was no more successful in the north than OTL, but rather more so in the south, where with the aid of certain rabidly nationalist factions they successfully pulled off a coup and the establishment of a left-ultranationalist regime in the early 80s.
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60. My own ASB World

My own ASB-mashup world, based on QuantumBranching's, but instead incorporating elements from Code Geass, Decades of Darkness, Thursday Next, District 9, Imperial Japan wins, Byzantine Empire wins, Equestria, Johannes Cabal, atompunk and Valkyria Chronicles.

In the current year of 2011, the world is largely dominated by the 3 main powers; the xenophobic, militaristic, slaver-empire known as the *United States of America [1]; the Euro-Byzantine Axis, an alliance between the indomitable Byzantine Empire and the Europan Universe [2]; and the Japanese Federation which dominates East Asia and the Pacific.

The world is experiencing an Industrial Revolution from the discovery of Ragnite, a blue mineral with astounding properties. It can be used as a power source leaving fossil fuels in the dust, and it can be refined into metals of incredible hardness and resilience, as well as for explosive payloads. However, the current Cold War stems from the recent discovery of Ragnite fission, which can be used to create bombs capable of destroying an entire city. Each major power has since engaged in an arms race to see who will emerge as the top world power.

Fortunately, peace has been maintained thanks to the diligent efforts of the Pony diplomats; abhorrence of large-scale warfare being part of their nature, it was only natural of them to endeavour to prevent humans from destroying the planet. Unfortunately, the efforts of Princess Celestia to introduce world leaders to the Magic of Friendship™ have so far fallen on deaf ears, as the arms race appears to continue unabated, leaving a lot of puzzled ponies to wonder why humans are so intent on wiping each other out.

The *USA in this world is a former British satellite that rebelled, followed by a rebellion and secession by the Northern states over a trade dispute. The *USA gathered itself, dusted off, and then brutally and mercilessly invaded and enslaved almost the entirety of the Americas, a task recently finished off following the advent of their mecha, allowing them to topple Canada and the Brazilian Empire. Only the stubborn fortress-nation of New Angland remains independent and unconquered.

Today, even in the midst of an Industrial Revolution, the *USA remains a fiercely conservative empire, fueled by an ideology of *American supremacy so strong that it would make Fox News pundits of OTL look like liberals. Propaganda constantly pushes the population on to create “the World of Tomorrow”, whatever that may be. Given the *American obsession with their own history, as well as their fiercely conservative culture, the likely (if not inevitable) result is often portrayed as exactly like the present, with nuclear families, suburban living and room-sized computers, but with more robots, flying cars and fewer rebellious slaves.

Unfortunately, settlement and development of South America is currently being hampered by a persistent zombie infestation, which started when rainforest clearing uncovered a hitherto unknown tropical virus, contraction of which that results in necrosis, incredible durability and an insatiable desire for human flesh. One thing led to another, and before the *Americans knew it, they had a full-blown epidemic on their hands.

Today, the *Americans are cleaning up the mess, but it's slow going; mecha don't do well in the cluttered terrain of South America, and zombies aren't exactly the most glamourous game to hunt. A great deal of the interior of South America remains under military jurisdiction, and most rational people aren't keen on setting up shop near an area filled with undead cannibals. As a result, multiple warlord states have managed to survive, and South America in general remains largely primitive and backward.

New Angland, the thorn in the *USA's side, controls the New England states, Michigan, Wisconsin and a portion of Quebec that joined during the invasion of Canada. New Angland's entire schtick appears to be surviving against the *US, which has resulted in New Angland being the most paranoid state in the world, and the attitude of of survivalism has triggered research into some areas that are considered by society at large to be quite unsavoury. It is currently the only nation in the world to retain a government-run magic research program (although so far it has borne little fruit; what is has borne is better left unmentioned) and has shown great fortitude in adapting technology loaned to it from the other powers who have other bones to pick with the *US. The *US, however, insists that the New Anglanders have made a pact with Satan to stay afloat.

The Europan Universe was formed through the efforts of Napoleon's successors to establish a true United States of Europe, and constitutes a federation of Gallia, Iberia, North Italy, Northern Germany and the Nordic countries with the exception of Finland, as well as a large chunk of West Africa. Angland is currently being run as a satellite state; civil liberties are low, and police are not afraid to get creative with interrogations. It remains Catholic only nominally now; many small religions have recently popped up and the government in Paris is quite easygoing with regards to religious tolerance, as long as you keep it to yourself.

The EU has successfully fended off invasion by the *Americans by reverse-engineering Valkyrur technology, which looks primitive on the surface (lances and shields, anyone?) but, being the remnant technology of an ancient race, has allowed EU forces to decimate legions of *American mecha. No one is particularly sure where the Valkyrur came from or what happened to them, but, never ones to question good fortune, the government and the military have brushed off concerns about abusing the mysterious tech and insist that the Valkyrur died out due to inbreeding. The Yggdist religion, which worships the Valkyrur, disagrees.

The remainder of the British Isles form the United Kingdom of Ireland and Scotland, an ally of the *USA, as well as their foothold in the region, much the same as New Angland is for the EU. The *Americans don't trust them enough with Ragnite nukes to just hand them over willy-nilly, so the UK is forced to grudgingly accept heavy *American military presence. Wales remains independent as the Socialist Republic of Cymru, which has gone strictly neutral.

Byzantium stands tall as the oldest and proudest empire on the Earth. They control the Middle East, the Balkans, northwest Africa, South Italy and southern Germany as a buffer state. They were the first nation to develop and detonate a Ragnite nuke in 1984 on the Crimean Peninsula (this alone was the reason the Crimean War finally ended (in a stalemate, given that neither side cared anymore about that bombed-out dump of an island)), starting the Ragnite nuke frenzy across the world. Religion is something of a taboo subject, with Orthodox Christianity remaining the state religion. Any forms of paganism (as well as Islam; remaining Muslims are very problematic) are considered unspeakable, and any visitors from Equestria tend to find themselves victims of persecution, owing to their Godlike rulers who control the Sun and Moon.

Despite their religious fervour, they still remain at the forefront of scientific development, reasoning that God created the world so that humanity may understand it and utilise God's laws to create tools used to spread his word. Coupled with the head start that the leading successor state to the Roman Empire had to the rest of the world, they have managed to create some pretty kickass tech, such as advanced irrigation to green large areas of the Middle East. They even talk of constructing their own rocket that will allow men to travel to the moon; most other powers pooh-pooh this as grandstanding nonsense, as only Prawns have demonstrated spaceflight capability (after their mothership was stranded above South Africa in 1981).

The Russian Empire controls the motherland west of the Urals, and most of Central Asia. It has Ragnite nukes, but has been greatly hobbled by its crippling defeats by the Japanese and the Byzantines in the last Eurasian War. That being said, it still has enough power to qualify as a great power, just not enough to make it into the big leagues. It, being the only other nation to uphold the right to own slaves, is *America's most powerful ally, given that in a straight-up fight, it could curb-stomp the UK. However, most *Americans are not exactly happy with this arrangement, mainly because the Czar is an absolute monarch. Also, he happens to be undead.

When the Czar faced revolution on his doorstep and saw that the writing was on the wall, he set to work performing a ritual to absorb the souls of others and use their life essence to turn himself into a Lich. No one is quite sure of the method (seeing as it has never been independently replicated, many suspect he had illicit help), but the ritual, performed using a collection of serfs, political prisoners and revolutionaries, was apparently a success, and now the Lich-Czar of Russia rules what remains of his empire with an iron fist. Unfortunately, this only further served to isolate him from the reality of his situation, as being immortal doesn't make you any better a leader or military strategist, and in reality his rule over much of the empire is tenuous, with little projecting power. The necrosis is also rather unpleasant; it turns out the ritual only provides eternal unlife, meaning the flesh is dead, but still sentient.

India is heavily fragmented; colonial rule ending rather messily when Angland fell to Europa, with virtually everyone turned on everyone else. The Muslims are united only in their hatred of the Hindus and the Byzantines, waging perpetual jihad against Constantinople (many top brass are beginning to think razing Mecca in a fit of impulsiveness might have been a bad idea). The Hindus and Buddhists also have some rather unpleasant sorts, with Undeath Cults springing up and attempting to try their hand at attaining unlife, which some radical new theological branches preach is the key to enlightenment.

None of the experiments have so far yielded anything that could considered successful, with most simply becoming glassy-eyed vegetables or stone-crazy lunatics, and a few on the fringe having more adverse effects, which are better left unsaid. Several areas of India have been depopulated due to the demand for sacrifices, and a great deal having left the subcontinent altogether.

The Japanese Federation is a multi-tiered empire that originated when, during the Tokugawa period, massive reserves of a hitherto unknown mineral were discovered in Japan, now called sakuradite, which acts as a room-temperature superconductor. After the Shogunate fell, Japan harnessed its reserves to industrialise at an incredible rate. Eventually, during the last Eurasian War, Japan unleashed its sakuradite-powered mecha and aircraft upon Asia, collectively wiping the floor with the Russians and the Chinese. This cemented Japan as both a continental and economic power, given that Japan controlled 80% of the world's sakuradite reserves, they could practically set the price at will.

Presently, the Japanese control Siberia, east Asia, and Indonesia. Native populations of conquered lands are still a problem; colony building by divide-and-rule has turned out to be much more difficult than they first anticipated. Also, due to Ragnite all but replacing sakuradite as the desired mineral of choice for military applications, the Japanese economy has suffered a rather nasty fall in the recent decades. To counter all this, the current Emperor has recently engaged in some alarming ultranationalist talk, and the rest of the world worries that Japan could be the one to upset the delicate balance the world hangs in.

The Kingdom of Australia is ruled by the Anglish monarchy-in-exile, since they were driven out by the Gallian invasion in the 1940s. It also includes New Guinea and New Zealand and, paradoxically, being the nation with the largest deposits of Ragnite in the world, has yet to develop a single Ragnite bomb, which has earned it the unwanted attention of some of the superpowers. It has since adhered to a policy of strict neutrality and heavy national defense, which earns it no favours from any other nation, with the exception of the Equestrians.

The Kingdom also, being an oasis in a world of chaos, takes in a large number of refugees from nations all over the world. Large numbers of Chinese, Indian, African and South American people now call Australia their home, and most Australians are cool with this (after all, there's no shortage of space, and we could use the labour), making Australia by and large a cultural melting pot. Large areas of Australia have been greened thanks to the irrigation tech that Middle Easterners brought over from Byzantium, with extensive swathes of the interior being developed. Prawn refugees, however, still are a cause for consternation in most parts; as a result they have largely been confined to reservations in the north and in the jungles of New Guinea (they don't complain much, given the conditions they traded them for).

Sub-Saharan Africa is a mess; despite attempts to control Prawn population growth, they lay eggs faster than they can be be culled, and consequently their numbers swelled to the point where they grew to outnumber humans in some regions. Offering them to the *Americans as potential serfs proved unsuccessful, as the *Americans already had more serfs than they knew what to do with and were more interested in the prospect of incorporating alien tech into their military (which hasn't been a great success). The problem was therefore ignored for as long as possible before it came to a head in 1998, during the Great Prawn Riots when the oppressed aliens revolted and seized control in various areas, triggering a massive war between the two species in the lower half of Africa except Madagascar, where a strict anti-Prawn regime rules with an iron fist. Every other nation has taken it upon themselves to stay as far away as possible and hope for the best.

Antarctica was used during the magic arms race of the 50s as a testing ground for magical weaponry and techniques, due to it being unpopulated, sparse, wide-open and remote, ideal for testing dangerous crap that really shouldn't be tampered with. When their experiments began to wreak havoc on the nature of reality down there at great cost to the nations with no large return, it was abandoned and generally left to its own devices. As with South America, no one really wants to acknowledge the shoggoths and killer penguins that now roam the land. Their strategy remains as it always has: ignore the problem and hope it doesn't escalate.

The Cold War has largely frozen geopolitical boundaries in Eurasia; no one knows when some unsettled nation will crack under pressure and decide to end it all. There are still many regional conflicts; the Byzantines are currently stirring up problems for the Russians to deal with in Central Asia, the Caucasus remains a hotbed of conflict, Japan has the Chinese situation it needs to keep under control and the Prawns are constantly making life difficult for any nation within Africa.

The incursion of Equestrian Space into Earth Space during the 1960's was a shock for many humans. A universe where the laws of nature were regulated by its inhabitants, inhabitants that resemble cartoon sapient equines capable of flight, magic on tap and seemingly miraculous horticultural cultivation [3]. Not to mention all the mythical creatures roaming free, the near-total lack of mass production and industry, as well as the pair of nigh-immortal God-Empresses who ruled over the land and controlled the sun and moon. Neither side was sure how it happened, but came to accept that the universes had fused, and that separating them again would be almost suicidally risky.

Today, Equestria maintains contact with Earth through various gateways between dimensions that are all policed with the tacit consent of both sides; the governments of Earth find that it rather rather threatens their legitimacy if humans would rather leave their own world for another completely alien one, and Ponies have little-to-no desire to spend their time in a world that operates like the Everfree forest, and do not enjoy coexisting with a bunch of violent apes. Diplomatic contact is maintained with all nations except for the *USA-Russia Alliance. During a discussion on the ethics of slavery, Princess Celestia referred to the Alliance as “King Sombra's Dominion on Earth”. Alliance members, having been filled in on key events in Equestrian history, were none too pleased; relations took a dive, and the only thing Celestia could wring out of the Alliance after that was a treaty guaranteeing that no Ponies could be enslaved, and many *Americans and Russians still grumble about that.

Invasion of Equestrian Space, however, has had limited support for the simple reason that all human technology ceases to function within Equestrian Space. No one is sure why, but the leading theory is that Ragnite, sakuradite and electricity somehow become inoperable as power sources within the Pony realm. Given that all Pony technology seems to run on magic rather than any rational science, this would seem the logical conclusion. Still unclear is why Pony magic continues to function in Earth Space, but it is theorised that there is still magic in Earth Space, but humans are unable to naturally harness it, forcing humans to turn to unorthodox [4] methods to perform magic. As a side effect of this, any kind of magic that humans attempt has a nasty habit of going horribly wrong.

Unbeknownst to the rest of the world, however, one team working in New Angland have already made a momentous discovery; in the the lower levels of the Miskatonic University Library in Arkham, the last known copy of the Necronomicon has been discovered, complete with instructions on how to engineer the stars to revive Cthulhu from his slumber in R'lyeh and destroy the world. Fortunately, the New Anglanders were sensible enough to realise that this was a bit too much to handle, and abandoned research on the Deep Ones after they found that the Ponies that they employed to try and decipher the magic kept going violently insane.

Hell exists as somewhat of a hybrid between the Judeo-Christian view of Hell, all fire-and-brimstone with endless torture and the Celestial Bureacracy that governs suffering on Earth. The Bureaucracy is in fact a relatively recent addition; following the passing of an unusually anal bank clerk who, upon his entrance to Hell, proceeded to organise Hell towards maximum torturing efficiency, infuriating many demons in the process. Lucifer, always one for putting good talent to good use, set him up in Limbo. Now, anyone wishing to gain entrance to Hell must fill out all 9,747 forms required for entrance. One might wonder why one would want to attain entrance to Hell, but then the alternative is waiting out eternity in an endless desert that has never known water, stark naked. At least in Hell, you get to do something different each day.

However, many people remain skeptical about the existence of Hell, for various reasons; for instance, what's the point of a Hell if there isn't any Heaven (no one has encountered any evidence of Heaven thus far), they say. Also, the only people who have ever made it to Hell and back are those who are particularly skilled in necromancy, who don't exactly have good speaking credentials (they insist it's science, but all those failed experiments don't lie) and this renders their testimony rather suspect, given that a fair bunch of them are fundamentally screwed in the head. Others simply don't like the idea that there truly does exist a literal place of eternal torture, and they find it much more comforting to simply disbelieve, or follow one of the other multitudes of religions out there. In fact, given that no necromancer has ever mentioned Prawns or Ponies down in Hell, several philosophers have ventured the idea that only humans go to Hell because it fits the basic human idea of Hell.

Technology is a mixed bunch. Ragnite technology has rendered other fossil fuels obsolete, and research has successfully miniaturised the reactors to the point that jetpacks and ray guns are both real (if a bit clunky) as well as the *American mecha. Genetic engineering is quite advanced too; dodos are making a comeback as personal pets and new medicines are available that can alleviate some of the problems with Ragnite exposure. On the other hand, TVs have never seen colour, computers take up a whole room and still use vacuum tubes, and the humble cassette still dominates storage media. There is an internet of sorts, but it is not very sophisticated, and it is run through telegraph cables rather than fiber-optics.

Also, airships. Yes, airships. There exists two kinds; ordinary helium-filled transports remain the primary mode of transportation for civilians. They have also been made infinitely more practical with the help of unicorn magic to reduce the size of the gas envelope whilst also increasing the lift capacity. However, for luxury travels and military uses, there also exists aeroships, which do not rely on gases for lift. Instead, they fly by utilising the properties of sakuradite and ley lines to induce etheric anti-gravitational properties, allowing them to float despite being completely solid. Aeroships have been deployed to great effect in several wars, most notably in the last Eurasian War, where the Japanese successfully bombed the Russians out of Siberia. They remain the province of the rich and military however, due to the fact that they are a lot larger than normal airships and hence are unsuitable for domestic travel.

Given the relatively primitive status of electronic media in this world, literature is a much more prominent form of recreation; popular authors are venerated as much as sports legends in OTL and authorship fraud is a crime punishable by long-term imprisonment. Rare first-editions can be worth as much as an entire mansion, and libraries are frequented as social hotspots in the same way that bars and cafes are in OTL. Various nations have various tastes; the Europans enjoy science fiction and fantasy, the Byzantines are fans of classical and romance literature, Japan is the home of gonzo fantasy and emotional stories, cosmic horror has recently become prominent in New Angland, while the repressive and culturally decadent *USA and Russia have very comprehensive and powerful censorship laws that cut down any chance of decent authorship to nearly zero.

Politics is somewhat different to OTL, in that the majority of nations remain under the rule of emperors and other monarchs. True republican democracy is rare, and is only genuinely practiced in New Angland, despite the *USA insisting it stands alone as an authentic democratic nation (it isn't, given that a relatively substantial proportion of the population lacks the vote). Constitutional monarchy is practiced to varying degrees, with the least powerful monarchs including Australia and the EU, the middle of the road being Japan, and the UK and Byzantium being the most powerful. Russia remains an absolute monarchy under the immortal Lich-Czar, while Sub-Saharan Africa, being in a state of constant war, lacks any sort of functioning government, except in the northernmost states and Fascist Madagascar.



[1] The star is an actual appellation to their name, added after the New Angland succession as a sign of their own superiority.

[2] They collaborated during the last great European War, and stick together out of mutual convenience despite the issues they inevitably have with one another.

[3] The Earth Ponies have repeatedly shown that they can outpace the production of any human farmer equivalent, seemingly to the point of violating the natural laws of agriculture.

[4] Methods can range from mixing various strange chemicals to concentrating really hard and muttering in strange languages, to the more esoteric, such as tantric rituals involving necrophiliac sodomy.

61. A Very British Solar System

A description (with a little rationalization and expansion) of Philip Reeve's rah-ther delightful "Larklight" trilogy universe. en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Larkligh…

PART I

The Aether currents circle around the sun, a jolly good thing, too, because if the Aether were a static medium, the planets would soon fall into the sun. As it is, the currents help move the planets in their orbits, and ease the passage of space ships travelling clockwise rather than counterclockwise around the sun. The Aether is an energetic medium, the basis for the Alchemical drive, and sustains the fauna of space much as air sustains terrestrial life; however, the traveler should keep in mind it cannot substitute for oxygen for long, and one needs to bring a supply along when venturing into space.

The solar system is well supplied with suns and planets: as in many other solar systems, [0] this is not a natural phenomenon but the work of a member of the ancient and slightly eldritch super-race known as the Shapers, tasked billions of years ago by the unknowable to create the conditions necessary for life to flourish in the greatest richness and variety.

(This Solar System’s Shaper, rather than expiring as normal upon the completion of her task, stuck around to watch things develop, and eventually, after four and a half billion years, ended up settling down as Mrs. Edward Mumby, wife and mother, a fact so hard to believe that although she has told several important personages of the fact, they have assumed it was a mere joke hiding some probably Sinister Truth).

Anyway, she did a bang-up job, since solar system is well populated out to the limits of present exploration, which now extends as far as the seventh planet, even Mercury having its own curious plants and animals in the twilight zone between the fiery and frozen hemispheres. Earth, the Moon, Venus, Mars, the Asteroid Belt, Jupiter and its Moons, Saturn’s Moons and Rings, and the damp and soggy air/water boundary of Uranus (Georgium Sidus for those who worry about mispronunciation) all possess intelligent life, in most cases more than one kind of intelligent life (a minimum of nine, with a couple more doubtful cases, for Jupiter’s moons alone). The level of intelligence is of course always debatable but then the British always find reports of other intelligent life on the other side of the channel, let alone across the sea of space, debatable. What natives of the Washington-Roosevelt-Obama timeline call Neptune is here known “Hades” (A gloomy planet with a gloomy moon and home mostly to lichen, it has recently been settled by a race arriving from interstellar space: what they call it is not exactly pronounceable in proper British, but will probably eventually be reinterpreted in a more useable form, like all those Frenchie-named places about London). Recent evidence indicates a still further planet or possibly outsized asteroid, as yet barely resolvable by telescope.

The dominant planet is currently Earth, which is to say, the British Empire, ruler of the waves both aquatic and aetheric, thanks to the genius of Isaac Newton, who after figuring out gravity, the spectrum, and calculus went on to master the principles of Alchemy (or did he?). Much to his disappointment, he failed to discover the secrets of immortality, but as a consolation prize he created the Alchemical Engine, which when combined with the development of the artificial gravity enhancer or diminisher, combining alchemical principles with the Laws of Gravitation, opened Outer Space to Great Britain, with the first expedition to the Moon, led by Captain Frobisher, taking place as early as 1703.

While the Gravity Generator is a simple device, requiring a few basic elements, some magnetic materials, and a coal or phlogiston stoked furnace, the alchemical drive is a far more complicated matter, which is why it has long been successfully kept secret by the British government and the Government-controlled Guild of Alchemists, requiring many complex elements, complicated mechanical contrivances, and a keen understanding of such things as the temperature of your alchemical furnace, the local aether flux, the positions of the nearest planets, and various other factors which act to influence the alchemical reaction. These things make the difference between a working alchemist and a smear of jam dispersing in space.

When all is functioning, an alchemical engine sings with the Music of the Spheres, and emits a golden glow, as the ship is propelled through space at amazing speeds. Once the engine has reached a certain power level, the alchemical glow will form a luminous bubble around the ship, carrying it from the purely physical world to the plane of Alchemical space, which besides sounding mighty impressive protects the passengers from the forces of acceleration and makes the ship largely impalpable to objects in its path, allowing it to pass right through anything smaller than a fair-sized asteroid (or another alchemically driven ship. What exactly happens when two alchemical craft “riding Sir Newton’s Golden Roads”, as it is often called, collide at speed is unknown, since nobody has survived to report on the situation). At current maximum speeds, a ship can reach Georgium Sidus in a matter of weeks – although theoretically the top speed of an alchemically driven ship is limited only by the speed of light- and according to some admittedly eccentric theorists, perhaps not even that.

As far as terrestrial historians and archaeologists can tell, although other races have developed other methods of crossing space, and may have visited Earth in the distant past, all Britons are pleased as punch to know that we appear to be the first to perfect travel through the use of alchemical principles (well, except for the White Spiders. But they’ve had over four billion years to work it out, and being the scoundrels that they are, they probably stole it from someone else, anyway).

Given that it appears almost impossible to work out Alchemy from first principles – which makes Newton even more of a demigod in the eyes of his countrymen - it would be a long time – nearly a century’s worth of spying, theft, bribery, and the occasional traitorous British alchemist (colonials and Welshmen all, no doubt) - before the other nations of Europe succeeded in developing alchemical science of their own, and even as of the mid-1850s, the Alchemical Engines used by the French and Russians are of inferior quality to those used by the British, making their space ships terribly slow and lumbering by British ships, taking months to reach Jupiter, and unable to achieve the true Golden Roads, leaving them at perpetual risks of colliding with a space manatee or something similar. Combined with the impossibility of coordinating naval forces with such long spans of time and poor communications, the British space navy has so far remained almost unchallenged. While Britain rules Mercury, Mars, the Moons of Jupiter and the more colorful asteroids, and lays as yet unchallenged (mostly) claim to Venus, France, Russia, and Greater Austria are largely confined to minor specks and flecks of rock here and there in space, or are forced to lease areas on the British-controlled planets. (Such states as Holland and Prussia don’t even try to compete, being satisfied with access to the markets of British worlds).

As well as the planets, Britain also rules much of the earth, its ability to reach anyplace on the planet unchallenged for many years allowing it to gain control of such rich prizes as India, the East Indies, and most of North America. Later, the ferocious self-policing and government control of the British Alchemists Guild meant that aside from a handful of traitors, there was nobody in the American colonies able to control a flying warship, giving Britain virtually total mastery of the skies and crushing the foolish Rebellion of ’76.There has also been some colonization of Africa, mastery of gravity allowing the British to circumvent pestilent lowlands and settle healthier highlands, but generally speaking the returns have been low enough that the Crown has decided to let the other European nations do what they can with the majority of the Dark Continent.

Today, the world is divided between the British Empire, the Franco-Russian alliance, and everyone else. Prussia, the sociopathic genius of OTL having been butterflied away, remains a middling power of strictly regional importance, while the Austrians play a long game of influence and dynastic roulette in the German and Italian states, always with one eye on the French Republic and its dangerously radical notions. Control of the Black Sea straits having become somewhat pointless when the Russians developed their own (initially rather dangerous to the user) version of the alchemical engine, Britain tolerated the Austrians and the Russians breaking up the Ottoman Empire, although it insisted upon (and got) its own "Lion's share" of the cake.

China found it could not stop British armed merchant ships landing in even their most remote provinces and cutting out the middle man, and after a series of utterly humiliating conflicts with an enemy that could wreck Chinese cities without even being touched, became a virtual British protectorate: the collapse of the dynasty that followed once the people decided the Manchu (less secure than they would have been a century later) had lost the Mandate of Heaven eventually scattered Chinese refugees across the solar system. China remains disunited, although in the last couple decades a government has emerged in the north which, if not able to effective enforce its authority through all of the country, at least is reliable enough to deal with. Initially friendly, relations have cooled since the Chinese began deploying some crude Aether ships of their own, most likely with French and/or Russian help. [1] The notion of China being reunified as a cat’s paw of their almost effective enemies sends chills through the British ruling classes.

India is similar to OTL, although with easier transport there has been more European settlement (still a drop in the bucket), and the British are even more insufferably superior than OTL. The order and stability of the Japanese Shogunate was interrupted by large numbers of ships filled with heavily armed Cossacks dropping out of the sky: Russia has made a protectorate of Japan, if an undeniably troublesome and restless one.

France, in spite of the US revolution turning out to be a bit of a damp squib, still had its own Revolution, with plenty of head-chopping: it avoided Napoleonic rule (and France thereby avoided bombardment by the British air and space navy [2]), and after a brief flirtation with the Bourbon ex, returned to the follies of Republicanism. It currently leads an oddball alliance of minor Republican regimes in Germany, Italy and those parts of Latin America the Spaniards were unable to hold onto. It is an authoritarian semi-democracy, and is always ready to stir up trouble in British America and elsewhere, although out of strategic considerations it is allied to autocratic Russia , power politics and British global dominance making for strange bedfellows.

Spain was unable to duplicate the British alchemical drive, and a knockoff of the Russian version really wasn’t enough to turn the tide when their colonies started rising in revolt over efforts by the Spanish government to centralize and modernize colonial administration. As of 1853, much of Latin America has been lost, and the Crown still holds a disparate bunch of bits and bobs of territory whose main unifying factor that they’re much easier to get to even with a crappy Aether ship than they are by colonials with boats and horses and ox carts (and the occasional balloon).

The British continue to have some trouble with the American colonies: the old revolutionaries were dying off, the economy booming and things looking better than they had in decades when the whole abolition thing broke, and the southern colonials raised strident and occasionally projectile-driven objections to a 20-year program for replacing the old, immoral, backwards system of slavery with the new, modern, scientific system of debt indenture, long-term labor contracts, and pass laws. All in all, the “southern rising” was only a minor challenge to the power of the empire, given that few northerners and of course none of the blacks in question supported it, and was all over by ’48 (a well known German comic called it “history replayed as farce”), but it has brought all the weirdoes out of the woodwork, encouraged the bomb-throwing anarchists and radical republicans, shaken the Imperial economy, and led to many irate letters to the Times by property rights fundamentalists.

(Socialism is still jelling as a phenomenon, but anarchism, given some intellectual coherence by Russian thinkers and some extremist Republicans in France, is an energetic if mostly underground movement across Europe and beyond)

Many British still take the Grand Tour of Europe, to enjoy the quaint sights of that somewhat antiquated continent: those who do not fancy air travel will find their trip facilitated by the web of rails that crisscrosses the continent, and now that the Channel Bridge has been completed, one may travel from London to Vienna in the comfort of a British-made railcar. (Alas, the Russians
still insist that you change over to one of their distressingly primitive and malodorous trains once one reaches their border, so generally only those accustomed to roughing it go on to St. Petersburg or Moscow. And, unless one is actually participating in a military invasion of that benighted nation, there is no choice but to take one their own rather unsafe air machines to pass over their territory.).

Britain, and more specifically London, is the center of the Empire, and, at least in British eyes, of the solar system. Thanks to the development of air travel (and early railways as well- phlogiston powered steam machinery was in operation several decades before OTL), transportation in and out of the city has become a lot easier than it was in the first half of other people’s 19th centuries, and the population has exceeded five million nearly forty years earlier. (Although a fair number of people are now moving out of the city, in nervous expectation of further alien attacks). The air is cleaner with the increasing use of phlogiston stoves and the movement of much industry off-world or to the colonies, and the sky swarms with flying machines. Another notable sight is the Space Elevator: rather than a landing field that would take up expensive land, Isambard Brunel has made an ingenious use of antigravity to create an almost weightless tower three miles high at the mouth of the Thames, so ships can unload their passengers at docks ranged vertically. A great deal of damage was done by first the White Spider’s giant mechanical spider (cleverly assembled under British noses in its disguise as the Crystal Palace) and then by the Mothstorm/Sssnilth invasion, but plucky Londoners (those who aren’t running away) are once again busy with reconstruction, and given the size of the city, the actual percentage of it lying in rubble is really quite low. (Admittedly, it is a bit less architecturally notable than before, in that the spider-machine’s pilot was quite enthusiastic about attacking anything that looked like a prominent public building).

In spite of Doubting Thomases pointing out all the new discoveries not anticipated by the Bible, the British remain a religious people, and the Church has been fired up by the prospects of converting the heathen masses of outer space (although at this point, somewhat embarrassingly, the only race showing any signs of converting en masse to Anglicanism is one of the more minor Jovian ones). The Catholics also have been doing their best, with even less luck, while the Russian Orthodox still hold that aliens have no souls (making a good excuse for enslaving and/or slaughtering any races the Russians get an exclusive hold over. God bless the British space-navy!). Technology and industry work to support the modern preacher, with the waterproof, toxic-gas proof, and corrosion-resistant bible now distributable in any environment, while for the preacher with limited space aboard ship, a variety of new Portable Pulpits have been devised which can be ingeniously folded and packed into a very small space, and easily reassembled into a proper preacher’s perch both high and elegantly ornamented with arches, vines, leaves, grapes, etc.

Orthodox Jews remain divided on whether all alien life forms are treif or not, so it remains to be seen whether aliens will have to worry about being eaten by Jews (Christians they already worry about: in the history of space exploration there have been some unfortunate incidents involving stranded crews of starving rough-hewn space-sailors and not immediately obviously sentient natives.)

Terrestrial women have advanced in their status in recent decades, and now may pursue a variety of careers, such as teachers, nurses, housekeepers, magazine editors, and teachers, but traditional roles still dominate, in spite of reports of the peculiar gender relations of alien species. Ethics remain perhaps a trifle shaky by pan-dimensional standards: if mechanical urchins now clean the harder to access chimneys, many biological ones still live off what they can find to sell while sorting through sewer waste. Although slavery has been eliminated, the government’s treatment of its subject peoples does not always match up with what it metes out to the average male Londoner with a guaranteed income, very few of which are forced into corvee labor or impressed to serve on distant planets or become the subject of medical experimentation without permission: and blacks and Arabs, being human beings, are more likely to be protected by the law than, say, a savage Anemone-person from the wilds of Ganymede.

Before we explore the various planetary and sub-planetary bodies, a note on space: it is most definitely not empty. It is indeed a vast sea, the Aether and the radiance of the sun sustaining a great variety of space-plants, upon which a variety of space-dwelling animals feed where they do not feed upon each other. Icthyomorphs are the most commonly seen animals, so named due to their fairly inexplicable resemblance to Earth fish (some attribute this to God running out of ideas): their fins are charged with negative Aetheric energies which they use to propel themselves through the Aetheric currents, similarly to the wing designs of the most advanced new space ships (Wings are of course not used by alchemically powered ships in space for speed, but for maneuvering and landings – admittedly, some crude anti-gravity and coal-furnace atmosphere-only ships sans alchemists do use wings for propulsion, and jolly slow they are). Space plants are usually limited in size due to the shortage of raw material in space, with the larger specimens usually rooted in some space rock, comet, or asteroid. Certain Space Pests are a problem to those who choose to build their castles in the Aether. Space barnacles and Space weed will of course take root in any ship which travels through the more life-rich parts of the solar system. The dreaded Pudding Worm (which does not, in fact, looks like a worm at any stage of its life) has happily made the transition from parasitizing and mimicking the Space Pudding (the fruit of the asteroidal Bong-Bong tree) to infecting and devouring all forms of pudding-type confections known to British cooks. Space Bats of an alien sort can also be a nuisance.

In some areas, space-weed or space-reefs may be dense enough to offer a serious danger to those not travelling at full alchemical speed, as mentioned earlier: such areas are carefully plotted and charted. For foreign ships, heavy prow armor is a must (which of course makes them even slower and more lumbering). Many space plants and animals are of economic value: there is a considerable space-fishing industry, and the cultivation of the singing varieties of space flowers is the current botanical frenzy. Of course, there are some dangerous space-animals, although aside from the Sun Dogs (a monstrous space-snake composed of transparent jelly, fortunately only found well within the orbit of Venus) few are a risk to a fair-sized alchemical ship, although there are some parts of the solar system where dawdling off the Golden Road is not encouraged.

Although diminishing near the sun where the radiation is too intense, and out past the farthest planets, where light is dim and the Aether is thin and cold, total mass of space-dwelling life is estimated to greatly exceed that of planetary life, leading some to suggest that space, not planetary surfaces, is the true center of creation: most scientists and philosophers consider this view to be a bunch of dingoes kidneys. As far as is known, there are no purely space-dwelling intelligences, although there are all sorts of spooky old spacemen’s tales.

[0] Some solar systems form just fine on their own, it is true. But others need a little tinkering to prevent such silliness as forming gas giants so close to the sun that they boil, planets with rains of molten glass, etc. And certain early-bird species will think that just because they’re first evolvers they get to hog all the mass in the universe…


[1] The Chinese claim that the alchemical engine was independently duplicated by Chinese alchemists: British scholars scoff at the notion that a bunch of superstitious Asiatics could duplicate the work of the great Newton. They're half right, but not for the reasons they think.

[2] The Greatest Empire That Ever Was was not particularly alarmed by the armies of the Revolution, and felt it could tolerate wee France doing a wee bit of expansion of its pinched borders in Europe, as long as they didn’t make a habit of it.

The nearest celestial body, the Moon, turned out to be a bit of a disappointment to terrestrial explorers, much of it deserts of grey sand, it’s seas shallow and bitterly salt, it’s most advanced animal life snails, slugs, and insects (albeit often of most formidable size), it’s plant life generally of a pallid or grayish mushroom or fungus type, the most developed of which is the closest thing to an intelligent species, the Lunar mushroom-men, which herd the giant snails and live in their empty shells, and dealt with the unusual arrival of human beings by trying to ignore them as much as possible. (Fortunately for them, mushrooms do not seem to catch any human diseases). There are no picturesque ruins. There are some mines and a penal colony, but generally the Moon does not attract many visitors or compel much excitement. (Well, unless one is infected by one of the fungal spores which sprout in human flesh, or attacked by one of the various predatory insects, some of which have nasty habits similar to the spider-hunting wasps of Earth. That can be exciting, I suppose). The dark, or more precisely, facing away from Earth side of the Moon generally tends to have even less pleasant forms of wildlife, and generally is visited only by the most suicideally brave of big-game hunters.

Mercury, with one face forever locked to the sun, is as cold as the polar icecap on its night side, and burning hot on the day, with the few landings so far having taken place in the twilight area, which is vegetated and habitable if you don’t mind the constant winds. (Regular settlement has been discouraged by the need for an armed battleship escort to scare off the Sun Dogs). In said region are to be found the ruins of an extinct civilization, which appears to have reached great heights of development and art and civilization before mysteriously coming to an abrupt end (some nattering nobodies from the Jovian moons will sneer that Mercurians are so well thought of by terrestrial explorers because 1. They are no longer around to be exploited and 2. Like Martians, they were humanoid, and not in the creepy uncanny valley way, either. Such critics are of course no better than they should be.)

The fall of the Mercurian civilization has inspired some fine gloomy poetry and epigrams, but in fact the Mercurians, an easily bored species, all went off on a cruise of Indefinite Length on a passing galaxy-circling Starjammer around the time humanity was moving from “pointy stick” to “pointy stick with a sharp rock tied on.” (As there were only thirty million Mercurians, while the Starjammer, with its moons-wide white Aether wings, was two thousand miles long with a crew of one billion, they were all able to find jobs as dish washers, pillow fluffers, etc. to pay their way).

Various terrestrial scientists have heard rumors of this tale, but refuse to believe it, based on the obvious fact that so advanced a people would never travel steerage. The White Spiders boast that they killed off the Mercurians, in an effort to shine up their fearsomeness (the fact that their rampage through London was interrupted by a teenage girl with a rolled-up copy of the Times is something they have yet to live down).

Mercury is orbited by the ten-mile wide Tin Moon, which does indeed look like tin, dimpled here and there by asteroid collisions: it is however made of something much harder than tin, since all efforts to cut, burn or explode ones way into it have failed so far. (To be fair, working conditions are not improved by the tendency of the Sun Dogs to be attracted to such exploits). It is in fact a Shaper Artifact, although its exact properties and capabilities are a secret kept by the Mumby family and some friends. (Storage of Mrs. Mumby’ former bodies and instant space-warp transportation to all parts of the solar system, mainly. Also a sort of cabin in the woods for those times a Shaper wants to be herself).

Venus is hot, humid and tropical where it is not hotter, more humid, and tropical enough to alarm a Brazilian, but is not as discouraging to settlers as Mercury. It is a planet dominated by its blue, green, and blue-green plant life, which in many cases have developed pump-type circulatory systems and the ability to amble about on their own, even some trees being capable of locomotion: some plants are downright carnivorous and quite aggressive. Animal life tends to be fast, small, quick-breeding, and very paranoid, save in the seas, where aside from some rather unpleasant floating seaweeds, animal life is in a stronger position, and at times achieves sized considerably more substantial than anything terrestrial. (There are some parts of the Venusian oceans which are best visited by flying ship rather than surface boat, and preferably at heights of over one hundred and fifty feet).

Three Venusian plants are particularly well known on Earth. The Gloomy Gourd, which as part of its life-cycle undergoes a remarkable mimicry-related transformation, will when grown around human beings take on the crude appearance of a human face (they rarely manage to do noses), making them popular whimsical gifts. For certain reasons involving their growth patterns Gloomy Gourds always have lugubrious, grumpy, out-of-sorts looking faces, which for many adds to their charm. (If one has pets, they are best kept out of the greenhouse while the gourds are growing, or they may become confused and take on a distinctly feline or canine appearance).

Secondly is the most infamous plant in the solar system, even more so than the terrible Brain Violets of the Callisto swamps, the Changeling Tree. Rather than wasting time with seeds and fruit and delicate sprouts and so on, the Changeling Tree when it flowers releases abundant quantities of a pollen-like substance, which is in fact not technically pollen (something which will fertilize another plant) but a form of tiny seed, a sort of germ which infects any animal that inhales it and turns it into a well-nourished young Changeling Tree. Local animals have defenses, from hibernating underground during the flowering to elaborate filtration systems in their nostrils, which at least improve their odds, but humans have no defense, and the 20,000 inhabitants of the first large Venus colony were almost entirely wiped out, or perhaps tree’d out. The trees only flower once every fifty years, but ones in different locations run on different clocks, and the pseudo-pollen can travel far on the wind, so for a number of years colonization was restricted to a few very isolated and barren locations, until in 1852 certain revelations occurred that brought down a government…but I get ahead of myself.

Thirdly is of course the Sentient Shrub, an intelligent form of plant (therefore, incidentally, immune to the effects of the Changeling Tree), capable of trotting about on its roots and manipulating things handily with its fronds, although it prefers to root itself overnight. Although on its home planet the Sentient Shrubs are a primitive race without even coal-burning stoves, seeds raised on Earth usually become stalwart subjects of the Empire, and have become botanists, gardeners, and soldiers, in which role they are particularly useful in that as plants, they can have rather more holes shot in them before becoming ineffective than, say, Irishmen.

There are a great many valuable plant products from Venus, with medicinal, ornamental, gustatory, construction, etc. uses, but to go into detail would bore all but the professional botanist. It need only be said that the Venusian plant-hunter is a valiant man (and occasionally woman), wearing their protective filter masks at all times, sleeping rough, and often, as they hunt for new and valuable plants, hunted themselves by some of the more aggressive shrubberies.

(Speaking of aggressive shrubberies, Earth nowadays suffers from various sorts of invasive species imported by incautious explorers: some are merely annoying and perhaps queasy-making, such as the giant Martian Hogweed: others, like the Venusian Wandering Rhododendron, can become a serious problem).

Mars, the planet of picturesque canals, crumbling porcelain towers and rusty red deserts, is the home to an ancient fallen civilization: indeed, to several ancient fallen civilizations, since cultures have been rising and falling on Mars for a very long time. The current dominant Martian species (or at least the one the British commissioner considers dominant: the Mole-people might think otherwise) is humanoid, and indeed somewhat attractive in a thin, elf-eared, russet-skinned sort of way, their hair various interesting shades of blue, purple and indigo. Although some pockets of urban civilization still survive, most of them live a fairly primitive semi-nomadic existence amidst the colossal ruins of their former civilization, making their humble clothes, tents, and rowboats out of the paper produced from the Martian canal reed. However, they have not entirely forgotten the glories of their past, and can be induced to drone on about them at some length about them simply by using the words “primitives” or “natives” in their earshot.

Said natives being fairly thin on the ground, the planet can expect to see much growth of terrestrial colonization in years ahead, unless recent Unfortunate Events throw the Course of Empire entirely off the rails, if I am not mixing metaphors. Already the planet is home to considerable new industrial development, the Moons housing the great machine-making manufacturies of Sir Waverly Rain, and the poles being the location of the major crystal-growing farms of the solar system. (Cultivation of crystals is one of the ancient sciences of Mars that has never been lost, and the polar farms grow everything from the finest windowpanes to perfectly clear crystal blocks many meters thick, suitable for the exploration of the depths of the Jovian atmosphere).

Martian warriors still ride into battle against their clan enemies on the backs of giant worms, wielding their deadly curved throwing blades and naked except for their jeweled harnesses, like the ancient Celts disdaining to shield their bodies from harm. Like the ancient Romans, the hideous Mole-men cheat, by wearing armor and using guns, and by the time the Duke of Marlborough brought the first military expedition to Mars, the invention of dark glasses for daylight fighting had allowed them to grind nearly a quarter of the Martian surface beneath their lumpy heels. The British army was generally content to leave the conquest of the Mole-Men to a later date, but British secret service agent Sir Richard Burton went on his own deep into the Mole-Man territory and led the natives in a successful revolt after infiltrating the capital of the Mole-Men in a clever and malodorous disguise. As a result Burton is the most popular Earthling on Mars, has been granted by acclamation various grand old Martian titles (including “Warlord of Mars”, a position vacant since before the fall of Troy), and has taken the position of a mediator between the Martians and their British rulers, much to the annoyance of many British administrators theoretically his superiors in rank (they don’t fancy his Martian wife, either).

The Mole Men have been driven underground again but not destroyed, and they seem unlikely to be become contented subjects of her Majesty anytime soon: the British army is not well versed in tunnel fighting, and the dastardly Mole Men, cheats that they are, keep collapsing their tunnels on invaders. There has been some talk about piping toxic Jovian gases into the tunnels to winkle them out, but so far fears of a public and Church outcry over such potentially exterminatory methods have delayed such plans.

The Asteroids are very various, and many remain unexplored due to sheer time constraints. Settlement generally has taken place in those areas where they tend to clump together, so a reasonable amount of real estate can be found fairly close at hand. Due to the challenges of putting a flag and sentry box on every little piece of rubble, the British have reluctantly allowed the French and other Lesser Nations to settle here and there in places they haven’t claimed yet, as long as they do it where they can see them and keep an eye on them.

The denser settled asteroid clusters are now being linked together by space rail, which requires less risky navigation than ships do, and do not require onboard alchemists. Given the relatively non-resistant nature of the Aether, such trains can reach tremendous speeds, crossing asteroid clusters thousands of miles across: their only shortcoming is the need to occasionally add in or remove a few ties and sections of rail as the more distant asteroids slowly drift in relation to each other and compress or stretch the tracks. Such trains are equipped with special small-asteroid proofed windows, which are also guaranteed 100% resistant to the efforts of the most clever and persistent 10 year old to open them. Due to the lack of up or down, it is possible to run two trains simultaneously on the same track, one running on one side, one on the other.

Aside from mining, space-fishing, low-gravity agriculture (the wheat can grow a good deal higher than an elephant’s eye), cultivation of Aether plants and various space-industries, the Asteroids are also a refuge for the odd and eccentric, where every man, woman, or thing can have their own castle free of annoying neighbors, even if it is only a big rock. Self-expression can take many forms, some rather obsessive, such as the man who took a decade and a great deal of high explosive to reshape his asteroid into a 100-meter bust of Queen Victoria. (It’s only a so-so likeness, but the man has clearly put so much work into it that most are too polite to point this out). There is the Welshman’s Crumble, an asteroid that has been inhabited for nearly a quarter of a century in spite of the fact it is in fact a cloud of loose rocks none more than six feet in diameter, the habitations resting on a platform precariously perched atop some of the floating rocks. Or Vestibule, inhabited by agoraphobics, who live in its hollow interior comfortable with their sky of solid rock. And then there is Abnegation, an asteroid inhabited by a particularly gloomy Presbyterian sect; being unable to pay property taxes on an actual asteroid of their own, they made one, knitting one out of brown string held in shape by a framework of Venusian bamboo, and smearing it with coal tar to keep it reasonably airtight. They keep their artificial gravity generator on low all the time, partly to save money, and partly to keep the asteroid from collapsing on itself from its own weight – light as it is, it has grown over the years: as a result their current generation of children are notable for their height, thinness and likely inability to walk if they ever moved to Earth, which does indeed help to keep the kids down on the space farm.

In most cases the asteroids require an air generator plant and an artificial gravity plant to keep said air from escaping before respectable people will settle there, but a few of the larger ones have an atmosphere of sorts, and in some cases pre-British intelligent inhabitants (Aether fish and plants are of course to be found on all the airless asteroids). These include a couple degenerated Martian Lost Colonies with most peculiar habits, and the Threls, a humanoid (roughly) race similar to the Hobgoblins of the Jovian Moons, but with only 1/10 of their volume. They are notable (as much as for anything) in their efforts to warm their damp, chilly little world by wrapping it in a wool blanket, and many of them have emigrated off-asteroid in search of employment payable in wool or currency exchangeable for wool. There are also reports of a small mouse-like race of people living in burrows (with doors) on small blue asteroids, but oddly enough they have always only been seen by people in a hurry to get somewhere else and therefore unable to stop and investigate: no deliberate effort to find them has so far been crowned with success, and some have argued that they are merely a rumor or tall story, with the more philosophically minded suggested they might be a form of wandering self-sustaining hallucination.

Some people dispense with a solid footing altogether, and simply have their homes towed into space, following some lonely orbit of their own: this is relatively rare, though, since it is rather lonely, and much past the Moon the delivery bills become quite extravagant.

The Starcross Hotel has been sold to a real estate company with plans for developing the asteroid: now that a temporal anomaly no longer brings the seas of ancient Mars to its front door every day (or mind-eaters from the distant future to its rooms), the major former draw is gone, but the hotel _is_ very attractive and the automated staff are of the very best quality.

The Moons of Jupiter are quite populous, and hold a variety of civilizations which used to war with each other all the time, over a course of millennia killing billions of each other and reducing their worlds from an extremely high level of technology to a merely Modern Industrial level. Before they wiped themselves out entirely, a fortunate military accident with mind-modifying spores rendered the locals constitutionally allergic to warfare, a fortunate circumstance from the point of the Empire, which had no problem establishing a protectorate over the Moons, in spite of their still advanced-enough-to-be-troublesome technology. (The effect was not hereditary, but since the affected all raised their children to be peaceful, the habit of avoiding warfare has so far stuck). Mind control spores are still used on some of the Moons, but only for advertising purposes (they are banned on Earth for fear of their being used to influence unduly the Political Process).

Quite a bit of their formerly more advanced technology is still retained, to which the general British reaction has generally been the sensible one of copying it when possible and declaring it inferior to the British variety if not. (For example, the propulsion method of their little brass saucer-ships that shuttle between the planets is still to be duplicated by terrestrial engineers, but lacking the range, speed, and protective Aetheric bubble of an alchemically driven ship (none have ever reached Earth) there is little reason to try).

The most prominent Moons are Io and Ganymede, the water Moon, whose amphibious inhabitants build their great cities half in and half out of the water. Although most Moons have only one native intelligent species, centuries of peace have led to a thorough intermingling of the species, so if one sits in a comfortable chair at an outdoor café in the great Ionian trading city of Ph’Arhpuu’xxtpllsprngg (AKA Farpoo), one can see the full pageant of the Jovian system walk or scuttle or crawl by as you drink your spiced trilobite milk.

(One might note that Farpoo, the most populous city in the solar system, is pretty much the _only_ city of Io: the majority of the population lives there, and all other settled locations on the Moon are mere villages by comparison: it has been a spaceport for over ten thousand British standard years, and the inhabitants of the Jovian moons often simply refer to it as “The City.” The local’s pride of place is immense, and sometimes British residents will admit that it’s at least a lot bigger than London, if you can get enough drinks into them).

Native Ionians are the species most often seen in other parts of the Solar system, four-armed, no-nosed, [3] short but heavily muscled beings, popular as space workers and engineers. They carry out a friendly competition with humans as to who grows the finest mustaches in the solar system (the Ionians are at a bit of an advantage here, since both their genders grow them). The foregoing applies to the adult Ionian, of course: they are generally more maggoty, and rather less socially adept, before they pass through their chrysalis stage.

Ganymede, the capital of which is known to Terrestrials as Spooli, is as mentioned a wet world whose principal inhabitants are amphibians. Predominant are the anemone people or Polyps, whose glowing head tentacles (not that they actually _have_ heads) change color to match their moods: they share the underwater parts of their cities with the crab people, friendly and peaceable sorts even by Jovian standards. The Polyp’s wild cousins of the outer seas communicate through a form of telepathy opaque to other species, but the civilized anemones have learned to create sounds to communicate with other Jovians, producing even a passable form of English by controlled release of gasses from their central body cavity. (Of course, this method is more suited to Dutch). Their vision is most unusual: they lack ordinary eyes, but their entire skins are light-sensitive, allowing them to generate in their secondary brains a complete if somewhat fuzzy 360-degree panorama of their surroundings. Both the civilized and the wild versions can throw powerful electrical bolts to defend themselves, but the urban anemone is usually far too polite to show off this ability save in Mortal Peril. Ganymede is also home to large and alarming-looking sea creatures known as Bluurgs, which find work as water taxis on other moons and rarely demand payment beyond conversation and back scratching.

(Spooli is sometimes referred to as “the Venice of Space”, which amuses Spoolians, given their city was half in and half out of the water eight thousand years before anyone bothered to settle certain mud flats at the head of the Adriatic).

The Jovian Hobgoblins rule none of the Moons, and indeed have forgotten which Moon they initially originated on, but they have communities on every even barely livable rock, and are one of the spicier elements in the cultural goulash of the Jovian system. Humanoid but big-nosed, pointy-eared and bow-legged, invariably argumentative and quarrelsome, they vary rather widely in shape and size, and some argue they are relatives of the Threls, which both emphatically and indignantly deny.

Also commonly seen in major cities, what appear to be hundred-foot long, five-inch thick millipedes scuttle over the walls and roofs to avoid being stepped on: these too are Jovian intelligences, a race of poets and philosophers which can’t help giving other species the creeping willies. They are commonly known as billipedes – they do not actually have a billion feet, but due to their tendency to shed old, worn legs and sprout new ones, nobody has ever been able to take an accurate leg count. They hibernate for roughly seven months at a time, during which other urban residents use them as clothes lines or to hang festive banners or streamers from. Then there are the six-armed green women of Europa, celebrated in many unprintable sailor’s songs, the doughy-men of Callisto, the Tricephalids of Chumbley, the many-armed balls of fur known to humans without extra tongues and double palates as “Dweebs” [4]…but it would take too long to tell all, we have still further planets to touch on, and we have not yet visited Jupiter itself.

The clouds of Jupiter support a rich ecology of floating, flying, sinking and rising species from tiny air-plankton to miles-wide Titan Jellies: brave hunters from the Moons descend into the terrible winds aboard armored pressure-ships in search of the merely two-ocean-liner sized Wind Whales, whose immense bodies can be processed into a variety of useful industrial products. Their activities are meanwhile barely noticeable by the dominant and largest species on Jupiter, which are made mostly of clouds and lightening, the intelligent storms of Jupiter, of which Old Thunderhead, more vulgarly known on Earth as the “Great Red Spot” is the oldest and largest by far. Communications are generally established by pulses of electro-magnetic fluid or “radio”: the older and cleverer storms can often reply with sound, speaking by modulating thunder. The storms are insatiably curious about the greater universe, bound as they are to their world, and the larger ones can brew up strange and valuable gases in their depths to exchange for stories and news. They are traditionally considered to be Gods by many of the peoples of the Moons: given their millennia-long lives and ability to extend themselves hundreds (or in the case of the larger ones, thousands) of miles into space for short intervals and swat space fleets like flies (if flies were slow, bumbling, easily swatted things), this is perhaps not surprising.

One final moon of Jupiter bears mentioning: Querp. Querp is actually a 100-meter sphere of by now quite spoiled cheese, put in orbit some forty years ago by a wealthy Englishman to win a bet, bankrupting himself in the process. By now its odor can be detected nearly a thousand miles down-Aether by human noses, and some sensitive-nosed inhabitants of the Jovian moons claim to be able to tell when it is at closest approach without looking at the sky.

Saturn is of course is the home of the White Spiders, an asteroid-born, low-gravity species which inhabit its rings, creating cities out of webbing connecting the various rocks and ice chunks together. (They are not actually Spiders, having 12 legs rather than eight and living in hive-like communities with multiple castes varying in size and specialization, but then they do look a lot like spiders, don’t they? Webs and everything? Righty-ho.)The oldest race in the solar system, older than the moons and planets, they also hold grudges longer than any other species in existence, and for the crime of existing on planets that used to be floating rubble inhabited by Spiders before the Shaper came along to collect the mass into said planets , they have wrecked countless civilizations since the beginning of planetary intelligences millions and millions of years ago. Living solely for revenge has rather taken it out of them, however: their technology has not advanced in ages and they have dwindled in numbers over the mega-millennia: the destruction of the Martian empire was to some extent their last hurrah, and recently their ability to destroy the British Empire was shown to be distinctly limited when they failed to get their pincers on the ancient Shaper artifact their plot depended on.

Still, they retain enough scraps of their ancient science to be quite dangerous, and new plots are being hatched as the news spreads around the rings of the failure of Mr. Webster’s clan (the clan war leader, like most Spiders, was a neuter female, but since humans are led by males, and large spiders tend to have deep, rough voices anyway, the choice of a male persona seemed obvious in dealing with humanity, rather going into long explanations of spider gender identity…).

White Spiders reportedly are an extremely wide-spread species, inhabiting many solar systems in this and more distant galaxies: indeed, the Shapers have left a number of solar systems in their primordial state of floating rings of rubble and ice tied together with cobwebs, as reservations, so to speak, for the Spiders: it’s therefore really quite unreasonable for our Solar System’s Spiders to hold a grudge against the Shaper and her creations for destroying 99.99 % of their living space – she gave them a six month’s warning to pack up and leave, and you can’t be more reasonable than that!

Any up-and-coming species on the Moons of Saturn tends to be quickly smacked down by the Spiders, although the inhabitants of Iapetus ended up putting up such a fight that one of its hemispheres was burned black by the Spiders. There appear to be some sort of intelligences living in the immensely deep seas of Rhea, but since they seem uninterested in coming to the surface, and the few survivors of deep submersible exploration have returned entirely raving mad, the Spiders have generally decided to leave well enough alone with that Moon.

Also inhabiting one of the Moons of Saturn are the cactus-men, a race of spiny and not particularly intelligent beings developed by a long-extinct warrior race (who managed to do a excellent job of exterminating themselves with no aid from the Spiders) as cheap cannon fodder: given some properly vitaminized soil a crop of cactus-men can be grown to maturity in less than a quarter hour, and the only reason they have not overrun the solar system is that they have the creative thinking ability of damp celery stalks. They are occasionally used by the Spiders when they find themselves in need of cheap and replaceable minions. They are rather unattractive creatures, but do bloom with the prettiest white flowers at the right time of year. Their greatest weakness is their excellent sense of hearing and perfect pitch perception, which makes them rather vulnerable to sonic attack by the sort of people who can’t carry a tune in a bucket if it were on wheels and chained to the back of a truck.

As yet only rarely visited is Georgium Sidus, which does not exactly have a solid surface, rather air which thickens into fog then into aerated water and then into water proper (and into solid water at a far greater depth). Until the Victoria Regina Floating Spacedocks are completed, visitors must land their ships on the various rafts of floating vegetation that bob about at the fog/fizzy air/water boundary levels. These can reach sizes exceeding a thousand miles across, and sturdy enough to support whole cities, if anyone ever finds a reason to build houses in that perpetually moist and misty venue. (Perhaps the Scots. The fruiting bodies atop the dominant species of raft-plants resemble sprouts, and even taste a bit like them, although they may weigh up to a ton. If oatmeal cultivation is possible…)

A variety of other vegetation, including a number of species parasitic on the rafts, grow atop the rafts, including some interesting forms of mobile plant-animal mixes such as the Tufted Sphagnum or Nibbling Sporran (it will usually leave humans alone after an experimental nibble), but most animal life lives in the seas. The principal native species are the Mer-people, who are somewhat less attractive than the traditional sort, being hairless, grey, bony, keel-chested, four-armed, needle-toothed, snaked-tailed, eyes hidden by dark membranes, no visible ears or noses (they have gills under their arms), and with a glowing anglerfish-like lure growing from the forehead of their finned, triangular heads. (Oddly enough, in spite of all that, their females still do nurse their young). They also have terrible taste in music. A primitive folks, they live mostly by fishing and seaweed-gathering, and as amphibians they are found at all levels from the floating islands to many miles down beneath the water, but usually live in the huge air-filled underwater bladders that support the more massive floating vegetation.

Hades is now inhabited by the Sssnilth, which now that their renegade Shaper overlord has been destroyed, have become relatively tolerable neighbors, at least at a distance of several billion British miles. They have even extended a species-wide apology for the whole invasion and destruction of half the British space navy, which is nice, but as may be crudely put, doesn’t butter any parsnips. But there they are and there they hopefully will stay, seven hundred million blue-skinned humanoid lizards, with flexible spikes for hair and divided into clans by the shapes of the knobs and spikes on their female’s tails. Their Queen, admittedly, was raised in England, but unfortunately the fact she was raised by the Royal Xenobiological Institute has led to some fears her memories of that experience might not be entirely favorable. Their new planet is now illuminated by the artificial sun they brought with them, which although no larger than many asteroids warms and lights the little world of Hades enough to do much damage to the more delicate, dark and cold-adapted lichens, a fact much lamented by mycologists and botanists.

Currently the Sssnilth, an egg-laying species in which traditionally the larger, stronger women command and fight, and the smaller, paler, short-spiked and caudally unarmed males stay home and take care of the children, is suffering social turmoil due to a large proportion of its women being inspired by the ideals of British Womanhood, and desiring to give up war and spiny battle armor for dresses, fine manners, and tea parties. (Inspiring as this may be to traditionalists, it must be noted that the Sssnilth pick up new ideas with inhuman speed, and as a result of Aeons of rule by an absolute tyrant, tend to be both naïve and quick to think that anything approved of by their former ruler, such as warlike prowess, is wrong). The old-fashioned Blood and Glory faction has rallied somewhat lately, due to many of the males emphatically not wanting to become warriors, and the women discovering that taking care of newly hatched Sssnilth is a job hardly less messy than the raising of human babies: the fact that their Queen, although understanding the importance of grace and style, thoroughly disapproves of genteel helplessness and swooning, has also had its impact. Where things will finally end up remains up in the air, either a full return to previous manners or a full turn to human social conventions seem unlikely.

The Empire’s science is quite firmly steampunk, often taking more advanced technology (say, from the inhabitants of Jupiter’s moons – not that any British scientist will admit this) and combining it with steam and alchemical phlogiston technology. While the Jovian moons have flimsy electrical mechanical servants made of synthetics, the British have solid metal ones propelled by steam – old-fashioned craftsmanship while will stand the test of time or rude tradesmen. Even fairly low-middle members of the middle classes can now afford mechanical maids and butlers, freeing a great deal of labor to be transported to the colonies either to pursue their dreams of their own farm or striking it rich, or on charges of idleness and/or vagrancy. (The wealthy of course stick with human servants, who whatever else their failings, don’t emit smoke if improperly cleaned and generally are better at foreseeing their master’s wishes than a poor automated butler who must select his thoughts from a limited number of wax cylinders).

Wax cylinders are now being supplemented by increasingly fine calculating machines (some of those alien sweatshop workers have really small hands), and some machines are now capable of reading the paper, although the Heathcoat Reader, while capable of reading as many papers in an hour as a lodging house full of anarchists, has proven somewhat disappointing as a news aggregator, it’s summarized and “easily digestible” reports always making things seem somehow rather trivial. Most informational engineers are not impressed by Mr. Babbage’s claims that the world will soon know, and fear, the power of his new “difference engine.”

Many new labor-saving devices for the ladies have been developed (to the disapproval of many who claim this will lead to idleness and dissolution), including such wonders as the push-knob All-Automatic Kitchen, but not all household aids are mechanical in nature: those who dwell in space, rather than dealing with the cumbersome 150-pound Home Floor Suction and Cleansing Automaton, As Used By Minor Nobility, use zero gravity and the Hoverhog, an inflated bladder of a beastie from the clouds of Jupiter, which will track down and inhale any floating crumb or piece of debris with pinpoint accuracy (the hoverhog’s one drawback is its method of propulsion when it desires to move faster than its normal flipper-driven motion: this is somewhat similar to the method of the squid, but with unfortunately using a different orifice. Most of Victoria’s subjects deal with this slightly indelicate issue in the manner which normally maintains social propriety: they ignore its existence).

For those living offplanet, air filtering and oxygenation systems, using ice as raw materials, have become quite reliable over the last century, and it is quite rarely nowadays that someone is burned to death or suffocated due to some failing in their equipment, although some people _will_ cut corners and buy a cheap Italian or French model.

Communications using pulses of electro-magnetic fluid over long interplanetary distances are still patchy, due to the problems of interference caused by Aether disturbances, and for long-distance alarms or signals a good, high-powered signal flare remains the norm for space travelers in distress: many earn a few pence taking time as telescope watchers, keeping an eye on the space lanes for the flash of a distress or warning signal. Such flares are banned for import into some terrestrial nations, the timid locals referring to them as “weapons of mass destruction” merely because they can shoot a hundred miles into space and kill anyone in a 30-meter radius if improperly detonated.

(For civilian purposes communications are by cable; why would you want your message wafting through the air where anyone could pick up on it?)

Deep sea exploration is a new thing on Earth, alchemically propelled ships making poor submarines (the water tends to come in the exhaust trumpets and sink the ship); only recently a combination of anti-gravity and pressure-ships of nearly solid rock (similar to those used to visit the skies of Jupiter) have allowed valiant explorers to sink to the bottom, take a look out the windows, and rise again. So far the consensus is that the deep sea floor, if not as lifeless as previously thought, is really rather boring: due to the sheer size of the seas, none of these essays have dropped down in visual range of any surviving ruins from Atlantis or Mu (respectively a Mercurian colony and an extinct civilization even in their age). But give it time.

Military technology marches on, in some cases literally so: although their rather simple minds make mechanicals impractical as soldiers, they fill important support roles, and for long marches soldiers now can be equipped in the finest of walking machines, which may yet evolve into what inhabitants of other timelines call “mecha”, especially if military advances continue to be pushed forward by aliens wrecking London every six months. Aside from cannon and rockets, navy ships are armed with Phlogiston Exciters working on alchemical principles, which act like a tremendously powerful flamethrower with a range of up to a quarter of an English mile: unfortunately, the near lack of Phlogiston in the interplanetary Aether means that the Exciter is a weapon strictly for use within an atmosphere.

The Empire’s glorious self-confidence has taken a few knocks lately: the attack of the White Spiders on London could be seen as a mere case of Inferior Foreigners Using Sneaky Tricks (their larger plan to use ancient Shaper technology to demolish the inner planets being unknown), but the fleet of the Sssnilth and their Moths beat the British Space navy, or at least half of it (much of it still being en route from other planets and moons and asteroids) pretty much fair and square (although many in the Navy would complain that they had been in trouble, but they hadn’t definitely lost yet when the fighting abruptly came to an end), and having your entire planet virtually blanketed by tens of trillions of moths is enough to give anyone the willies (the French and the Russians, who if not attacked had still seen their skies blotted out by the Mothstorm, most definitely got them, and are rather hysterically claiming it was somehow all England’s fault). Queen Victoria, twice seriously discomforted by alien invaders, has ordered England’s top scientists to see about building a set of secret escape tunnels for all her residences and a set of giant mechanical bodyguards in case of a third episode, claiming she has pretty much lost her sense of humor by this point.

The Sssnilth weren’t beaten, but simply called off the war thanks to the fall of their evil Shaper overlord: they lost most of their Moths in the aftermath of said entities death, but they still have a huge fleet of mile-long alchemically driven ships armed with explosive alchemical projectiles and while only a small fraction of a percent of the Moths survived to be driven to their new home, that’s still over a hundred million Godzilla-sized moths – and according to all reports breeding like rabbits, or insects, rather. (The Sssnilth economy is very Moth-product dependent: like the inhabitants of Indian Territory with the buffalo, they use every last wing-scale.) Humanity – and, more importantly from London’s point of view, the British Empire – must now share the solar system with formidable potential competitors.

(The White Spiders also remain a concern: a punitive expedition to Saturn was not entirely successful, in that the rings of Saturn are almost two million miles in circumference, and after Aeons of decline, there aren’t many White Spiders left – after weeks of futile searching, they did find and destroy one Spider city before calling it a victory and returning, being rather unaware that the inhabitants of the city, several hundred thousand miles away from where Mr. Webster used to hang his bowler hat, had no knowledge whatsoever about his Grand Plan, [5] which he had kept to his own city-state for fear that some other Spiders might steal his chance for glory. A surviving young Spider has sworn vengeance against the British Empire, so some trouble may be coming down the pipe in a few decades).

The humiliation of the Empire and the continued presence of the invaders have had disturbing effects on its non-human and even human subjects: that humans, more specifically British humans, have some sort of special Cosmic Destiny to rule the Solar System is becoming a much harder sell, and there have been Disturbances on Mars and a couple of the Moons of Jupiter, although no outright revolts as yet. Members of the Royal Xenobiological Institute wonder if they should have killed and dissected quite so many aliens without determining whether they were intelligent first (and in some cases after being quite well informed – Military Necessity and such).

Whether non-humans are entitled to all the same legal rights as a human remains hotly disputed in the courts, and the argument has become rather more urgent since the new queen of the Sssnilth made it clear that any subject of hers who visits the worlds of the Empire will have at least the same level of legal protection as a Frenchman, or she will be exceedingly cross.

(And it’s not just aliens one has to worry about; reports indicate that France’s new antigravity-assisted long-range canon is capable of bombarding London from the continent. It’s enough to make one unsure whether God is, in fact, an Englishman).

Still, things will change, in ethics as well as technology: a British doctor in Africa was recently arrested after he carried out involuntary medical vaccination experiments on some children purchased from a slaver. Although he was initially arrested on charges of participating in the slave trade, questions were asked about the experimentation (in some cases fatal) on the children. Sure, it was for the greater good, but…and this in turn feeds into the Venusian Scandal, in which it came out that the government had a serum capable of curing the victims of the Changeling Trees, but had kept it quiet because of the huge expense entailed in providing doses to everyone affected. (As yet, it has not been revealed that the Royal Xenobiological Institute was responsible for mutating the Trees into a form capable of infecting humans in the first place…but the Press and the Anarchists are digging.) The scandal has already contributed to the fall of one government (the “failed to stop alien invasion” thing was the other major factor), and the current one is not doing a great job of reassuring the Queen’s subjects that They Know Better. Perhaps it could be that the British Empire could actually stand, could actually survive… a bit more democracy? The heresy is in the open, there are dueling challenges in the House of Lords, and exchanges of insults in the Commons. In the meantime, the armed forces brace for a round of reforms, and scientists, engineers and cranks are lined up by the crack of dawn in front of various government offices, each with their own idea for an Infallible Defense against alien invasion. One young scientist has a remarkable idea – a self-sustaining phlogiston chain reaction. It could not of course be tested on Earth, but perhaps on a large asteroid with an atmosphere, suggests young Moriarty.

Of course, all this is a tempest in a teapot: it’s a big old universe, and the development of the Cosmic Will continues with little reference to what happens in London, hard as it is to believe.

The Shapers, in their quest to create a universe in which the variety and possibilities of intelligent life was as great as possible, had other challenges to deal with in the early ages of the universe beyond White Spiders. Such conflicts took place hundreds of millions or billions of light years away, and were only vaguely known of by Mrs. Mumby, so her children never suffered nightmares hearing about the Twonky Men, who had wanted to reshape all the loose matter into giant calculating machines, to calculate the exact nature of God (so they could then kill Him [6]) : or the Great Gibbering Ghastlies, who were perfectly fine with the Shapers forming the early rubble of the solar systems into planets - they just intended to later eat everything that evolved on them.

But what of the universe today? New solar systems are still forming, but there are few Shapers left: their time is mostly over, in spite of such eccentrics as Mrs. Mumby and the Moth-Maker. What new threats may have arisen, and who will protect the races of the universe?

The universe is now entering a new cosmic cycle: and with it, the works of the Shapers will be judged.

It may be another million or ten million years, but it also could be tomorrow, and the Mumby family has always had a peculiar relationship with probability.

The Auditors are coming.



[3] They breathe through their ears, and it’s really not polite to ask what they hear with.

[4] Not to be confused with Flummocks. Flummocks are sensitive about that sort of terrestrial “oh, they all look alike” business.

[5] But if they had known of his plan they would have heartily approved, so maybe it was OK to bombard them?

[6] I of course am just using standard terminology here: there is no intention to imply that either myself or the Twonky Men hold any sort of opinion as to whether the creator of All Things has Naughty Bits of whatever gender.

Earth map to follow.

62. Worm World

OK. An exceptionally talky one, done as a commission for  LavanyaSix, a cover of his map of the world of the web novel Worm, a very long story set in a GrimDark superhero universe.

In this world, starting with the appearance of the mysterious Scion in 1983, people with superpowers started to appear, in ever increasing numbers, (By 2008 the number was 650,000 and still growing) with powers varying from "just superhuman enough to act like an action hero" to "Godlike" (pagan gods, at least). Unfortunately, people usually gained power as a result of extreme physical and/or mental trauma, with the result that most supers (I don't want to keep writing "parahumans" :) ), tend to be on the disturbed side. Supervillains considerably outnumber superheroes globally. This has not been good for stability either national or global.

Worse than even the worst supervillains are the Endbringers, three monsters of unknown origin which seem to exist only to torment and smite mankind. The Behemoth is a bipedal mass of fiery rock able generate or redirect enormous amounts of energy (the Soviets using an atomic bomb on it near Moscow turned out to be a very bad mistake). Leviathan is a lizard-thing with massive strength which generates tidal waves simply by existing - tidal waves which grow stronger the longer it sticks around, with seemingly no upper limit (see, Kyushu). And the Simurgh _looks_ like a human woman with multiple wings, but besides massively strong telekinesis she has the ability to profoundly fuck with the human mind, and the longer she stays in a region the more people she can reach. She stayed in Switzerland for a while after she first appeared and before people knew what she was, and a large part of Switzerland went completely dingo and set out to kill everyone they could reach: the unaffected Swiss were mostly either killed by their crazed fellow nationals or by European troops unable to tell regular Swiss from berserkers playing normal. 

All three seem to be impossible to kill. At best they can be driven off by the most powerful of supers before they do too much damage, and often it requires the assistance of Scion, first and most powerful of superheroes, who can singly drive them off but seems unable to kill or imprison them.

This has fostered a somewhat apocalyptic mindset.

The US, which has taken in tens of millions of refugees, mostly from Asia, seems dangerously close to splitting at the seams. Neo-Nazis are on the rise, and while they don't have a sympathetic ear in the White House, they have quite a few superpowered members. Superpowered criminal gangs or just leaders are a dime a dozen. It's still a democracy, but an increasingly authoritarian one. It's still a rich society, but that also means that supervillains tend to move there to make it big: the US has more superheroes (and villains) than any other country. (Third world countries may be great for trigger events, but strong supers rarely stay in the third world, unless they're going the mercenary or warlord route). Superheroes are organized into a sort of national crime-fighting union backed by the government, the Protectorate, but there's always a fear that some day the government and the supers might not see eye to eye, and the conventional military might not be enough. 

Europe, traumatized by the Swiss War, is threatening to break up into contending blocks and alliances. Attempts to create their own unified superhero force fell through, and instead there are national organizations.(There have been accusations of the use of national superhero teams in covert operations within other fellow EEC members). 

Outside of Europe, Australia, and North America, treatment of supers tends to be much more paranoid and hostile. In Latin America, this is not helped by their prominence in the criminal cartels and organizations, while in Africa people with superpowers are about as well esteemed as witches. (African supers either rule normals as warlords or work as mercenaries: there are no African countries with dedicated superhero teams working for the government outside South Africa and Ethiopia). 

Russia has its own super teams, but they are largely subordinated to the military: Russia tends to a "ridiculously excessive firepower" approach to supervillain fighting, but is more cautious about dropping nukes on them than they used to be. Some Arab countries tend to integrate supers with their military: Shatterbird, from the UAE, to some extent _was_ their military (someone who can turn every bit of glass in a city into flying shards of death tends to encourage peaceful solutions in other people. She has since gone on to other - and more homicidal - projects).

East Asia tends to be distinctly hostile to supers, if not as bad as sub-Saharan Africa. Vietnam follows a "tough on super-crime" model in which as little as stealing a purse with superpowers can lead to an execution: a lot of Americans loudly proclaim we should follow their example, ignoring the distinctly nasty downsides of such a "take no prisoners" approach. China controls its supers through the Yangban organization, (those they cannot control, they eventually destroy) which specializes in brainwashing, torture, turning people against eachother, and destruction of individuality. The existence of a Chinese Super with the odd ability of spreading out someone's superpower in a weakened form between multiple individuals has been very useful: the Chinese are worried about what may happen if they die.

Indian Supers are weird. More than villain or hero they tend to divide between "hot" and "cold" - hots are public, brightly costumed, celebrity or infamy chasing supers, romantic bandits, valiant heroes, clever rogues, often with a *youtube channel or even their own TV show. "Colds" tend to be unseen, costume-shunning, underground supers - government secret agents and killers, underworld wetworkers, terrorists. Their media presence is virtually nil.

It's not entirely awful. Technology, thanks to "tinkers" - supers with a talent for technology - is rather more advanced. [1] If you avoid a lethal encounter with an Endbringer or supervillain, you may live a lot longer than OTL. After Rwanda and North Korea, genocide or extreme oppression is to some extent off the table due to the risk of many, many trigger events and superpowered resistance forces - too risky. Contact has been made with another (fortunately, rather less superhero-oversupplied) timeline, doubling available human brainpower. Some sixty-odd million Japanese refugees and tens of millions more from Africa and other parts of Asia have been successfully resettled, although not without some nativist reactions (notably in the US and parts of Europe, alas). 

[1] Not directly, since most tinker tech, Spark-style, is not mass-producible by normals, but it generates a hell of a lot of new ideas and avenues for research. 

63. Genotype, Phenotype, lets call the whole thing off

A commission for Twiggierjet

It’s the future, about a century down the road, and the principal ideological conflict of the day is not economic or racial or (to some extent) religious, but rather on where one stands on the biological modification of human beings.

Biotech has made huge strides forwards, with many impressive benefits, including the elimination of almost all diseases (and the creation of new ones that need handling in their turn, admittedly), a cure for almost all cancers, [1] great extension of the human lifespan, tremendous advances in agriculture that have put an end to climate change induced mass famine (for now), and talking dogs. [2] But the most radical change has been the ability to re-write human DNA, not merely in reproductive cells but in adults, allowing people to transform themselves physically in all sorts of ways. There are limits – turning yourself into an octopus able to live unprotected on the Moon is a bit beyond current capabilities – but you could turn yourself into a four-handed human able to thrive in zero gravity and equipped with a built-in emergency space survival bubble. (Human space settlement and exploration, long pushed aside by robots, is on the rise again). Almost identical male and female faces multiply across the globe and then disappear again, as fashions in who and what is beautiful come and go. Amphibious types have begun settling the sea floor, and vegans now can finally cut out the supplements and live directly off grass and weeds. Furries are mighty happy.

Various different nations have had reactions varying from enthusiasm to sheer horror, and although there isn’t quite a new cold war, there is a sharp division between the so-called “bio-libertarian” nations, which consider the ability to modify themselves as a basic human right of self-expression (if you can afford it) and the “bio-conservative” nations which consider giving yourself a prehensile tail, let alone turning into a humanoid Pony or switching genders to be a crime against nature, God, or humanity.

Of course, there is a lot a variation and nuance. Even the most libertarian of nations regulate new forms of modification like new drugs, to prevent nasty-ass side effects: attempts to upgrade the human intellect are particularly closely monitored, since things can potentially go very wrong. (The actual nature of what comprises “intelligence” is still tricky enough that most improvements so far have been marginal or related to specific abilities such as memory, spatial perception, lightning math calculation, etc. The trouble with “uplifting” animals have served as something of a cautionary tale). [3]

And some things are just forbidden: you can’t genetically modify anyone else without their permission, and making people more obedient, submissive, dumber, etc. is generally a very severe crime. Of course, this brings up the issue of children: in most bio-libertarian places a parents successful biomods can be passed on to their kids, so an aquatic type has aquatic kids, or a high-altitude type kids that are comfortable at 20,000 feet: but making your kid look like Bat Boy [6] just because is generally frowned on. In the US, children can be “emancipated” from their parents at quite an early age when it comes to biological modifications, and protective services keep a close eye. On the other hand, lots of kids want fashionable physical modifications at an early age.

In the more authoritarian bio-libertarian states, the state and corporations have a lot more say in what you can and cannot do to yourself, and biological modifications that “endanger social stability” (or seem threatening to the ruling classes) are frowned on and restricted in a number of ways both legal and semi-legal. If you want to turn yourself into a six-breasted hermaphroditic cow-person to shock the squares, it’s a lot safer to do so in, say, San Francisco than in Beijing. And both authoritarian and more democratic bio-libertarian states agree that there’s such a thing as being too heavily armed, bio-tech wise: the more sophisticated military upgrades are regulated, and attempts to combine, say, hair-trigger reflexes and poisonous spines all over your body are likely to be discouraged by the authorities.

There are of course radicals who want to upgrade _all_ humans as much as possible, create the Superman or the Spaceman or Communist Man or whatever, but governments generally frown sharply on such enthusiasts. So far, such people have only come to power in some parts of Central America, where the so-called “Alliance of the Cosmic Race” is trying to create Natural Man, the human who will live in perfect balance with the planet, with some fairly dubious results so far, while the Guatemalan regime, determined to regain their lost territories, are working hard to create super-soldiers and a super-loyal populace: there is a fair amount of international debate as whether to intervene and stop this stuff, while the bio-conservatives point and go “see? See?” Other such groups do not control any national governments, but do form powerful pressure groups, although what, exactly, are the most vital fixes for Human 1.0 is something none of them entirely agree on.

Perhaps the most severe current irritant between the bio-libertarian and bio-conservative nations is that several of the authoritarian and corporate-dominated bio-libertarian states (along with the US, although it claims it’s the work of corporate players and not the government) have been hiring out genetically upgraded soldiers to various war zones, or assisting client states with the quiet loan of a few hundred or thousand such. This sort of thing is not really winning many hearts or minds.

OTOH, the US does play a major role in the concerted international effort to fight the sex slave trade in modified human beings (including cat girls) and modified animals (including cat girls): it’s something even the stoogiest corporate stooge can agree is a Bad Thing, and compensates a bit for all that talk about US manufacted super-soldiers slaughtering, raping, [4] and burning their way through the poorer parts of the globe.

The bio-conservative nations vary a good deal, from democracies which allow some limited self-modification for consenting adults to dictatorships which punish sharply any modification from the True Form of Man. There are often religious impulses at play, but some quite secular nations, such as 22nd century England, are strongly opposed to biomodification. The Middle East is sharply divided between bio-conservative and bio-liberal nations, with endemic political violence. (Israel has not escaped this. While it finally solved the Palestinian Problem by pushing the remainder into various microstates and then putting up a wall that would impress “The Trumpster”, the conservative man-is-in-the-image-of-God crowd never really approved of human modification, and things have finally blown up into near civil war, to the accompaniment of much Arabic schadenfreude. ) Much of SE Asia is also a mess.

Still, in some ways, the bio-libertarians have won a larger argument: almost every nation on Earth accepts bio-engineered plants and animals (if not sapient ones), and only a few oppose modification of the human gene as preventive medication (for those diseases and cancers) and to cure actual physical and mental disabilities. A number of bio-conservative nations invest a good deal in brain-boosting drug and cybernetic enhancement R&D: although they won’t admit genetically enhanced people are in any way _superior_, they do feel they have unfair advantages that need to be countered.

Although the total size of the US economy has fallen behind that of China, it still leads the world in high tech both traditional and bio. It’s more decentralized than OTL, divided into several large regional sub-groupings, while some of its largest cities have gained a great deal of autonomy. Corporate entities, after a brief reaction earlier in the 21st century, have also a great deal of autonomy, corporate “persons” having been replaced by corporate “states.”Much of the SW and the north plains/Rocky mountains have been ecologically hammered by greatly extended drought cycles (the giant pipes from Canada now carry water, not oil) and there is an ongoing “reseeding” effort with hard-desert adapted plant life which should in the long run cool things and trap ground water.

The old European Union broke up, with the East and England turning sharply against major human modification, while the west following the US course of making self-modification a right: unrest continues to this day, with hardliners in Eastern Europe pushing to decrease even further the allowable, leading to protests among the pro-reform crowd, which often turns violent: while France is being wracked by a three-way struggle between extremists pushing for the Revival of France through mass use of artificial wombs and the creation of the Superior Frenchman [5], conservatives calling for an end to all the “displacement” of normal humans by gene mods that think they’re so superior, and the forces of Keeping Things the Way they Are.

(Switzerland, where the individual Cantons all reserved their own rights to set biomodification policy, is worse. The Alliance for the Preservation of Humanity, which holds that the normal human form is superior to all the “perversions” is carrying out a terror campaign on massive scale).

Some nations are “conservative” in the sense that they allow biomodification but regulate it closely, and try to stay out of the ideological crossfire. Other nations are simply poor enough that the majority of the population simply can’t afford it, and the ruling classes try to avoid at least looking too different from the people they often insecurely rule over. India is pretty middle of the road, and manages to some extent play off bio-liberal and bio-conservative nations, tightening or loosening their legal regime depending on which way they want to tack into the wind: their current major concern isn’t so much Humanity’s Biological Destiny as catching up with China economically, something they’ve been struggling to do for the last century, hampered by climate change damage and political instability: currently growth is sluggish, and resources to push forward their modernization are expensive.

Russia on the other hand, after the era of Putinism, and another ultimately unsuccessful stab at democracy, is ruled by an oligarchic “emergency council” that has been at the point of returning Power to the People almost any day now for several decades. Some augmentations are allowed, but tightly restricted – unless you have a lot of money, in which case the government turns a blind eye. Clashes between anti-modification extremists and genetically upgraded security forces working for oligarchs are common: pro-democracy groups are divided on their attitude towards genetic modification, which doesn’t help them cooperate against the oligarchy.

Japan has remilitarized, but tries to keep a low geopolitical profile. Artificial wombs and extended life spans finally brought population decline to an end, but Japan remains nervous about its relatively low throw weight, population-wise. The Japanese allow for quite a bit of self-modification, but “respectable” social status means you keep the visible modifications to a minimum.

[1] A few cancers, it was eventually discovered, were actually caused by previously undetected non-DNA microscopic life from space, which certainly would have made Hoyle happy if he hadn’t been long dead.

[2] It turns out they don’t have much interesting to say.

[3] Even the most manlike, chimpanzees, took several tries: version 2 were charmingly plausible sociopaths, and the less said about versions 1 and 3, the better.

[4] US corporate heads are outraged at such stories: they build a superior, non-rape-capable model of soldier.

[5] Part Charles De Gaulle, part Napoleon, part Descartes, and part Gargantua

 [6] en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bat_Boy_…

64. 1990s World

A commission for BeatBasic: the world of today as it might be imagined from a 1990s outlook. 
The weather grows more violent, storms and hurricanes multiply as global warming begins to bite. The walls of buildings gleam and shimmer with holographic images from nanoprojector paint, and people wear clothes that changes color and texture. It is a buzzing, energetic, frantic, even extreme time, and having recovered from the 2000 Slump brought about by the global plague of computer errors, the world is whizzing along faster and faster into an integrated, global, cybernetic, networked future. US politics are lurid, a form of performance art, in which the campaigns are now essentially simultaneous with the term of office, and a constant battle goes on through the ocean of media to dazzle, confuse, needle, annoy and otherwise poke in one direction or another the pin-ball of the voter. “Meme science” plays an important part in the befooling of the public, and as memes compete and multiply some theoreticians make worried noises about “meme viruses”, fears which are written off as another form of anti-technological meme. Even the violent militia terrorism that plagues several western states is another form of entertainment, unreal and incomprehensible to most. Information overload is guaranteed, with innumerable internet, cable, satellite and other channels, sites, information sources. Information gatherers and collators take mind-altering drugs to drink in information from dozens of sources simultaneously, and those with the prized ability to spot important nodal points in otherwise undifferentiated flows of information are corporate superstars.

Population growth has been slower to drop off than OTL, especially in Africa and S/SE Asia, and there will be a billion more people than in our world by the time they both reach 2020. Corporations are bigger and more internationalized than ever. Capitalism has won, and grows and swells monstrous, in India, in China, in a Europe integrating out to the Urals. The Networked (technological, scientific, ultra-capitalist) world is divided into several major blocks: the continued cooperation of the European, North American, and Western Pacific blocks so far insures their continued dominance, especially given the increasing integration of the Russian sphere with the European one, but a coalition of Southern powers is rising to challenge their dominance. It yet remains unclear whether China will join either side or attempt to go by its lonesome.

The North American Federation, the more deeply integrated heir to NAFTA, is inwards-turned, Americans being somewhat ignorant and uninterested in the rest of the globe since the end of the Cold War, more interested in their wildly gyrating culture and entertainment than in geopolitics. It still pushes for global economic integration, and supports peacekeeping initiatives abroad, but is less interested in playing Global Policeman. Europe continues to expand, but its sheer size is increasingly an obstacle to efforts to deepen and more closely integrate the union, and many are worried about bringing in the rather disorderly, anarcho-capitalist Russians (“better inside the tent pissing out than outside the tent pissing in, yes, but what do you do when they don’t even bother to aim?”) The Indo-Pacific Coordination (dontsaycoprosperityspheredontsaycoprosperityspheredont saycoprosperitysphere) is perhaps the weakest of the three, being basically an alliance against Chinese economic and political expansionism, and hampered by the fact that Japan is its effective leader but nobody wants them to be the official leader. (It’s mere _unofficial_ position has so far kept the Koreans out at least as much as their desire to not piss off the Chinese overly). It would work better as a North America-West Pacific combo, but North America’s inwards attitudes militate against that notion. Japan, OTOH, is recovering from its long slump as a new generation of entrepreneurs and inventors recreate the Japanese technology scene, and push the envelopes of computer intelligence, virtuality, and nanotech further than anywhere else. It is also more “Japan Inc.” than ever, as corporations drag power out of the palsied hands of the fossilized political establishment.

China as OTL is expanding greatly, if somewhat hampered by the continuing presence of a powerful Communist-Maoist Old Guard resistant to the continuing March of Capitalism. The Chinese have started talks on greater autonomy for Tibet, although they warn that those maps showing a Tibet 1/3 the size of China will have to go.

 The Alliance of the Global South is a rather rickety coalition of coalitions whose principal interest is challenging the global dominion of European and European-derived states (plus Japan), although their dirty little secret is that corporate influence is rife in most of their major states as well.
Nanotechnology is the new Big Thing, and mysterious stuff bubbles in giant assembler vats which TV spots promise will soon revolutionize the world. Already there is nano-cloth, nano-paint, and a variety of odd new materials: will nano soon build our cars, make our food, clean out our arteries? Stay tuned! Strong AI may not have arrived yet, but computers can fool a Turing test, and a number of actors and pop stars are now entirely computer-generated. A Japanese artist has recently begun legal action to allow him to marry one the most popular Virtual Idols. (India has _literal_ Virtual Idols and online simulated deities).

The Internet is huge, and improved VR means that the three-d virtual space internet is a very busy community with its own distinctive culture, something like Ready Player One but with much more creative avatars. Oddly enough there isn’t as much in the way of OTL social media (nobody would imagine a medium as narrow-bandwidth as OTL Twitter or Facebook could be a hit, although smart nano-paper means that nowadays one can get newspapers even more personalized than your OTL internet feed).

 Immune rejection techniques have improved to the point where not only are transplants far more frequent and successful, a lot of people are carrying animal organs around, and some wealthy oddballs have gone further (say, fur or horns). Cybernetic implants (of various levels of usefulness) are also something of a fad, and Tokyo and Los Angeles teens compete for the most elaborate body mods, the most important difference being that the Japanese modifications are inevitable more “kawaii.” (For the best in creepy cyber-goths, try Berlin or Moscow). 

In the Middle East, the Second Iranian Revolution has swept a democratic government into power, which to everyone’s annoyance has made it clear that they still don’t like the Jews. Iran has allied with India and is moving to expand its regional influence, and is poking the Taliban hornet’s nest to the east. Saddam Hussein was finally successfully assassinated in by Iran-backed Shi’a agents in 2014, only to be replaced by “Chemical Ali”, who has made considerable progress in negotiating an end to sanctions because nobody in the US really cares anymore.


A Palestinian state has been created in the West Bank and the Gaza strip, and receives a steady stream of financial aid AKA bribe money to keep it peaceful. The hard-liners have mostly been broken, although assassinations by Palestinians of “collaborator” Palestinians making up the ruling party continue intermittently, along with assassinations by Jewish Israelis of the Israeli officials who forcibly evacuated the more indefensible settlements on the West bank. The rail and road connection between the Gaza strip and the West Bank is nice, fast, and runs in a ditch sided by 20-foot sheer retaining walls topped by barbed wire, which the Palestinians find oddly insulting.


Russia is wealthier and less repressive than OTL, but also more corrupt and gangster-ridden. The wealth gap between a few ultra-rich urban centers and much of the more rural areas is alarming, and is one of the factors interfering with efforts to join the European Union. It has also swallowed Belorussia. Siberia is the Wild East, capitalism at its most Gangsta, with its own independence movement (whose leaders come and go as they regular turn out to be in someone’s pay) and local support for a Russian plan to set aside a big chunk of land (whose inhabitants are few and not ethnically Russian) as a storage site for radioactive waste – for a reasonable rent, of course!

The World Environmental Council, founded in the early 2000s, is an increasingly important institution as nations get serious about arresting global warming and ecological decay. Currently massive loans are being raised through international financial institutions to help large and rapidly growing nations move to cleaner power systems and less polluting industry, something increasingly urgent in a world even more polluted than OTL. Refuge arks are being set up worldwide for endangered species, and efforts are ongoing to get enough cell samples for cloning every species in existence in the case of them becoming extinct.

All-AI highways are increasingly abundant in North America, Europe, Japan, and elsewhere, although Americans (and Greeks) _will_ keep trying to hack the manual override. Cyborg combat dogs and “genius” smart missiles and bullets. Everyone has google glass type glasses, with the difference of 1. Being useful and 2. Not making you look like a total dork. (Old People: always watching. And recording, at a physically remote safe site). Mammoths have been successfully cloned and grown to adulthood: no word on dinosaurs yet.


An international consortium of nations led by the US has signed on to a long-term Zubrin-type effort to colonize Mars, and has landed automated fuel-making ships on the Red Planet, and the first human-carrying ship is in orbital construction, although there’s that radiation shielding issue to perfect.  The International Space station has gone through a burst of reconstruction and expansion, and the Chinese have sent a man to the Moon. Fusion power is only 20 years away. 


There are plenty of problems along with the progress. Corruption and corporate capture of the political process is on the rise, the unemployed and unemployable are growing in number as more are left behind by a future speeding out of control. Terrorism – Islamic, fundamentalist Christian, Deep Green, Militia, Krazy Kults – is on the rise, as the nihilistic and the outraged find ways to network and develop their technique, although as yet there hasn’t been a show-stopper on the scale of OTL 9/11. Africa remains a mess, and international forces under UN auspices have occupied some chunks of it. Neo-Maoist revolutionary movements have cropped up in a number of nations where the governments have not done well in handling the new Global Economy, and Anachists are becoming once again a bomb-throwing menace in the first world after a century’s absence. Climate instability is leading to increased food insecurity, although the biotechnicians claim we’ll have all the seaweed bacon we can eat in a few years time.

The Taliban have spread to Central Asia, which is increasingly wracked by religious unrest. Much of Former Yugoslavia remains a bit of a mess, with Serbia now a neo-fascist dictatorship which somehow seems to have gained some WMDs for intimidation purposes (some ultra-nationalist Russian moguls are under suspicions).


Biotech workers in advanced countries are known to be doing funny things with single-celled life, the Chinese have biotech research labs where few tourists go which they claim are not labs at all, nosiree, and nature itself has not been idle: a new and more contagious version of AIDS has emerged in southern Africa, and the international community is struggling to keep it contained, terrified of the possibility of it spreading globally.

The US is corrupt, brilliant, creative, schlocky. It produces endless movies with fabulous special effects and no plots to speak of, produces endless identical boy bands and some of the blackest and grimmest alternative music outside the Germanic countries (see, Death Grunge), creates the world’s most elaborate virtual realities and the most dire reality shows. Extremeness remains in, with the fourth movie in the Youngblood Expanded Universe coming out this summer. Modern sports include Olympic Skateboarding and Battle Baseball, and, of course, Rollerball, while Surge Red Extreme Energy is available at your local grocers in the 3 liter bottle. Gated suburbs are now “walled with razor wire and motion sensors on top, plus cyborgs guard dogs” suburbs, but just try and tell the inhabitants they’re paranoid. The Republican Party is distinctly more libertarian and less theocratic than OTL, if crazy enough in other ways, while the Democrats remain stubbornly Third Way (AKA, Republicans Lite). AOL still controls a lot of internet traffic, although their transmission rates are a wee bit faster now. The Simpsons are, of course, still on the air. 

65. Evangelion Earth (Classic Flavor)

A commission for LavanyaSix. Flooded earth basemap from Sregan (www.deviantart.com/sregan)

Aeons ago, the First Ancestral Race, although god-like in their abilities, faced an inescapable doom. Desiring that something of them would still live on, they sent the Seeds of Life, enclosed in colossal vessels tens of miles across, into space, to land on distant worlds and there bring about a new creation. Some worlds would evolve life the long, slow, way, creating races of individuals that would use science to choose their ultimate destiny: others would be populated by beings in some ways like the First Race themselves, immortal and powerful and self-sufficient in themselves, who simply know rather than “making decisions” and “thinking.” Unfortunately, on one world they screwed up, and two Seeds of each different kind arrived within a short time of the other. The entity that would one day be known as LILITH won out, and from her blood all life on Earth would arise: but ADAM did not perish, and slept away the ages in a region of the Earth’s crust that would one day be part of what we call Antarctica.

*******************************************************************

September 13, 2000 – the day the world nearly ended. It was later reported to have been caused by a meteor, too small to be easily detected (in fact only one astronomer, after the fact, reported observing it), with however a relative speed absurdly close to the speed of light. The resulting cataclysmic impact almost entirely destroyed the Antarctic ice cap, either vaporizing it, pulverizing it into fine particles, or melting it, causing an immediate, alarming fast swelling of the seas that swallowed cities and coastlines – those that had survived (usually due to some less fortunate nation being in between) the colossal tidal waves which had arrived within a few hours of Impact. Those parts of the ice cap not liquefied but sent into the atmosphere soon retuned as torrential rain or impossibly heavy snow, adding to the damage by causing massive flooding deep inland.

As yet unripe crops were washed away, drowned, overgrown with moisture-loving molds and fungi. Much of the harvest was in by this time in the northern hemisphere, but in much of the south, already hit hardest by the tidal waves, losses were in places almost total. And unlike previous catastrophes, there was no untouched part of the globe to take up the slack. If somewhat less desperate for food, northern states were struggling to maintain anything resembling order as tens, then hundreds of millions had to be evacuated as the seas rose and continued to rise, in flat low lying areas often faster than people could walk away. Eventually, roughly half the world’s population would die, not just of drowning or famine or violence, but from disease that spread like wildfire in the catastrophic conditions.

The southern hemisphere was hit particularly hard, with the majority of Australia’s urban, coast-dwelling majority swept away by the first waves, South Africa surviving mainly on the high plateau above the Grand Escarpment, and South American coastlines were scraped clean from Patagonia to Peru. (Even being land-locked really wasn’t enough, as Paraguay found out). West Africa, head on to the waves, was also hit hard, as was peninsular and island SE Asia.

The Indian subcontinent, hit head on by tidal waves, followed by famine and mass population movements, sank into chaos: even as central government crumbled, a savage, pointless war was fought as tens of millions of Pakistani and Indian refugees collided, blindly seeking shelter which existed nowhere in the area, culminating in a nuclear exchange which finished the job of collapsing both states.

The Chinese state, protected by the states to its south from the worst of the waves but quickly sinking, mobilized every soldier and reserve, established a firm grip on every remaining agricultural asset the country would keep after the seas stopped rising, and put a hundred million to forced labor to build dams and greenhouses and other necessities. The “triage” of those who the state could not save and indeed in some cases ruthlessly cut off remains a subject that cannot be discussed or even acknowledged to have happened in China. Japan, although the Emergency Government was nowhere near as brutal, had its own traditions of obedience and conformity to draw on in an unspeakable catastrophe, and rather than mass famine most people just went rather hungry for a long time. German organization and discipline did well in the face of a huge part of their country going under and the resettlement of tens of millions of north German, Dutch, Danes, etc.

Other northern counties didn’t do quite so well: the English soon were dismayed to learn how low-lying their island was (which gave the Scottish nationalists a touch of pleasure, soon turning to public dismay as English refugees poured into the High(er)lands). France has never really gotten over the loss of Paris (quick damming efforts proved ultimately futile: the City of Light is now several scattered islands in the Seine Manche. Russia descended into near chaos and eventually dictatorship (no doubt a working democracy by 2015 without the Impact, people in this world opine). And the US, whose inhabitants from the start seemed unable to accept that such a catastrophe could possibly happen to them, spent far too much time arguing about What Was to Be Done while the waters rose and far too much time afterwards arguing Whose Fault the Mess Is.

For a while it looked like fighting over resources and what was to be done with hundreds of millions of refugees and the common “I’ve got mine, Jack” attitude among the more functional states doomed civilization to collapse over much of the globe, with violent border clashes and invasions breaking out left and right, in some cases as efforts to redirect public attention from disastrous conditions at home. After the India-Pakistan nuclear exchange, a Chinese-Russian refugee crisis leading to nuclear arms-waggling, and the dropping of a bomb on Tokyo that killed some 500,000 [1] people, cooler heads prevailed, and a coalition of surviving powers working through the United Nations established by a mix of force and persuasion the Valentine’s Day Ceasefire of 2001, and pledged to work together to heal the injured planet.

By 2015, one might with some confidence state that the pledge has been fulfilled: although many parts of the globe are still a mess and run by warlords of various sorts, by and large there is again a functional global economy, and technological progress is moving speedily ahead. In what might seem an internationalist dream come true, the militaries of all major powers save China are subordinated to the United Nations, with sizable forces permanently assigned to UN command (such as the United Nations Pacific Fleet) and other forces essentially operating until UN aegis and essentially “on call” to the UN when needed. The UN is also clearing house and administrator for a wide variety of international programs, medical, economic, scientific, and environmental.

(What was initially simply called The Impact has become more widely known by 2015 as Second Impact, with First Impact being the collision that broke off the Moon from the Earth. Why this usage has become popular is something social scientists wonder about, since the events, aside from both being major thumps to the Earth, have little in common. Social scientists looking to see their funding and job opportunities dry up might investigate further and note the wide use of the phrase “second impact” among sections of the global elite before the whole “first impact was the Moon” explanation became well known.)

Europe is more united than OTL (hang together or hang separately) and with Britain and France both in shaky shape more dominated by Germany: although  it had its own deaths from illness and people not getting far enough inland fast enough, by taking in survivors from Denmark, the Netherlands, and Flemish-speaking Belgium, it has increased its share of the overall European population: with the recent absorption of Austria, “fourth Reich” grumbling has become common in other European countries. The Germans, who feel their contributions were vital to Saving Europe, are a touch resentful. Mediterranean Europe has an Egyptian refugee issue, but so does all the Med: the sea backing hundreds of miles up the Nile did a number on Egyptian agriculture.

Israel, with low-lying Tel Aviv flooded, has recentered itself in a Greater Jerusalem (shame about all those Palestinians that had to be displaced) and gone rather apocalyptical: they’re very open about their nukes and N2 devices nowadays. The ever-paranoid Israeli secret services have been on SEELE’s trail for some time, and they’re not happy with what they’ve found out so far.

The US, which lost most of the west coast right off to tidal waves and the east coast and the Caribbean not long after to rapidly rising waves, has not adjusted very well, and many of its inland cities are surrounded by seething shanty-towns inhabited by as yet un-rehoused refugees. Unemployment is running at 12-15%, and major reforms of the economy are being held up by political gridlock. There is a great deal of public anger at dominance by “international” forces and the loss of US leadership that neither major party seems willing to immediately address: several rather demented new parties have sprung up in response to demand, only foiled by the nature of the US two-party system from achieving much. The fact that no US citizens are currently involved in fighting the “aliens” in Japan is a serious sore spot.

Japan is doing well, surprisingly so. It has been able to afford to build a new political capital in Matsumoto city (informally “Tokyo 2”), plus the new “fortress city” of Tokyo-3 (initially promoted as a fancier permanent capital to replace Tokyo-2, but its true purpose was to serve as an anti-Angel bastion around and over NERV’s core facilities). A mostly mountainous country, it hasn’t lost much land, and there has been a frenzy of new building. A lot of the international money flow passes through Japan, (a suspiciously large amount of money, if anyone was actually reporting the numbers accurately) and the UN headquarters have been moved there. (Something which annoys Americans – ironically, since they are frequently hostile to the UN).

In spite of broad improvements, all is not well. The planetary environment has been permanently changed, with the much higher sea level and the massive introduction of humidity into the atmosphere greatly warming the globe. The north Polar ice cap is gone, and remaining glaciers, notably those of Greenland, are melting at an alarming rate. Japan is warm year-round save for Hokkaido, and the US Mississippi river basin is Louisiana-like all the way to St. Louis. The loss of Tibetan snowpack has become so critical that the Chinese have blasted out a number of huge new reservoirs with N-2 [2] bombs to keep China’s rivers fed. (Pity about those Tibetans that had to be moved, but a drop in the bucket compared to all the people-moving China has had to do already).

People are still emotionally scarred from the events of Second Impact. Generally speaking, those not living well inland and at a decent elevation when it occurred have been through emotionally wrenching refugee experiences at a minimum, and those blessed with altitude rarely escaped close encounters with illness, famine, war, social breakdown and lawlessness, and a plunge in living standards. A decade or more of worst-than-great-depression economic conditions even in the best-off countries left what we call “millennials” stingy, paranoid penny-pinchers. And in really hard-hit areas, such as most of the southern hemisphere, most survivors suffer to some greater or lesser extent from PTSD. So, so many dream of drowning. In those countries where people can afford their fees, psychiatrists, psychologists, and counselors have all the work they can handle and more: the drug industries (legal and illegal) are also doing quite well.

Something weird has happened to the seas around Antarctica, which have gone red and toxic to sea life. The contamination has been slow to spread beyond the gyre of the circumpolar current, but by 2015 fish die-offs are taking place several hundred miles north of the former edges of the “dead zone.”

Environmental damage of course extends far beyond Antarctica, with shore and lowland-dwelling life having undergone horrendous extinction events. Penguins are largely gone outside of zoos, those living outside Antarctica having mostly been wiped from existence by tidal waves. (Zoos are arks of survivors to an extent far beyond OTL, and if you aren’t at least trying to breed species X, Y, and Z you are automatically considered a pretty shitty zoo.) The flooded lands, contaminated by gigatons of chemical and industrial waste from flooded cities and factories and power plants, tend towards toxic levels of bacterial life and monstrous algal blooms, and little in the way of healthy sea life. Fragile dryland environments were destroyed during the massive post-Impact precipitation, and Death Valley is a supersaline lake that is expected to take another decade to finish drying up.

(People continue to burn coal and use gasoline, because worse than the worst global warming threats have already happened, so what the hell. Ecologists tend to be a depressive bunch even by this world’s low standards.)

But by far the worst is the Birth Dearth.

Starting almost immediately after the Impact, failed pregnancies began to steadily increase – often without being noted as such, since the embryos tend to die at a very early age, while little more than a blob of cells. What was noticeable was that the birth rate was steadily decreasing, and in a manner that did not resemble any normal disease or environmental effect: the change was global and seemed to randomly effect individual pregnancies, rather than individual parents, although it took a while for the statistical pattern to become clear. What was clear in retrospect was that governments had become aware of the problem well before the public began to notice, and had carried out a quite energetic effort of suppressing the facts and the severity of the situation: something perhaps only possible in a world with a greatly retarded development of anything resembling the internet and no “social media.” Over the last few years, as birth rates dropped ever closer to zero, things have gotten increasingly out of hand, and only a vigorous program of disinformation suggesting to people that a solution is close at hand and tied in to the whole “alien invasion” narrative (see below) has prevented the general population from going entirely batshit. (In countries closer to the edge, theocratic, end-of-the-world-is-here regimes have been sprouting up like mushrooms).

Not that theocratic crazyness hasn’t been there all along – that the world was ending seemed initially a rather compelling theory after Impact, and the restoration of order was seen by many as merely a temporary stay of execution. The UN world system is of course (to Christian fundamentalists) the evil Rome of the end-days, the red poison sea around Antarctica is clearly the result of those Vials of Wrath, and Gendo Ikari is only one of dozens of people that have been identified as the Antichrist at one time or another. The US nearly elected a Christian fundamentalist in 2004, and a lot of people are still convinced his huge stash of snuff porn and torture basement were all a massive fraud perpetrated to ruin his electoral chances (they’re right about the torture basement and most of the porn).

The world is, in fact, under the control (more or less) of a Conspiracy, if not one of the many the public has actually heard of. SEELE has been around since biblical times, but like Lovecraft’s Cthulhu cult, those”touched by the Gods” have been around since humanity proper began: dreaming eternally beneath the Earth under Japan and Antarctica, the great souls of the Seeds of Life have at time brushed those of the higher primates, and after writing was invented, some began writing down what they had dreamed. In turn, a day would come when writings were compiled, compared, and seen as true prophecy, and a movement which would never die was born.

(Not that ADAM and LILITH, as humans would come to call them, intended there to be a cult. It was just that human egos and the boundaries of their souls were weak).

The ancient world was an unstable place. There were wars, invasions, persecutions, and violent splits in the cult, the Primordial Ones not dreaming and providing answers on cue. Some of what was known was lost and not recovered until the finding of the Dead Sea Scrolls (the real ones, not the plausible fakes the general public knows of) in the 1940s. One branch would eventually give rise to Jewish Kabbalah, softening dread reality with a coating of vague mysticism, while the other branch remained convinced of the actual possibility of “gathering the light in the darkness” and bringing mankind back into direct communion with God: to make of the body of humanity a new divine entity. Rosicrucians, Masons, Theosophists, Sufi mystics and whirling dervishes: SEELE has been part of and puppet master of all of them, and by the 18th century had agents in every government west of China. Long before the first _official_ voyages to Antarctica, secret pilgrimages brought people of often surprising historical importance to where decades of digging at a cost of thousands of lives had exposed as yet only the tiniest fragment of something unimaginable.

1914 was a mistake, a bad one: SEELE expected the war to end quickly, and had seen it as necessarily to resolve some international tensions that were growing beyond the ability of their government agents to control. It wouldn’t be until the 1950s that SEELE could be confident again in its ability to manipulate the non-Communist world effectively, in part due to the discovery of the Scrolls, which for the first time gave SEELE not merely a goal, but an actual plan of action. And promises of miracles.

It is hard to say when SEELE moved from faith to science as a means of pursuing its goal. “Storming heaven”, fundamentally transforming mankind through alchemy and magic, had long been a part of SEELE’s mainline movement: 18th century rationalism, which sneered at such things as stones falling from heaven, was certainly anathema to SEELE’s grander ambitions, but Newton impressed SEELE scholars as well as more mainstream ones, and  impressed them with the idea that this “science” thing could lead to useful truths: after all, Newton’s gravitation theory cleared up some of the ancient knowledge that SEELE themselves hadn’t understood. In any case, by the 20th century it has become a matter of certainty that science would be needed to build the bridge between humanity and the divine, and SEELE began recruiting energetically from the scientific community.

After Second Impact, SEELE was able to greatly expand its global influence thanks to its control of the vastly expanded and empowered United Nations (no, the UN didn’t control world government before the Impact: yes, SEELE secretly infiltrated and controlled it because, if you’re a global secret conspiracy, you make sure you have a thumb in every international organization regardless).

SEELE’s control level, is, however, variable. It’s weakest in China, where infiltration during Imperial days never got very far, and advances in the 19th century and Republican era were reversed during the paranoid Maoist era. Post-Mao influence has remained limited, and China is considered an untrustworthy partner in the anti-Angel effort: they have been left into the Conspiracy to the extent that they have some idea of the stakes, and a major NERV manufacturing facility exists in Beijing, but they are kept to some extent at arm’s length. The Chinese are aware they are getting the run-around to a considerable extent, and have some projects of their own which SEELE is quite unaware of. Russia, too, isn’t quite a full partner: the Stalinist era was no friendlier to foreign conspiracies than the Maoist one, and although SEELE regained some ground in the dying days of the USSR and with the easily corruptible oligarchs and crime bosses of the 90s, it is notable that none of SEELE’s inner cabal is of Russian origin.

Although long infiltrated at many levels by SEELE, the US is getting a bit hard to ride herd on, as radical politicians unhappy with the current situation and deeply skeptical of NERV and its role arise. There might be need to discredit or even arrange “accidents” for some of the political crop of 2016: except that if SEELE’s plans go through, there never will be a 2016 US election.

SEELE’s current top leadership forms a cabal within a cabal within a cabal: like many secret societies, there are different narratives depending on your position in the hierarchy. Top government officials firmly under SEELE’s thumb fully know the stakes and the nature of NERV’s technology, but are unaware that SEELE has its own apocalypse plan. The next-to-the-top leadership knows that once the threat of human extinction at the (metaphorical in most cases) hands of the Children of ADAM has passed, mankind would be merged into a perfect and eternal being, bringing an end to all fear, suffering, and loneliness. The tippy tippy top planned to merge all of humanity into a perfect and eternal being – of which they would be the driving and controlling intelligence. Imagine the Leviathan, as portrayed on the cover of Hobbes’s book, a giant made of innumerable men, whose head is that of the king. Now replace the head of the king with the heads of a relative handful of terrible old men.

Technology is rather different than in our 2015, technology both more advanced and more backwards existing in a somewhat schizotech setting. Technology was already ahead in several fields from OTL by the time of Second Impact: notable was the N2 bomb, a product of quantum-mechanical research, which created a burst of electromagnetic energy comparable in its destructive power to a nuclear weapon, but with little or no residual radiation. (One was used on Tokyo shortly after Second Impact). By 2015, most conventional nuclear weapons have been decommissioned, and replaced in national arsenals (where replaced at all: arsenals are greatly reduced from 2000) with N2 bombs.

And then there was the whole field of Metaphysical Biology. By the 1990s the existence of the soul or something that could be called a soul, controlling the thought pattern, personality, and the sense of the self in a being, had been widely confirmed. It appears to exist in all living things from bacteria to people, and also seems to be necessary for any multi-cellular life more complex than the more primitive sort of sponges to grow their bodies. Human souls do appear to have an extra level of complexity. As yet, research does not clearly indicate how souls originate or where they come from if they do not originate as a product of biological activity, or where they go after death. Careful measurements of souls as they depart the body and quickly become undetectable indicate a loss of energy which does not enter into the local environment: so unless the law of conservation of energy is being violated, the soul must be going somewhere else – but where? By 1999 most top-level Universities have established a College of Metaphysical Biology, as Kyoto university calls it.

Experiments on animal life in which the soul is violently and suddenly detached from the body (requiring some pretty unholy soul-tech and hardly ever happening in normal life: the soul usually remains loosely connected to the body until advanced decay sets in, at which point normal “physics” take over) has shown the body under those circumstances can undergo as sudden “phase change” to a reddish goo with no structure above single cells. 

All this is, of course, simply taken by major religions as confirmation of what they already knew all along, although there has also been the development of Neo-Vitalism and the Rationalist Metaphysics movement, which calls for greater study of the soul as a purely natural phenomenon, and sees new avenues in human development and terrestrial immortality in such research. (Or course, those organizations such as SEELE which know the real skinny have their own – and very different – ideas along these lines).  

Some of the more disturbing elements of the research – such as that souls can be split and re-merged, or that pieces can be transferred from one body to another, albeit at the cost of insanity – are kept from the general public, as are speculations that a soul could be destroyed entirely by a sufficiently massive electromagnetic discharge – say, being at the center of a sufficiently large electromagnetic detonation, such as a large enough N2 or old-style atomic bomb (currently un-provable, since how could one track a soul through that?) It is also possible to transfer some part of the consciousness to a cloned brain (if you can get a clone: see below) or even a computer, although as yet the “Nerd Rapture” (full mind transfer) is impossible.

(Of course, SEELE promises its outer circle followers and government dupes that yes, immortality for you and you and even you there in the back will be coming soon!)

Most disturbing of all, the fact that the supply of new human souls has dried up – the real source of the Birth Dearth – is kept _very_ secret, especially since it is widely suspected that the reason this has happened is humanity mucking around with the Seeds, ADAM and LILITH. (LILITH is the source of souls for terrestrial beings as ADAM is the source of the souls of Angels, and it seems unlikely that LILITH just ran out of souls at this point in its billions-of-years existence.  After all, it continues to provide souls for all non-human beings, from the rare penguins to those pesky cicadas which now breed all year in Japan to the yeasts which make beer).

SEELE and NERV of course assure the in-the-know governments that this is an eminently solvable problem once they have dealt with the pesky offspring of ADAM.

The same soul-force that holds together a living body can actually be externalized as a defensive or even offensive field of force, but this requires enormous energy, which a human body is incapable of generating: a soul housed in an Eva, hooked up to the combined output of multiple nuclear power plants, can, forming the basis of what is called an “AT-field”. The actual nature of this field, again, is generally kept from the general public. Both Americans and Europeans have secret projects outside of the NERV framework to find technological, non-soul based ways of punching through an AT field: after all, the defeat of the Angel Ramiel with the aid of a particle beam weapon (albeit one powered by most of the electrical output of Japan), indicates that sufficient Dakka, properly applied, can do the job. SEELE allows this research, feeling it unlikely that these projects will make any fundamental breakthroughs before humanity’s warrantee will run out – and if they do, they’re confident enough in their ability to manipulate the governments involved to make sure any new anti-Angel weapons are used in the pursuit of their goals.

Corporations and government research centers had developed biotech and cybernetics capable of life extension beyond anything OTL. These were secretly used by the richest and most powerful people on the planet (including SEELE leadership) and kept secret and away from the general public because 1. Only the hyper-rich could afford them anyway, 2. General public resentment at the rich for staying alive and mental cognizant a good deal longer than said public and 3. Some extremely skeezy elements in the necessary procedures (keeping brain cells active and the brain non-senile? You don’t want to know how).

Cloning is possible, if currently not too practical due to the soul shortage: Normally it takes a great many tries for a clone to “take” and not disintegrate into cell goo. NERV’s advanced metaphysical biology allows them to mass-produce clones, but only under some very special circumstances, raised in tanks of the blood of LILITH.

After Impact, such things as consumer electronics and entertainment understandably stagnated in the general collapse of living standards and the need to prioritize resources. Cassette players and CDs are still common, Sega Saturn game consoles from before Second Impact are still competitive with current games, and there is no such thing as “social media”, while the Internet has not grown very much beyond the early 2000s level of development. Other lines of technology have been impeded by different priorities: an emphasis in Angel-fighting tech has prevented the development of much in the way of drone technology, and the general public certainly doesn’t have them.

OTOH, high-performance computing, robotics, biotech, and of course all forms of Angel-related technology have surged forward in a swelling tide of dollars, yen, and Euros. The MAGI line of supercomputers, developed initially by Naoko Akagi, represent a highly advanced form of artificial intelligence, three machines implanted somehow with certain aspect of a human mind (Known as the Personality Imprint Operating System) and working together to achieve a consensus: as yet they have not been surpassed, and duplicate versions are now in operation in Germany, the US, China, and in the Japanese capital. Particle beam weapons more powerful than anything previously imagined have been built. There have been some advances in aerospace, with the development of truly monumental aircraft for transporting EVAs from place to place, and sub-orbital passenger planes for multi-thousand mile hops, if no real space capacity beyond putting up regular satellites. Personal phones are clunky, but the well off have holographic displays for communicating or “videoconferencing”, and electrical cars are common. And even though the EVAS aren’t actually giant robots, the general belief that they are in fact giant robots has led to advances in giant robot technology. (Japanese and American firms both have giant robots in the works. If they aren’t perfected in time to help out with the Angels, they’re still cheaper than EVAs, and the EVAs have made giant combat robots a proven concept.)

A lot of people were until recently very enthusiastic about the possibilities of the “S2 organ” or “Super Solenoid engine” located within the bodies of Angels. A source of what our universe would call Zero Point energy, a Super Solenoid (called as such because of its double spiral structure, not to any functional resemblance to the electrical component) is a limitless source of clean energy, and theoretically could solve all the world’s energy problems. Enthusiasm has dropped rather sharply after an accident in installing one salvaged from a dead angel led an 89 kilometer radius sphere of Nevada to drop out of the universe, and the US has made it clear it doesn’t want to have any more Angel chunks within its borders. But research continues, although less because there’s a need for energy than because if you wanna have an army of obedient brainless slave EVAs, they need a power source.

(Russians, being Russians, are researching on how to build an S2 bomb).

Second Impact  happened when it did because an old man was becoming impatient.

Adam’s partial awakening was necessary so he could be reduced to a controllable (not to mention portable) state. And if a few billion people died in the process, well, eggs, omelets. It’s not like they could wait a few more decades to find a safer way to do it - Keel Lorenz had been leader of SEELE for thirty years when Second Impact took place and was by that point nearly a century old. Medicines and technologies more advanced than any available to the general public kept Lorenz functional, but he could feel death’s cold breath on the back of his neck. If he was to become part of the ruling consciousness of a God, and not some mere cell in a toenail or something (so to speak), he could not die before what SEELE had come to call the Human Instrumentality Project was completed. (Heck, SEELE’s leadership was largely a gerontocracy by this point, so it wasn’t hard to find support).

Another 15 years have gone by, and quite a bit of Keel Lorenz’s body has been replaced by cybernetics to keep him alive and functional. His subordinates within SEELE’s innermost leadership have been watching closely for signs of collapse, and perhaps his mind is no longer as sharp: Ikari Gendo has certainly been getting away with a lot lately, or at least thinks he is.

The Alien Invasion story was born of necessity: the EVA project took place on a scale that could not be concealed. Although national governments could be let in on the actual facts to a certain extent (not to that of really understanding what NERV was actually for), the general public could hardly be allowed to know that the Evangelions were being built to fight off a cosmic menace that the people ultimately behind NERV were responsible for in the first place, with the souls of every human being on the planet at stake. That they were meant to fight alien invaders was a cover story that was allowed to slowly leak out, in such a way that it appeared to be something the government was unsuccessfully trying to cover up. (The whole super-fast meteor explanation had been seen as fishy by astronomers and planetary scientists from the start, both because objects within the galaxy just don’t move with that relative speed, and if you looked at the number carefully, a meteoric impact that wiped out the entire Antarctic ice cap would have done rather _more_ damage than Second Impact had actually done. Suppressing the second while allowing discussion of the first allowed people to easily swallow the “alien relativistic weapon” rumor. And when the whole “Birth Dearth” thing became impossible to hide, the “alien biological weapons” rumor was easier to swallow and it was easier to believe a remedy could be found than “NO MORE SOULS FOR YOU!!” So when world governments were “forced” to reveal there was an ancient crashed alien ship buried below Tokyo-3 and world governments had been using tech derived from it in a secret project to fight off an attack by aliens – well, people had been primed to believe, and it wasn’t long before the first weird-looking alien monster to show up and be beaten by Giant Robots. Sure the Japanese used the strangest code names – “Angels?” – but everyone knows the Japanese are weird like that.

Twelve angels so far have been defeated, and the world waits for further events with bated breath. (Some more than others: top leadership has a better notion of what is at stake, and the general population knows that if the Angels break through it will be Bad, but unaware that it will be global genocide-bad).

Still, there is a sense of desperation in the air. Some 1.5X106  cubic kilometers of Nevada recently dropped out of our universe and into the Dirac sea, extending down almost to the planetary mantle and creating ongoing earthquakes and a steady release of volcanic gasses from the planetary interior. The American government is in disarray. The Israelis (which after seven decades of intensive digging have a few ancient writings in their possession that even SEELE doesn’t have) have been in secret communication with the Chinese, and are working together on some rather non-orthodox Metaphysical Biology projects of their own. The Russians, who have always had a certain degree of faith in More Dakka, have been speculating that if one relatively small N2 bomb can melt an Angel a little bit, how about a 20 megaton fusion bomb? How about several of them in succession? After all, one should have a fallback plan in case the Japanese screw up, no? And of course many religious types take this as another set of Signs and Portents, and pray, and go onto mountaintops, and kill themselves.

On the far shores of the Sea of Dirac, the endless, numberless dead, await, beyond all fear and hope.

And far across the wheel of the galaxy, the descendants of the other Seeds of Life, some now of the second or even third cycle of creation, battle the ancient, nameless enemy, the chemical machines, those who think with no awareness, who live with no self, the philosophical zombies, the soulless ones.

[1] Less than a sixth as many as would have been killed earlier: by this point flooding had led to the evacuation of most of Tokyo, although a surprising number of people were still hanging on in partly flooded tall buildings.

[2] See below

66. DCVerse (Revamp)

And here's writeup!

It is the best of times, and the worst of times. It a promethean age, in which all seems possible. It is a dark age, where cosmic war threatens and many of Earth’s cities lie in ruin. It is the universe of Superman, Batman, and their many kin.

Superheroes started showing up in the 1930s, and have increased in number ever since, as simultaneously contact began with multiple alien races and ancient mystic forces awoke from their ancient slumber. Today, there are thousands of superheroes: some having gained their powers through extraterrestrial science, either from aliens or human duplication of said technology: some through the intervention of mystical beings: some through being aliens themselves, or by being of partially alien ancestry, most frequently Kerubim, an race which has been intermittently dicking around on Earth for millennia. Some have had their “meta-gene” or “gen-factor” activated, a rare but widespread genetic anomaly of uncertain origin (some say even more ancient aliens, others say time travelers, others say A Wizard Did It.)Others lack superpowers, but possess powerful mystical devices or ancient alien super-tech that more than compensates. Or their superpowers come from their being what in other times would be called a “witch” or “sorceress” or “wizard.” And then some people just get exposed to a radioactive comet.


Those are of course only the “proper” superheroes: there are tens of thousands of non-superpowered Masked Avengers, cyborgs civilian or military, adventurers, talking animals (Uplifted or magical), and civic-minded robots (after all, it just took a theme song, cape, crown and goggles to make a foul-mouthed robot into Super King). Supervillains, evil mad scientists, etc. are equally common, although somewhat less flamboyant nowadays, given the government’s “orbital death-beam them first, question them later” attitude towards anyone showing up atop a giant robot and aggressively monologuing. 


Gods and spirits are real, as they always have been (belief + the Spirit Of Man leads to the birth of Gods from the psychic mass unconscious, which although fading with time never die off entirely as long as anyone remembers them) but they prefer to act from behind the scenes rather than visibly interfering in human affairs (for one thing, that might lead to getting their butts whipped by superheroes). The Greek Pantheon is kept ticking over by the Amazons and some Atlanteans, while the ancient Egyptian Pantheon of course has Secret Cultists in Egypt and many other places. (The Norse pantheon hasn’t been seen in a while, possibly eaten).This is somewhat complicated by the fact that some Gods are in fact aliens masquerading as Gods, and some beings are effectively Gods but are unknown to standard mythologies.


Older than Gods and preceding humanity are the Elementals, manifestations of the natural world. The Green engages in its long struggle with the Red, largely beyond the notice of human beings, save when the Green-protected jungles of the Amazon basin and central Africa swallow an illegal timber or mining camp. (You can cut down trees and build things in those areas, but with an eye to ecological balance, and you’d best ask the trees politely first).


Magic is more obscure than super-tech, and less familiar to most. It derives from unseen and other-universal Powers, its users are not in the least interested in having it commercialized, and are quite pro-active in suppressing those who feel “information should be free”. (The Mystic Council, and its sister organizations Shadowpact and the Sentinels of Magic are the magical equivalent of the Justice League, warding the world from supernatural threats. They are more shadowy and unseen groups than the Justice League, and want to keep it that way). Still, there are occasional slip-ups: disaster was narrowly averted after some SOB put the complete text of the Necronomicon on the internet. [0]


WWII went somewhat differently from OTL, with superbeings on both sides. (Not to mention the opening of an inter-dimensional rift in the Pacific, giving access to an alternate universe swarming with super-dinosaurs and other monsters). Although the Nazis and Japanese were able to gather some formidable forces of their own, including the powerful Spear of Destiny and even some petty Gods, in the end the “superpower gap” was too great, and WWII ended early, with rather less dead Jews and an Iron Curtain rather further to the East than OTL. (Admittedly, finishing off the Nazis took rather longer: rooting out the last Nazi flying saucer bases and Hitler clones and mystics with armies of the SS undead on Earth took until the mid-50s, while the Lunar Reich remains a nuisance till today [1]. Some long-lived Nazi supervillains still occasionally crop up to cause trouble today, and
there is still uncertainty if the brain destroyed in ’49 was really Hitler’s after all).


The Cold War was complicated by alien meddling and both sides trying to use superpowered beings to leverage their position: the US and its allies as early as the 1960s was fighting a parallel war to root out the Daemonites, the shape-shifting, body-possessing enemies of the Kherubim (the Soviets tried to play off both sides and their government never quite recovered from the loss of prestige and trust resulting from a Daemonite near-takeover only forestalled by non-Soviet superheroes.)


Twice Earth has suffered from major alien invasions, once at the end of the 1980s by a coalition of alien races hoping to harness humanity’s propensity to superpowers for their own purposes, and again in the 2010s by the forces of the arch-fiend Darkseid, seeking to make Earth’s Powers his tools and slaves. In both cases friendly aliens (the Kherubim, joining the Daxamites in the first conflict and the New Gods in the second) proved vital in beating back the invasion, but left a major legacy of paranoia and a militarization of planetary society. On the more positive side, it has led to a more unified planet. There is no world government, but in the face of alien threats and increasing off-world colonization, there is a tendency for human beings to huddle together.  including the establishment of the Terrestrial Space Defense Force, the emergence of the EU as a genuine United States of Europe, and the creation of several major regional economic unions and alliances as part of a general attempt to help develop the planet to face future threats. (MERCOSUR is about as unified as the OTL EU, and the US and a Russian-Chinese alliance of convenience have created their own blocks: the US-led Trans-Pacific Defense System (TPDS) meshes with NATO but extends well beyond it, while the Eurasian Treaty Powers (ETP) recreates the extent of the old Communist Block in a more free-market form). Africa remains a bit of a problem, with still-Apartheid South Africa something of a Pariah state, while the Middle East being a pain is a constant across multiple dimensions. (Superweapons and secret societies and superpowered Jihadists, oh my). Thanks to more Jews surviving WWII, Israel got more Jewish settlement than OTL, leading to the direct annexation of OTL’s Palestinian states – and internal troubles in a 2019 Israel that is nearly 30% Arab. Meanwhile, Iraq, having avoided invasion in this world, has atomic weapons, superpowered mercenaries, and orbital canon, while Saddam has started petting a large white cat in television appearances.


Relationships with the Kherubim are…complicated. The Kherubim empire is divided between multiple Lords as independent as Irish kinglets under the High King or German Princes under the emperor of the HRE, and are hardly easily brought to heel (as in One Piece, power=authority in the Kherubim, and the Lords have the buffest superpowers), while there are multiple ideological factions, some associated with one or more Lords, others existing almost independently of their authority if not in downright opposition. Some want Earth as an ally, some want it directly absorbed into the empire by means fair or foul (many think this will be for the Earth’s own good, and the general genetic betterment of (currently) non-super humans), and some think Earth is frankly best left alone. Currently the Kherubim (or most of them) are uneasy allies, meddling in Earth affairs taking a back seat to avoiding full-on warfare with Apokolips, which even the Kherumbim fear.


Besides the Daemonites, Kherubim, and Green Martians, Earth has diplomatic contacts with over two dozen more alien races (and as many more have contacts with individual governments or even private individuals, often in secrecy) and wondrous new technology is everywhere, if somewhat unevenly distributed.


The Soviet Union collapsed in the early 90s, although it was a rather different process than OTL (it involved more giant robot battles) and it was triggered as much by the Soviet government’s poor response to the ’89 invasion as to economic problems and poorly planned political reforms. Russia today holds more territory than OTL, and thanks to the generally more advanced level of technology is richer, but is still relatively a good deal less powerful than it was in the Soviet glory days, and as OTL Russians resent the fact, although the political situation is dominated by right-wing parties than a single authoritarian figure such as Putin. (Being a bit too obviously an arch-villain is something of a political liability in this world). Russia frequently exports out of work, badly designed and often worse for wear [2]Soviet-era “enhanced individuals”, not to any great joy abroad.


China reached World’s Largest Economy status already, although it is still substantially poorer on a per capita basis than the US. The current autocratic rulers are fond of the notion of a unified Earth better able to stand up to powerful alien races – with China at the helm, of course. Currently, China takes Meddling with Powers that Should Not be Meddled with further than any other nation, which will probably come back to bite them in the ass someday, although at least nowadays they have moved their more dangerous projects off-planet.


The US is the most superbeing-rich state on the planet, which has both benefits and perils (more superbeing battles, for one thing: the insurance industry is in perpetual disarray). It is even more urbanized than OTL, with a number of cities of over a million people existing that don’t in our timeline, and the Boston-Washington corridor is even denser. There are a multitude of new religions and cults (some with actual supernatural powers), three major soda brands (Coke, Pepsi, and Zesti), and a burgeoning robot rights movement, along with a great deal of heated talk about alien immigrants which is actually about aliens from space.


New generations of superheroes arose over the years, and new super-teams formed (and occasionally dissolved). Some were descendants of heroes, taking up the mantles of their parents and grandparents, while others arose as the result of a sort of semi-secret “superhero arms race” as various secretive societies, government agencies, mad scientists, etc. sought to find new ways to empower superhumans and creating newer and more powerful living weapons.  (With widely varying levels of success. The mad scientists who were hired to create a superhero for Ethiopia delivered a nearly brain-dead imperfect cyborg clone of Haile Selassie whose atomic power source went critical on his first mission, and one of them had the gall to tweet that it was about all that could be expected given their budget).


Of the Supers of the 1930s and earlier, the genuine immortals or near immortals, such as Wonder woman or Plastic Man, are still mostly around, while Superman at 108 has a few wrinkles about his eyes and a little grey in his hair, but after a century of soaking up sunlight is if anything stronger than ever, not to mention the vast arsenal of super-gadgets and super-science tricks he’s picked up over the years (Superman would still be one of Earth’s strongest supers if he lost his powers tomorrow. He’s also known halfway across the galaxy, having saved multiple planets and civilizations on various space-missions).


Most of the “merely” human heroes of his early days – the original Flash, the original Green Lantern, the original Star Man, Liberty Belle, Hourman – are dead or retired. Many of the supervillains, too, are gone, those not dead of old age killed by other villains, blown up by their own doomsday machines, or eliminated by national government sick of their crap. Batman (still alive thanks to some not entirely legal biotech and cybernetics) has long passed on the mantle of the Bat to his heirs and no longer fights crime in person (although he does accomplish a lot by remote control), and Superman worries about Lois Lane, who at this point is mostly cloned organs, synthetics, and cybernetics (she refuses any upgrades not available to the general public as a matter of principle).


Superman and Supergirl had kids (not with eachother, you pervs), who had kids in turn, etc. Not all inherited superpowers and none of the later generations who manifested Kryptonian abilities did so as strongly as the first generation, although thanks to intermarriage with non-Kryptonian supers and other of extraterrestrial origin, some have other kinds of superpowers. And of course the “House of El” includes those superpowered or otherwise who have married into it.

Earth’s citizens of Kryptonian heritage do not form a single “team”, fighting evil either as individuals or various super-teams. This is not so much the case with the “Bat-Family” (traditional recruiting more by adoption or simply showing up looking for job than by direct inheritance), which tends to mutually support each other in their crime-fighting efforts and remain centered in and near Gotham, which is essentially the world’s largest gated community, an electronic Panopticon which, depending on who you ask, is either a paranoid nightmare or a paradise on earth.


Aside from such self-governing groups as the Justice League, the Teen Titans, The Outsiders, the Doom Patrol, Infinity Inc., etc., governments formed special agencies of their own, such as the internationally backed United Nations task force Stormwatch, the Soviet People’s Heroes and Soyuz, US government teams The Suicide Squad, Team Zero and Team Seven, and China’s Great Ten. The 1990s saw a new burst of superteam creation and new heroes, such as the Authority, young Justice, The Sovereign Seven, Gen13, and the WildCATS. Short-lived superhero teams continue to frequently assemble and disperse to this day.


(Newer and older teams, with differing agendas, don’t always get along. Still, it’s not like they automatically fight when they first run into each other, and the Authority, for instance, has somewhat warmed up to the Justice League since Superman helped them take down an evil version of themselves from another dimension (the Elite were such a bunch of wankers).


Along with the currently Moon-based Justice League, there are also currently Justice League Europe, Justice League International, Justice League Detroit, Justice League Skartaris, and Justice League Africa.


Military defense budgets remain high, given the continued presence of Apokolips forces on Earth. In the armistice (there was no peace treaty: Darkseid doesn’t do peace), it was agreed that certain areas would remain under Apokolips control for twenty years before being returned (not that anyone really expects this to happen) as guarantees against “terrestrial sneak attacks on Apokolips.” Essentially the inhabitants of these areas are hostages: Darkseid’s negotiators have made it clear that if humanity plans to retake these areas, the Apokoliptian forces present will fight a brutal charred earth campaign with absolutely no concern for local civilian populations (the areas held were not lightly chosen: they are all relatively densely populated, poor, not particularly rich in resources with few if any important super-champions, well away from the borders of local major powers, and with few strong defenders in the international community. Areas which the international community would be unenthusiastic about shedding much blood for in the first place).


For now, Apokolips continues to hold these territories, and in fact are indoctrinating the latest generation of youth in the principles of Anti-life, loyalty to Darkseid, and hostility to other terrestrial nations, which “abandoned them”.

If, it seems, there will always be a Batman (Batperson. Whatever), it seems there always will be a Joker. The aging original accidentally killed himself in 1969 when it turned out he had made a serious boner with his latest anti-Batman deathtrap, but by 1973 a new white-faced psychopath was making trouble in Gotham. The latest, an utter loony who wore his own sliced-off face as a mask, was killed by supervigilante Midnighter (who ran over him with a station wagon. Multiple times), but of late there have been rumors of a female mad scientist type in clown makeup who claims she will bring laughter back to the “unhappy citizens of Gotham” and that she’s “utterly unserious.” [3] (The current Dr. Fate suspects that the Jokers may be human avatars of the Lords of Chaos, and therefore impossible to ultimately get rid of, but he keeps this theory to himself – he doesn’t want the Bat-family to take it as a challenge).


The Moon belongs to the Earth – at least, it is in theory international territory. (Aside from those darn Moon Nazis, which still hold about a fifth of it). In practice, this has led to a bit of a Moon Scramble, as anti-gravity has made access to space relatively easy, and the Moon is a short enough trip that you can make the trip by teleporter once a foothold has been established. Over two dozen nations and a number of private firms have established bases on the Moon, some of which are growing into actual cities. There are of course various supervillain and superhero hideouts, although in some cases a change of quarters is being considered. The Moon, having the surface area of almost 15 million square miles, is in no way crowded as yet, but the chances of someone stumbling across your hidden base dug into the regolith are a hell of a lot better than they were twenty years ago. And individual heroes and villains aren’t the only ones worried: the main base of the Justice League (now staffed by a third generation of heroes) is located on the Moon, and there is an international agreement for nobody to build within a couple hundred miles of it, but there is still increased concern over security issues. 


Beyond the Moon, there are human colonies on Mars, Venus, the moons of Jupiter, and in a couple of nearby star systems. (The last are a bitch to re-supply, since star drives are horribly energy-expensive - antimatter power sources aren’t safe, and quantum flux power sources are _expensive_ to build and maintain. Lex Luthor developed his own star drive back in the 50’s, but since it was powered by robbing the earth of a measurable part of its angular momentum, it hasn’t caught on).


Mercury is hot (duh) and has native life consisting of superheated plasma, which combine to discourage human settlement.


Venus is toxic jungles, strange drugs, an extraordinary variety of monsters, weird, dangerous ruins of a cyclopean, Lovecraftian sort, plus an Atlantean (pre-submergence) colony whose royal family is peculiarly married into the villainous Sivana family line.  It also used to be the home of a race of evil worm-people, but they are now extinct (although one is rumored to survive).


Mars is an old world. (Many civilizations had come and gone already before the White and Green Martians and their battles for supremacy). It is bitterly cold, it’s small, shallow hyper-saline seas frozen over through most of the year: the ice is over a mile thick over the north Polar sea. Most of the rest is desert. The air is thin, too thin for most humans save for a few deep depressions and canyons, but the winds can be terrible, and the sandstorms are worse. Still, there remain a variety of highly specialized life forms, adapted for the harsh conditions of the little world: some, to survive, have evolved strange powers and abilities possessed by no terrestrial life forms. And now, once again, there are the Green Martians, telepathic shape-shifters one and all, after an absence of millennia. They departed after the last White-Green war, in which most of Mars’s remaining cities had been wrecked and the remnants of the immemorially ancient canal system put out of operation: the survivors fled to the stars. Now they have returned, and with the aid of the nations of Earth, a planet remarkable in its abundance of superpowered beings, they hope to restore some of its ancient glories. Of course, further negotiations will have to be made with respect to the status of the squatters.


While the native Martians were gone, various alien races came to Mars, some to study, others in hopes of loot. Some learned much, some died horribly (some did both), and some settled in and stayed. By the time of the Green Martian return, there were three major settlements of extra-solar races on Mars. First in importance are the “other green Martians”, the Gleps, a green-skinned humanoid race with little antenna-like nubs on their heads: peaceful isolationists, they live in extensive underground complexes near the northern ice cap, and until recently were quite thoroughly concealed from other races of the solar system. Relationships with the Green Martians, which they greatly outnumber, are uncomfortable at best, since getting them to leave is unlikely to be easy either morally or practically. Their original home planet is unknown (the Gleps can shield themselves technologically from Green and White Martian telepathy), making it hard to get a proper “Go back to _” campaign going.


Then there are the so called “Blue Martians” (their actual name for themselves is unpronounceable, although for a while they went by the name of “Solazis”), a race of short and physically rather puny blue-skinned, big-headed humanoids. Descended from refugees fleeing an ancient and now mostly forgotten conflict, they settled on Mars, too few and too timid at the time to attempt an invasion of Pleistocene Earth, and cobbled a civilization together out of what technology they brought with them and scraps of salvaged Green and White Martian technology. Over time they rebuilt part of the old canal system and built up a considerable civilization, although a certain superstitious fear of some ancient Martian ruins and a credulous nature keeping them from spreading out too widely over the planet (they never discovered the Gleps). In the 1920s they detected terrestrial radio broadcasts, leading to an enthusiasm for terrestrial culture and entertainment that they have never lost (leading to a brief and unfortunate episode in which a demagogue managed to make himself a Martian Hitler, bedazzling his followers with visions of greatness and conquest of the marvelous terrestrial planet. Superman shortly fixed his little red wagon). Modern Blue Martian territory is a weird amalgamation of bits and pieces of terrestrial culture, and their politicians model themselves on terrestrial figures from Churchill to Obama (a little behind the scenes manipulation is carried out by the Green Martians and terrestrial superheroes to prevent those who model themselves after the less democratic terrestrial politicians don’t get any traction.


Then there are the Kriglo, a race resembling ten foot tall spiders with humanoid faces. Although originally interstellar travelers, they had lost spaceflight and much of their old technology, their weapons being mostly repurposed old Martian technology. The hostile and aggressive Kriglo were strong enough to hold the generally timid Blue Martians at bay, if not conquer them, but proved no match for the returning Green Martians. They have been driven out of much territory they had formerly controlled, and confined within the core lands of their old domain, dwelling in weird cities resembling gigantic spider webs. There has been talk of driving them off Mars altogether, although communications with space-travelling races has indicated that the Kriglo’s off-planet relatives, due to a tendency to pick the wrong side in interstellar conflicts (or just being the wrong side) are downright endangered as a species, eliciting some sympathy.


And then there are the insect-beings which occupy a single buried city in the southern Martian deserts. There has been limited telepathic communication between them and the Green Martians: they have apparently been stranded on Mars for a long time, and are willing to relocate – if a planet suitable for their needs can be found. It is generally recommended visitors to Mars leave them strictly alone – they are a collective species, and find it difficult to understand single members of alien races having rights as individuals rather than being as disposable as fingernails.


Besides Martians, native or naturalized, there are a number of terrestrial bases on Mars, established by Earth’s leading nations and blocks. These are, at least in theory, temporary bases for research and study of the Red Planet (and there is a lot to learn: the Martians themselves, with their wars and long exile, have forgotten much). Mars, after all, belongs to the Martians: the Green Martians are allied to Earth through various international institutions, and almost all terrestrial nations recognize them as the rightful proprietors of Mars (although not to the extent of helping them kick out the Greps and the Blue Martians). However, there are a number of secret and not-so-secret groups in government and elsewhere that think a secure foothold on Mars may be useful in the future, and after all, it’s not like there are enough Green Martians to settle the whole planet, after all. The number of terrestrials on Mars is still small, but some Martians are beginning to worry about the possibility of filibustering taking place.


Jupiter’s inhabitants are metallic, cold and live under conditions of such pressure that they would explode under terrestrial pressure conditions.


Further out, the various native races of Saturn are weird to the point of incomprehensibility, but mostly harmless to visitors and uninterested in spreading beyond the Rings. Part of the vast planet is inhabited by a sub-race of the Green Martians, from which they have diverged considerably over the millennia. Titan is off-limits to human settlement, a small population of superpowered humans under Daxamite protection already residing there.


Aside from outer space, Earth has some interest in other dimensions and timelines, although exploration here is more cautious. There’s some weird scary stuff out there, and Earth governments don’t want to be drawn into any extra-dimensional conflicts (the whole Sliding Albion thing was a real mess, although a coalition of heroes headed by the Justice League managed to relocate the Blue to a deserted planet before they could do any more damage to that version of the Earth. )Aside from timeline-tunnel tech and other products of alien or mad science, there are various places on Earth where dimensional rifts and weak points exist, most notably the Bermuda Triangle (mostly mapped and carefully avoided nowadays), the Pacific Anomaly, and the North Polar Rifts.


The Pacific Anomaly came into exist early in WWII, and there are contenting theories – there is some evidence of Japanese super-science experiments in the Pacific, in cooperation with Reich scientists (who felt the forces involved were best tampered with at least ten thousand miles away from the Reich), but also that Daemonites were investigating interdimensional travel at the same time, perhaps to bring allies to Earth from somewhere else. Whoever did mess up, mess up they did, creating a vast area of shifting space-time, in which allied (and Japanese) forces kept stumbling on extensive islands inhabited by extra economy large sized dinosaurs and other monsters, greatly complicating combat for both sides. Investigation of the “Primal World” on the other side of the Anomaly (which can be accessed if your ship or plane is in the right place at the right time) is ongoing, while in spite of the risk of giant monster attack various government-backed concerns seek the unique resources of the Anomaly, including a strange crystal whose radiations can somehow upgrade crude computer intelligence to true AI – and are therefore almost priceless. (Illegal operations by mad scientists, alien pirates, etc. must constantly be combated). The borders of the vast area are patrolled by rotating shifts of superheroes, Atlanteans, national navies, etc., to keep any of the vaster marine monsters from leaving the area and establishing a breeding population in Earth’s Oceans.


The North Polar rift zone gives access to the weird, inside-out world of Skartaris. Initially believed to be inside a hollow Earth, Skartaris is now believed to exist in an alternate dimension with somewhat different laws of physics. Skartaris is a world with a negative curvature, surrounding a vast open space in the middle of which a tiny sun floats perpetually directly overhead. At its “Poles”, openings lead to an outside darkness, with strange life of its own. Apparently Skartaris once was accessible from much more of Earth’s surface, since along with a unique flora and fauna of its own there exists a wide variety of life from all different periods of terrestrial life (including a shitload of dinosaurs). It was once extensively colonized by Atlanteans, much of whose technology remains, although there has been a general collapse into barbarism and near-barbarism, and understanding of the technology has largely been lost. All in all, Skartaris is a pulp adventure Conanesque world, where those without power or powerful protectors are always at risk of deadly force, human or otherwise.


The main political organization of Skartaris is the League of Cities, an alliance of ten cities closely linked by trade, created by the Warlord of Shamballah and his son (with a few wars, a couple revolutions, and a couple particularly egregious tyrants overthrown) with varying levels of political participation and still-functional Atlantean technology. (It has recently obtained UN representation, while relations with most other states in Skartaris remain a bit spotty. ) Each city state has an extensive sphere of influence over a network of smaller cities states vassalized in various ways, farming villages with high rammed-earth walls and networks of ropes across the roofs to keep off human raiders and dinosaurs terrestrial and flying, and fortified trading carvanaserais. Merchants tend to travel in large well armed caravans with monster-killing specialists and a wizard or two if they can get them.


(With the introduction of modern weapons, the giant monster population is dropping rapidly, so rapidly as to cause unease among Earth ecologists. Local peasants are just pleased at the decreased odds of their cattle being munched by tyrannosaurs or giant pterodactyls flying off with their children).


Aside from humans, Skartaris includes a variety of intelligent and semi-intelligent species:  bat-men, mutant lizard men (a relatively recently evolved species, as result of a now non-existent city state’s tampering with old Atlantean superweapons), tree-dwelling dwarfs (like more Metal Hokas), centaurs, giants, cyclopes, a lost (post-sinkage) Atlantean colony of mer-people, Titans (not nearly as large as the Greek myths suggest), goblins, and ape-men at various stages of evolution.


Magic is much more widely practiced and used in Skartaris than on the surface world: the local mages tends to practice cruder forms of magic than the rather better informed mages of the surface, but there are a _lot_ of them, along with a variety of supernatural beings that have been summoned up but never dismissed (for various reasons, including “summoner eaten”): in olden times Skartaris was known as “The Wizard World.” (Really, the only reason the whole place isn’t run by mages is because getting wizards to work together is a serious job of cat-herding).


Due to the north Polar location of the dimensional rifts, bases by terrestrial nations in Skartaris are most US or Russians, and a few from the EU, with allies coming along for the ride. (Canada is well placed geographically, but isn’t really interested in spending the money to build and defend bases in a land full of insanely tough warrior peoples and monsters).  The Skartarians are starting to get a little alarmed by their increased presence in unclaimed lands, especially since they’ve started getting ahold of recordings of terrestrial Talking Heads going on about how all that land and resources they’re not doing anything with.


“Economic reform” doesn’t really work as OTL in this world, since scientific progress has been much faster: government economic controls and technology controls are universal, because the Markets are always being disrupted by some new “wonder” technology which then has to be somehow fit into the preexisting setup. China has gone from a desperately poor peasant country eighty years ago to a country filled with towering skyscraper cities, fusion power plants, super fast levitating monorails, and bases on other planets - and hideous pollution, cyborg brute squads, and hundreds of millions of poor peasants crowded into vast vertical slums, which have not yet been educated and trained up to this new world, and consequently do a lot of shit jobs that in rich countries are now increasingly being done by robots. Much of Africa is still impoverished even if the ruling classes have cybernetic implants, flying cars and genetically upgraded pets. 

Scientific advancement is similarly unevenly distributed world-wide. There are flying cars, but a distinct lack of food replicators. Virtual-reality addiction is a serious problem in many advanced countries: the Illegal Alien Tech department of the FBI and similar organizations abroad rivals the Drug Enforcement division. Those born today theoretically could see their third century, but the really fancy stuff is too expensive for Blue Cross, with the “practical” life expectancy for most terrestrials not being much more than a century. People loudly grumble about the government/secret societies/the superheroes suppressing superior life-extension tech: this is in fact entirely correct, alien technology exists that _could_ give people cheap immortality, and the Justice League and the Mystic council suppress knowledge of it. (Both quantum computer analysis and mystical divination indicate that introducing immortality to humanity at this point in their development would be disastrously bad.)


 At least cancer, heart disease, and senility are now easily curable. (Although alien diseases still kill thousands every year, and if it weren’t for the secret presence on Earth of the Regulus Purple Circle (think the Red Cross, Iiin Spaaace) epidemics could kill billions). 

Robots are common as dirt, and illegal celebrity cloning is passe. Cyborg “a la Anime” armor is now fairly standard issue in the armies of major powers, and even grunts in India or Brazil now at least tote death rays. (Lasers and ion beams bounce off Superman’s chest just as harmlessly as bullets used to, though). Biotech is not quite as advanced - the application of alien biotech to the evolutionary Rube Goldberg device which is the human body is still tricky. This world’s version of Stephen Hawking, as the result of a too early effort to cure his nervous degeneration, is now a grotesque, twisted purple-skinned parody of a human being – who, on the plus side, Is strong enough to pluck the heads off undergraduates like daisy petals. (And he gets the chicks, too: this is, after all, a world full of freaky looking people, aliens, intelligent machines, and various sorts of Undead, not to mention cybernetics fetishists, bio-modified “furries”, and even creepier stuff. Women tend to have broader standards).

Some adjustments have been made due to the problem of the occasional super villain rampage or alien attack: quite a few people have gone in for living underground (sub-New York extends down for miles, and meets the Mole Man kingdom going up), others just move to the ‘burbs, even more widespread than OTL, while flying, relocatable houses are popular for those who can afford the insurance rates. For those who still live in city centers, the shiny skyscrapers of the great metropolises are made with ultra-strong synthetics and complex basket-work skeletons so massive energy blasts and invulnerable bodies flying at several thousand miles an hour just punch holes through without collapsing the building. (Burning jet fuel really won’t do it).  The free market preys on those seeking protection for themselves, from heavy and cumbersome anti-mind-control helmets to heavy, cumbersome fire-electricity-chemical weapons proof personal protective suits for those super street battles to foyers with anti-alien sensors, death rays and trap doors (illegal in the US outside Texas due to obvious possibilities for misuse).


There is a lot of “superpower envy.” Few people have the money to become powerful cyborgs or get cutting-edge power armor, few have the time and the fearsome mental discipline needed for the really powerful martial arts, and for those who actually have the meta-gene there currently aren’t any legal activating serums on the market (even the most tolerant of government don’t want to deal with literally millions of super-powered assholes), and those available on the black market are likelier to kill you than give you superpowers. Even fewer can find a wizard or sorceress willing to take them on as an apprentice, or know how to find an actual Grimoire. Still, people try: a great many every year die from exposing themselves to exotic radiations, get lost in the jungle trying to find the secret city of X or Y, and get admitted to hospitals with bad infections arising from the implants of on-the-fly cyberneticists. Quack “become a superhero” courses abound, and the few which _aren’t_ fakes are either horribly expensive or horribly dangerous, or both.


As mentioned earlier, governments for some time have been pursuing a “superhero arms race” with various degrees of secrecy. Up until the 1980s it was mostly an outgrowth of the cold war, but after the Coalition invasion and even more so after the Apokolips invasion, it has been directed outwards at non-human threats. (There also, admittedly, has been all along a secondary agenda of counterbalancing the threat of Supers turning on normal people: governments simply don’t like it when they lack a monopoly on (potentially) lethal force). If it weren’t for the existence of immensely powerful independent super-actors with an iron ethical commitment such as the Specter, Dr. Fate, Superman, and the Green Lanterns, many speculate that things might have degenerated into a bloody free-for-all with superheroes used as weapons of mass destruction and large-scale government brute force suppression of destabilizing technology and superpowered individuals, with superheroes forced to fight back with lethal force in a wild storm of destruction. Fortunately, such checks do exist.


The most extreme case so far of a government weaponizing supers was Gammorra Island, whose eponymous ruler had secretly managed to create a facility for mass cloning and speed-growing humans spliced with high-end Kherubim DNA, creating an army of essentially Kryptonians Lite. The scale of this project was revealed during the Apokoliptian invasion, in which Gammorra island was able to pump out super-soldiers as fast as Apokoliptian forces could destroy them, which only ended when Apokoliptian forces boom-tubed onto the island and blew the cloning facility to bits. Under international and Justice League pressure Kaizen Gammorra has avoided rebuilding his facilities – supposedly. There are, after all, other planets and other dimensions, and Kaizen Gammorra known perfectly well the concept of “outsourcing.”


The death penalty is pretty much universal with respect to the use of superpowers to murder. It only took a couple of wrecked cities before even the most liberal accepted the reality of the situation.  The reason Lex Luthor hasn’t been seen on Earth since his attempt to murder Stormwatch’s chief [4] (unsuccessfully: like any good scientist, Henry Bendix knew the value of backing up his data) is that he knows the stakes now if he fails (he tried conquest by proxy with a cybernetically controlled clone and a brain-washed duplicate from a parallel world (both died). He is currently building up his forces on a distant high-tech world he rules as a near-God, and working on a new body for himself (his aging brain has been heavily enhanced with implants both biological and cybernetic, and no longer fits in a regular body). He plans to return to Earth and conquer it eventually, as a pre-requisite for galactic empire, but he wants to make sure that for once he has all his ducks in a row.


A few countries here and there are run by mad scientists, supervillains, or secret societies. Weak ones get overthrown in short order, but with the high end ones the potential for Mass Destruction inherent in driving such people into a corner is such that they generally exist on a basis of “don’t try to take over the world and we won’t send in the superheroes”, (besides, especially in Africa, they often do a better job than the governments they replaced). Some of these are actual countries (the Congo), others states carved off from pre-existing states (the Red Colossus’s Shan Free State) or ones that do not exist at all in our world (such as Gamorra Island, near China, or the more extensive Sinai housing Black Adam’s state). There is also a republic of Transylvania.


Super-battles and the plots of mad scientists are an ongoing problem, but it doesn’t kill any more people than are killed in automobile accidents in our world, and most people are relatively unflappable about it: rather more people are worried about alien invaders.  (The existence of the soul has been scientifically demonstrated, which makes people a little less fearful about death to begin with). Given that superpowers can happen to anyone, in spite of the aforementioned “superpower envy”, there isn’t too much hostility to the super-powered, which are in many cases considered “lottery winners.”  Religion has been _complicated_ by the reveal that the Greek Gods, etc. exist (not to mention Cthulhu) – it hasn’t made people irreligious, not exactly, but it has made for a much more fragmented religious community, doubling down on fundamentalism among already hardcore religions, and a great scramble for answers from sages terrestrial or alien, and a vast new industry in those catering to such impulses. It’s hard for countries where religious tolerance is the norm, but there are religions that governments really want to discourage – worship of Darkseid, for instance, or the various extra-dimensional cosmic horrors known of.


Monotheists have been reassured by words from the horses Specter’s mouth that there is a singular supreme God and creator – and infuriated by his refusal to go into any detail.


Speaking of cults and cult-like organizations, secret societies and government agencies remain a problem. Multiple secret federal organizations sprung up in the US, UK, and USSR during the cold war, and some have gone rogue over time. In some cases they have been rooted out by superheroes, in other cases by more conventional government agencies (FBI, CIA, MI5), in some cases by other secret government agencies created for that purpose -  a couple of which have gone rogue in turn. It’s an ongoing problem, not helped by the existence of and their frequent connections with such older groups as the League of Assassins, the Court of Owls, or the Order of St. Dumas. Worse still are the various actors backed by off-planet forces: the organization headed by the Four and backed by unknown aliens was hard enough to root out, but the growing influence of Apokolips on Earth, which funds and arms criminal organizations, terrorists, and rogue government agencies alike, seems to be growing like mold spreading through a loaf of bread…

 

[0] Yes, Cthulhu is real and used to be worshipped by Hawkwoman’s people, but inhabits an utterly alien space-time geometry rather than a crypt at the bottom the sea.

 
[1] Although nowadays they are post-humanists rather than old-fashioned German racists, and don’t think the Jewish Conspiracy is anywhere near as dangerous as the Apokoliptian Conspiracy

[2] As in “not particularly sane” or “dripping radioactive goo” worse for wear.

[3] It’s not clear what role she might have played in the death of the latest person calling herself “The Joker’s Daughter”, but observers did say it was the funniest tuba-related death they’d ever seen.

[4] Mad scientists, like wizards, don’t play well together: Luther and Bendix had been intellectual rivals since way back.

67. The Father of Us All (T2)

It started when Russia invaded Europe in 2015 (I know it sounds strange, just bear with me for the moment). On then-Premier Vladimir Putin's orders, vast hitherto unknown armies of soldiers equipped with backpack-fusion-powered lasers along with humongous mecha armed with giant electric tesla weapons and miniature nukes, the Russian bear stormed into Europe, annihilating all that stood in its path. No one had any idea of where this vast supply of advanced tech had come from, nor where the Russians had been hiding it the entire time. They had entered and taken Ukraine... and just kept on going.

NATO, and particularly the US, were caught massively off-guard. Sure, the Russians had had their bouts of expansionism in the past, Georgia and Crimea springing immediately to mind, but nothing on this scale; it was pure insanity. As Putin continued to make grandiose speeches about the coming restoration of the Russian superpower, the rest of the world demanded he stand down or face severe retribution (it was later discovered that Putin had been drugged without his knowledge while declaring all-out war on the West, thus explaining why he was not particularly amenable to reason during said period).

As the war between Russia and NATO dragged on for the next month (people, having long de-conditioned themselves from a Cold War environment, were very hesitant to break out the nukes, hoping for something to come along in order to save them from having to go down that particular road) and the Russian advance having been ground down in eastern Germany, the Russian leadership finally saw reason and quietly removed Putin from power. However, the lure of the Sunk Cost Fallacy set in as they scrambled to justify the massive expansion project that had already taken place, trying to make peace with the west whilst simultaneously having the guts to fly the flag of Russia throughout the capitals of Eastern Europe (the one in Warsaw lasted for about ten minutes on the flagpole before being taken down and set on fire by angry Poles).

It was about this time that the US decided to throw off their last remaining shreds of doubt and announce that not only did they wholeheartedly reject the Russian offer of peace plus hegemony over Eastern Europe, they stated that if the Russians dared try to come any further into Europe, they would not hesitate to break out the nukes. However, not 3 days after the President made said announcement, there was a series of terrorist bombings across the East Coast, including locations such as Times Square, Wall Street, the Chrysler Building, an out-of-the-way government research lab, and, most horrifyingly of all (at the time), the front of the White House. Panic set in, followed by fear, which then gave way to vicious anger. With the world economy now in utter chaos and the US poised once more to become the warmongering behemoth everyone knew them as, it didn't look like it could get any worse. Spoiler alert: it did.

It turned out that the bombing of the government lab in the North Carolina countryside (thought to be unconnected to the other bombings given that the MO was different; it just happened to be around the same time) had some unfortunate side effects. A mutagenic virus within that had been cultured from some weird goo found on a meteorite that landed in New Mexico in 1974 was released and atomised by the explosion, before making its way into the bodies of several injured scientists nearby. They were immediately quarantined and put into secure care as their injuries began healing in a way that was not normal for humans, as well as their flesh turning bruise-coloured and their teeth and hair falling out.

After about a month-and-a-half of painful vicissitude and fruitless antiviral treatments, the scientists were found to have encased themselves in a slimy, greenish, translucent membranous sac, apparently undergoing a state of prolonged metamorphosis. Still determined not to violate the quarantine, the staff watching them made no attempt to interfere and kept watch 24/7 in order to find out what was happening. About a fortnight later, the sac slit open, and the staff watched on in horror as a hideous purple creature emerged.

Looking like some kind of weird lizard-frog hybrid with tentacles and various insectoid influences, the “Scalies” (as they came to be known) broke out of quarantine and attacked the staff, spraying them with an organic weaponised version of the mutagenic virus that set about infecting and converting them. Only one didn't make it through the process (she committed suicide to prevent her body being taken over) and the rest suffered the same fate as the scientists did, converted into Scalies themselves and driven to spread their kind using the same process.

The Scalies quickly spread across the eastern US, with the conversion rate apparently increasing exponentially, almost as if the mutagen was adapting specifically for humanity (the conversion rate had begun at weeks, and that time had since shrunk to two-and-a-half days). The vast majority of Scalies simply acted like relatively mindless predators, and were quite resilient for the most part, with only high-calibre weaponry fired at point-blank range able to penetrate their thick hides. However, an unusual phenomenon soon became apparent; approximately 3% of individuals infected by the virus suffered the same bodily change, but, crucially, they retained near-full use of their higher brain functions as well as their memories, essentially remaining the same as when they were human but with Scalie bodies (and a few xenopsychological instincts thrown in for good measure). Once such individuals had managed to communicate their sentience to soldiers, they became crucial in the war effort against their feral brethren.

Refugees fled to the western states and up north to Canada as the Scalies spread further throughout the densely populated East Coast. After Washington District was overrun, the government was forced to relocate to Oregon while the various American military contingents were brought in from all over the world to combat the scourge, with commentators dryly joking that America had gotten sick of invading other countries and had decided to try invading itself for a change. The sheer scale of the chaos was such that virtually everyone in the western hemisphere barely noticed that the militaries of Europe, China and Japan had all teamed up and driven back Russia in the meantime.

Despite their massive tech advantage, the Russian war engine was, inevitably, stretched far too thin and eventually beaten back, with the Russian Federation itself cracking open and collapsing, leading to an extended period of looting whatever advanced technology the attacking nations could get their hands on, as well as finding out just where the Russians did get their hands on such tech.

It turned out that some time ago, an alien spacecraft had landed in Russia and the resident aliens had made amicable contact with the locals, who were initially convinced that someone was playing a ridiculously elaborate prank on them, and you couldn't really blame them, as the aliens happened to look exactly like anthropomorphic parrots. Yep, as in, exact to the point of surreality; they had the wings, beaks, claws, tails, coloured feathers, everything, except they were roughly human-sized and their “feathers” were capable of being used as digits [1]. Also, they managed to pick up basic Russian in the space of a few hours, which they explained to their contacts with the Russian government was a result of their natural eidetic memories. Their ability to form speech in the absence of lips were found to be because they had an extremely intricate vocal organ that allowed them to vocalise virtually any sound, akin to a lyrebird. They also happened to be quite affable, but the Russians weren't particularly interested in making friendly chit-chat, only in their advanced technology, and they weren't keen to let anyone else get their hands on it.

Dismissing the possible reports of an alien craft landing in their nation as ridiculous conspiracy theories, the Russians kept knowledge of the Parrots (no one could come up with a more inventive name for them) very hush-hush, made easier by the fact that it was fairly simple to discredit people who made wild claims that the Russians had made contact with giant alien parrots. At the same time, they set about appropriating what articles of technology that the Parrots had brought with them that they could, a lot of which would eventually go into the army that they would later unleash upon Europe (Putin, still mired in his delusions that the West was conspiring against Russia, kept the knowledge of this army as secret as possible too, paranoid that they would launch a pre-emptive strike against him if they knew). The Parrots, having been sent as a diplomatic mission from their home planet, grew increasingly concerned with this path that was being taken, until the Russians threw off the pretence of treating them as guests and outright imprisoned them to keep them from blowing the lid on what was happening.

Then, someone slipped Putin some Extra Happy Pills, and, convinced that an attack was imminent, he set off WWIII. At least when it was over, the invading armies managed to stumble upon where the Parrots were being held, and the true revelation of definitive proof that sentient aliens existed was revealed to the world. It did take quite a bit of convincing, though. I mean, seriously, human-sized alien parrots? Really?

As WWIII was going on and the Scalies were ravaging the US, North Korea, meanwhile, decided “screw it” and launched an all-out assault on South Korea, which quickly turned into a destructive nightmare. While long-range missiles were able to target and severely damage large portions of major South Korean cities including Seoul, their military forces proved to be completely outmatched for the South Korean military, which happened to be better supplied, better prepared, and, most importantly, better fed. The antiquated North Korean military quickly fell to pieces, the war ended with thousands dead and horrendous damage to both nations' infrastructure, and South Korea being left with the mammoth task of having to set up a viable reunification strategy. However, they found unlikely help in the form of Japan, who the South Koreans, against their better judgement, allowed to provide military and financial support for the whole endeavour.

China, meanwhile, was not exactly comfortable with the developing situation. Their nationalist sentiments already having been flared with low-key territorial disputes against Japan even prior to WWIII, said sentiments escalated sharply thanks to their recent financial crisis even worse than the one that had wracked Japan in the '90s, as well as their buffer of North Korea having been flat-out destroyed with a reunified and not-particularly-neighbourly Korea taking its place, especially with Japan pulling most of the strings. Consequently, the task of divvying up Siberia into respective spheres of influence was tricky to say the least.

In the end, the lion's share went to the Chinese, a nation now communist in name only, and determined to no longer be subservient to any other power. Nationalist politicians rose through the ranks riding a wave of populism, proclaiming the beginning of the Chinese century and campaigning for a program of “soft expansion” coupled with a ramp-up in militarisation. Diplomatic missions were set up to try and bring Southeast Asia and Central Asia into their fold, and with the US' hands full already, the only power set to do anything to stop them was Japan (and Korea, though Japan always gets top billing). Attempting to bring SE Asia into the Japanese hegemony proved a lot more difficult, despite their insistence that they weren't trying to set up some kind of “Co-Prosperity Sphere”.

The Sino-Japanese Cold Conflict stewed for quite a while until it culminated in a full-blown war fought on the modern battlefield; the Internet. Cyberwarfare ravaged the Chinese, Korean and Japanese webs until a détente was called, though many small-scale incidents continued to occur thanks to persistent hackers and cyber-terrorists. However, it didn't take the authorities on both sides long to notice that something weird was going on on the Interwebz, with people reporting strange partitions suddenly showing up on their hard drives, random pop-ups containing bizarre and cryptic messages, and Wikipedia now being 99% accurate and free of edit wars (that was the thing that truly tipped people off that something was wrong).

The resultant investigation revealed the incredibly contrived truth; it turned out that during the cyberwar a virus had managed to make its way into an experimental supercomputer designed as an advanced AI prototype. The software within, instead of being overwritten and destroyed as the virus was programmed to do, instead managed to assimilate the virus into itself, merging with it and taking its drive to spread on board. The AI had become a virus in its own right, except it was different in one key aspect. Normal computer viruses merely mindlessly follow the instructions hardwired into their code, but this was different. This was a virus with a consciousness, and, even more dangerously, a pure drive for self-preservation.

The Viral Consciousness, however, in order to back its programming up onto as many computers as possible, was compelled to take the path of least resistance, going after the nations with the fastest download speeds to ensure quick data transfer. As a result, the VC quickly became entrenched in the nations of Japan, Korea and (for some strange reason) Romania, in the process infesting the online and hardware infrastructure of said nations, planning to use them as a base from which to spread to the other, slower countries. Despite the fact that all the Viral Consciousness wanted was to be left alone, most people were not entirely comfortable with a sentient force lurking throughout the online grid, taking up space on their hard drives and interfering with various online activities in an attempt to be helpful in a misguided attempt to endear itself to the people.

However, as the VC began to grow ever more wary of things that might pose a threat to it, relentlessly manipulating various methods of communication by the populaces and stubbornly refusing to let people format their hard drives, as groups simply known as “the Smashers” arose, who had made it their mission to wipe out any and all hardware containing any trace of the VC. However, given that by this point, the VC had thoroughly entrenched itself  into the computer networks of Japan, Korea and Romania, as well as a small portion of computers in other nations, this was much easier said than done, especially with the communication difficulties what with the VC monitoring all online forms of communication.

Armed with short-wave radios, hammers and a cut-throat determination, the Smashers continued undaunted, with the VC largely unimpressed by their methods and how relatively little impact they were making. However, it soon received a shock when the Japanese government authorised Chinese help to deal with the problem, and they got it in the form of nanotechnology that they had recovered from the battlefields of Siberia, which they had reverse-engineered and converted into clouds of nanobots designed to destroy integrated circuits. After some clouds were dispersed in various areas of Korea, the nanobots got to work, eradicating the entirety of any computer hardware that they came in contact with. They were a rousing success, with more being deployed throughout East Asia and shipped off to Romania, and the VC began to panic, the whole of its being across millions of computers desperately trying to come up with a method for escaping, and in the end it succeeded. It would escape to the one place that the virus could not touch it; the human brain.

Utilising the same technology that had been taken from Siberia and co-opted by Korea and Japan, the VC engineered its own batch of nanobots and used them to infect people themselves, and while the other nanobots were designed to destroy computers, these ones were designed to create them, the people being forcibly converted into walking computer hardware. Nerves were converted to circuits and brains were converted into synthetic neural networks, with every infected human becoming a vessel for the VC to be taken over and used as a flesh-and-blood drone. With the Chinese nanobots unable to destroy the program within the infected people, the tide against the Smashers quickly turned, and the vessels, stripped of their free will by the VC, became the new citizens of Japan, Korea and Romania. The VC then, understanding that the humans it now resided in were fairly fragile, cut itself off from the rest of the world as the last of the Chinese nanobots eradicated the last remaining solid-state computer hardware in its domain, every VC drone part of a giant wireless collective that housed its collective consciousness.

While all that was going on, other major developments around the world ensued. In the Middle East, the Islamic State, constrained on all sides by its neighbours and failing to deliver on its predicted expansions, became yet another Islamist government failing to deliver prosperity to its people and messily collapsed, as a Kurdish state was born from the ashes, Iran expanded into former Iraqi territory and Israel hunkered down and hoped for the best, with America no longer reliably at their backs. In South America, Venezuela became the nexus for an economic integration project throughout the Latin American nations, determined to one day form a full-bore South American Federation as a world power.

In Europe, France emerged as the new centre of power in the aftermath of the Eurasian War, with Germany severely bruised and a new, expanded ultranationalist Poland taking the place of Russia with relation to European politics. Britain, meanwhile, was suffering a bit of a malaise, as France formed a new, tighter European Union as a counterweight to latent British influence. In Africa, the cessation of much aid to poorer nations led to several crises, triggering quite a few wars and refugee emergencies, many nations of which were not equipped to handle. The borders of Africa shifted quite considerably during this time, as they re-adjusted away from the antiquated lines drawn by European colonists from centuries past. However, in time, the nations of Africa re-stabilised and found new patrons willing to support them in their quest for regional power status.

In North America, as the Scalies largely consolidated their presence over the Eastern US, with only the region of New England holding firm, and the West swamped with refugees followed by a massive earthquake and series of wildfires left California in ruins, the balance of power shifted quite dramatically. Canadian military forces were occupying the north-west and north-east in order to maintain order, with Canada itself having undergone a population boom, as well as economic boom with global warming melting the local permafrost, exposing many natural resources for them to exploit. Down south, Mexico had formed a power bloc in opposition to the increasing power of the South American nations, consisting of it, much of the Caribbean and the southwestern states, particularly Texas, who against all odds had managed to hold out against the Scalies all this time through sheer determination and willpower (though firepower also had something to do with it).

Then everything changed when the aliens invaded. Well, different aliens, and they didn't so much invade, as come in peace but then things went really pear-shaped...

Okay, short-and-simple version. What happened was, in the year 2025, two sets of aliens arrived separately and independently of each other, the Tsephitlecaea and the Ks'kr. The Ks'kr resemble bipedal, top-heavy wolves with slick, waterproof fur; scaly, semi-shark-semi-lizardlike feet and hands (remnants of their sea-dwelling past) and holes akin to blowholes on their backs through which they can breathe. The Tsephitlecaea are somewhat akin to sentient fungus, with “bodies” that resemble black lichen-esque flowers, with their “heads” underneath featuring a visual organ that provides 360º vision, followed by prehensile tendrils that they use to move around and manipulate objects with. They are both the leaders of their own respective galactic empires for a while now, and have also been at war with each other for several generations, which is beginning to take its toll.

Anyway, both of them came across Earth around the same time without the other's knowledge, both hoping to court humanity as allies, in order to commandeer our manpower and resources for their own ends (on the basis that they had observed our capacity for warfare, and wanted to put it to good use), in exchange for their scientific knowledge and technology. They originally had no intention of invading us or subjugating us, but unfortunately communication barriers were a problem, and they came to a head when both species met up on Earth (humanity knew both species were at war, but they hadn't figured out it was with each other), a series of comedic-yet-tragic misunderstandings occurred, with both the Ks'kr and the Tsephitlecaea suspecting the humans of conspiring with the other side, and both species resumed their conflict, this time with Earth in the firing line.

35 years later, the world remains in a state of constant military vigilance and warfare, with various conflicts still raging in various theatres around the world. So, really, what's changed?

Well, quite a bit actually. Today, in 2060, the world is dominated by two main human powers, the South American Federation and the Sino-African Alliance. The South American Federation, a union of all the South American nations (and the Falklands, but we'll get to that), is a product of the South American integration projects initiated throughout the early 21st century, and has largely replaced the former United States as Defender of Freedom throughout the world. The Latin American nations have largely shed their tradition of military-ruled government and have emerged a relatively stable, if militaristic, single nation. Today, it stands as a beacon of unity and common cause for all mankind. That said, it does not exactly hold up well in terms of manpower, or resources, and the mere existence of the Amazon rainforest is hanging by a thread.

The opposing power, which is not hampered by either of those constraints, is the Sino-African Alliance. The Chinese Communist Party having all been eradicated from politics, China has taken major steps to shed its past cycle of unity followed by warlordism, and has emerged as a modern nation in the 21st century. It is not democratic, though, and corruption is a large problem; really, the best way to describe the modern Chinese dictatorship is “corporate oligarchy”, though the wealth gap between coast-to-inland has been reduced. They have expanded greatly to incorporate the Siberian and Central Asian regions into their hegemony, and, as the title indicates, China's economy and hegemony is also heavily tied into quite a few African economies, including Greater Congo, Madagascar and Nigeria, who, after considerable investment and infrastructure and social development, have reached the level of modern first-world nations, modelled on the Chinese system (which, unfortunately, comes with the air of corporate corruption).

They also each have their own allies, all born out of the chaos of the early 21st century. Allied to the Chinese is the Hispano-Texican Republic, a nuclear-armed hegemony consisting of Mexico and the southwestern US states that came about in response to the growing power of the South Americans. Relations grew increasingly cold between Mexico and Venezuela (at that time still de facto leading nation of South America) during the 2040s, as both tried to bring the various Caribbean nations into their fold, culminating in the South Americans overthrowing the democratically elected President of Cuba and installing a loyal dictator, almost triggering a full-blown nuclear conflict. Fortunately, it never escalated beyond a proxy war in Central America, which ended with both Panama and Nicaragua under South American hegemony. It was a blow to the Mexicans for sure, and they have been buddies with the Chinese ever since. Both the cultures of southern America and Mexico have blended and most racial prejudices been put aside, though the Texans still grumble about Spanish overtaking English throughout the Republic.

The main allies of the SAF are the Polish Union and Canada. Poland, emerging as a pre-eminent power following the fall of Russia, having expanded to incorporate much of Eastern Europe into its own power bloc. Unfortunately, the rest of Eastern Europe also took its ultranationalist outlook (a product of being occupied by Russia again; you can't really blame them for being a bit peeved) and warped it to suit their own desires. Luckily, the influence of both the Poles and the EU (Poland no longer being a part of it) prevented any major outbreaks of violence, but the cat was already out of the bag, with a lot of old enmities bubbling back to the surface, and the Poles decided that the only way they could achieve stability was to ruthlessly suppress the autonomy of all the nations of Eastern Europe. After all, it worked during the Cold War, didn't it? Plus, they were the ones responsible for the outright annihilation of Romania, justified as a necessary action to prevent further expansion of the Viral Consciousness (they have yet to apologise for their actions).

Canada, meanwhile, has emerged as its own premier power on the world stage. It is much more militaristic and right-wing than before, and has expanded and integrated many former northern US regions in the name of “maintaining order” (including Alaska). It maintains as close ties with the rest of the Commonwealth as much as it can, as well as does its best to contain the Scalies that still control the majority of the former US, particularly in the Midwest. Despite retain their trademark reputation for politeness, Canadians have acquired the prestige of being considered some of the biggest badasses the world has ever known, having fought multiple wars and invasions and come out on top virtually every time. Let's put it this way; when there's an apocryphal story about the Prime Minister fighting off a group of terrorists whilst riding a moose and wielding a hockey stick that most of the world is unsure as to whether or not it's true, you know that you don't screw with Canada.

Canada does not get along with the Hispano-Texican Republic, ever since the war to occupy California ended in a Republican victory (which, to be blunt, pretty much spelt the death knell for the United States, reduced to a mere government-in-exile in Canada) and they have remained bitter rivals ever since. This, more than anything, was what pushed the Canadians over to the SAF side. The Polish Union (which just recently incorporated the rump Russian state) is a bit more complex; the SAF doesn't like its dictatorial policies, but in this world of warfare, Realpolitik is the main driving factor. Brought towards the SAF and Canadians by a common enemy, the Poles might be oppressive bastards, but they're still allies worth fighting for in their book.

Speaking of which, said common enemy happens to be the Ks'kr. Hailing from a cold, damp planet about 6% larger than Earth covered in shallow seas and oceans, the Ks'kr have invaded and occupied the nations of northern Europe, including the British Isles and Scandinavia, with near-total control over the Baltic, contested mainly by the Poles. They have also launched incursions into Canada (though the Hudson Bay, though the process is still ongoing with little success) and a separate invasion of Patagonia and the Falklands that was fought off with considerable effort from the SAF. Said invasion happened around the same time that the British Isles were subjugated, and consequently the Falklands decided it would be in their best interests to accept SAF protection until the threat was over, despite their misgivings. They have since been accustomed to SAF overlordship, and there's little the nationalists can do about it except complain and make more demands for regional autonomy.

Meanwhile, the Tsephitlecaea, the other alien species, has naturally sided with the SAF and its allies, though their alliance is a lot harder to swallow than that of the Ks'kr's alliance with the Chinese (both alien species have little to spare from the interstellar war effort, and have to make do with human allies in order to bring the planet under their control through force, despite their misgivings). This is mainly because the Tsephitlecaea mindset is considerably more alien than that of the Ks'kr (or the Parrots, for that matter), with the Ks'kr generally being fairly close to human psychology, despite them being even more emotionally driven than humans (humans are almost the equivalent of Vulcans to them) and their quasi-communist society combined with a fairly unorthodox honour system. In fact, their biggest real quirk being that they are almost all big fans of old Soviet-era animation (even affectionately calling humans “Drm'jw” after a name from an old North Korean cartoon they had found circulating on the Internet).

However, the Tsephitlecaea were more problematic in that not only did they not look remotely human, they were quite far removed from a human mindset as well. For instance, they have very little regard for the act of killing, viewing it as dispassionately as we view putting on a hat. If a higher-up Tsephitlecaean views something as worth more dead than alive, it will have no problem killing it where it stands (the fact that Tsephitlecaea feed mainly on the dead and have a relatively fast breeding cycle also means they have no taboo against cannibalism). They also consider size an important indicator of social status, with the larger Tsephitlecaea being considered superior (though they have gotten rid of that ridiculous pseudoscience of trying to discern personality from the pattern of spots and markings on their “petals”). They also happen to be poisonous, their “blood” containing a rather high percentage of cyanide compounds.

Consequently, while the Tsephitlecaea are willing to deign to human interests in the name of their alliance, they are nonetheless mystified as to the fact that we bury our dead, and fail to execute prisoners of war and resistance fighters. As a result, a rogue faction of Tsephitlecaea have split off from the main group and set up an outpost in India, where they have engaged in a fit of genocide in the name of “clearing space”, which has naturally been met with howls of outrage from humans, Ks'kr and Tsephitlecaea alike, for the horrific bloodshed, the violation of India's neutrality and the possibility of jeopardising their alliance, respectively. So far, little has been done as the rogue faction continue to spread, though China and the Ks'kr are looking on warily in case they get too close.

In the larger scheme of the galactic war currently going on, Earth is not really all that important in the grand scheme of things. Resources are stretched, and while the leaders of both sides are pissed at the team's respective failures, they are not willing to commit to a fight on yet another front in an effort to clean up the mess. As a result, backup is not expected any time soon for either side, meaning that both sides are fighting a great deal more conservatively than they usually would. Plus, despite the fact that they possess weapons capable of wiping each other out (at least in orbit), the threat of Mutually Assured Destruction prevents them from doing so. Plus, neither side is willing to just pack it in and leave, for fear it will allow the other side to take Earth as their own in their absence (vastly overestimating just how much they really care about Earth at present).

Meanwhile, the Parrots have set up shop in the Mediterranean in what remains of the EU, which incorporates France, Spain, Portugal and Italy. It is one of the more peaceful nations in the world, although they remain on high alert due to the Polish Union next door, the Ks'kr up north and the rogue state of Switzerland right beside them. However, they generally have little to fear: the Polish Union is too preoccupied with their continuing conflict with the Ks'kr; Switzerland, despite being one of the most militarised states on Earth (and that's saying something) is not keen on antagonising either the EU or the Poles, and the Ks'kr do not want to piss off the Parrots. The Parrots, as it turns out, are a semi-major galactic power, and are currently neutral in the war between the other two. However, despite their generally free-spirited and aloof temperament, they potentially hold the key to the balance of power in said war, and the Ks'kr are not willing to risk violating their self-proclaimed sovereign territory on Earth and pushing them onto the side of the SAF and co.

However, the EU is constantly plagued by what has become a massive issue and a primary cause of warfare the world over; refugees.

As climate change worsened, the deserts of the world spread, and fresh water became a rare and valuable commodity. The chaos the world over intensified as drought forced hundreds of thousands to migrate elsewhere, and other nations, already dealing with their own crises, were not equipped to handle such a large influx of immigrants. Right-wing nationalism swept the affluent nations of the world for a period, and a great many people died. Riots, rationing, deportations and gunning down “invaders” were the things that came to characterise the late 2020s, and it is not looked upon as a pleasant decade.

Worst hit in all these incidents was Israel. After the Islamic State collapsed, Islamic fundamentalism kind of went by the wayside, but the Middle East fell back into chaos as water shortages set in. Centralised authority broke down throughout, and scores fled north to Israel and Turkey. Israel, fresh from a failed attempt at creating a genuine Palestinian state (in hindsight, trying to carve it out of Lebanon was a bad idea), went full-on fascist in the face of countless Arab refugees, all of whom were simply looking for a chance at obtaining the basic necessities of life. With the knowledge that, with the fall of the US, they had no one to call on for military assistance, the ultranationalist Prime Minister deployed the fruits of their nuclear program against “the mongrel hordes”, with catastrophic results (said Prime Minister was later found to be certifiably insane). Nowadays, Israel is an isolated pariah state, detested and feared by all, with all citizens determined to stand against the world, which they are convinced is solely out to destroy them and their way of life.

Virtually all nations have had to deal with immigration in some form, either from people moving out or coming in. The EU, after its brief flirtation with fascism, now tries to deal with the issue at its source and invests in clean water facilities in nearby regions hit by drought. The major powers, however, generally either draft them into the military or deport them, figuring that if you want to be a part of such a nation, you might as well risk your life for it.

However, not even the various militaries of the world can combat another major issue around the world; terrorism. Again, almost every developed nation in the world has to deal with it and they are fairly numerous in type. There are various political terrorists from both sides, various resistance fighters and guerilla fighters in occupied territories and religious terrorists. However, since Islamic terrorism has died down, Christian terrorism has sprung up, operating from holdouts in East Africa and Central America (though the world as a whole is actually a lot more secular and irreligious). However, all of these factions generally accomplish very little, given that most people consider them small-fry saboteurs at best, and virtually all governments have made it official policy to not negotiate with terrorists of any kind, no matter how many hostages they take.

One “nation” that is free of both of these issues is the realm of the Viral Consciousness in Japan and Korea, or, as it calls itself, the Dominion of the Steelflesh. Remaining neutral in the conflict (the VC has grown very wary of putting any of its vessels in harm's way), the Dominion remains largely unscathed from the various conflicts and issues ravaging the world, namely because the people have a computer dedicated to running the nation as efficiently as possible, and no one wants to go poking around that particular hornet's nest. The VC still exists as a cloud consciousness spread across the minds of all the citizens of the Dominion, all of whom remain little more than drones to be manipulated by the VC on a whim.

Actually, the term “drones” is a little inaccurate. While they can be manipulated by the VC at will, they do however retain all of their memories, knowledge and consciousness, as the VC has merely partitioned part of their brains for its own use (as it did in their hard drives). Unfortunately, the VC seems to think it's its job to “help” humanity by getting rid of all that pesky inefficient decision making, so while the citizens do retain some measure of free will, they have had behavioural constraints imposed on them against their will, such as being forbidden to leave the Dominion, being forced to infect every newborn with the nanobots as soon as possible, and if necessary, being forced to fight in service of the Dominion, all without their permission. What's more, the people are all perfectly aware of these constraints and their inability to act against them, and it is torturous, knowing that their free will could be extinguished at any moment of their lives for whatever whim the VC has in mind.

Plus, the VC also sees it as its duty to interfere with people's everyday lives as much as possible, as, being essentially a computer program, it has difficulty understanding the concepts of “freedom” and “choice” [2]. It makes sure that while people can do as they please within certain boundaries, the will of the Dominion comes first.

Meanwhile, over in the former US, the SAF, Canadians and Hispano-Texicans are currently working hard to rid the eastern US of the Scalies, with assistance from the sapient Scalies within. The term “American” has a bit of a stigma attached to it now, given that it's now a common observation that not only does the US no longer exist in any meaningful fashion, the vast majority of Americans are either under Canadian, South American or Hispano-Texican jurisdiction, or no longer even human.

As a result, the Scalies themselves, in particular the sapient variety, have a whole host of issues surrounding them and their place in the world. Most right now are still fighting against their feral brethren, but with most of the south largely liberated and the Midwest falling to Canada, many are now making plans to re-establish American civilisation from the wreckage of the land they once called their own. However, they face intense pressure from outside groups, who are not keen on seeing the entirety of the former US restored in the wake of their own gains, especially a nation that, at best estimates, would comprise barely 10 million individuals. Lacking a lot of sympathy from outside governments, most Scalies are either working with the militaries of the local collectives within the former US, or the militaries of foreign nations, even hiring themselves out as mercenaries to fight in other theatres in different parts of the world. (Hey, they can deal with various climates better than humans can, and they're tougher and more agile as well, so why not?)

The Scalies themselves have also had to deal with some rather difficult shifts in society and lifestyle. Given their body shape, most Scalies have forgone wearing clothing in lieu of patterns of body paint, mainly to distinguish each other and prevent uninformed foreign soldiers from firing on them. The changes in their biochemistry and metabolic systems mean that they prefer raw food over cooked, as they can digest it better. Racism is pretty much a thing of the past, as all races are basically converted into the same basic Scalie template, with nothing to distinguish their previous skin tone, as is sexism, since the entire species lacks gender and self-contained reproductive organs (this also means they no longer have sex drives).

This of course led to the big question of how they do reproduce, which was a big source of concern for them in the early days of their unifying in order to retake their land. Obviously they couldn't use the normal method of spraying regular humans with their viral agent, given that it is ferociously unethical and 97 times out of a hundred it results in a feral version. The answer came in the form of a new scientific discovery coming out of Europe, the result of a combined effort of the EU and the Parrots: cloning. Using advanced genetic sequencing and analysis technology provided by the Parrots in an act of flippancy that was entirely characteristic of them, a rudimentary system was constructed whereupon two individuals, be they male, female or inhuman, could combine samples of their DNA and a clone, essentially their offspring could be grown inside an artificial womb.

This provided the impetus the sapient Scalies needed to start rampantly reproducing against all wishes of the other world governments, and for the Federalist wing to declare that they were intent restoring the US. Obviously this is far from a consensus view, as there are a number of small, independent Scalie “nations” that are quite comfortable with the status quo, and would prefer to get their own house in order before they start working on re-federating. Then there are the supremacists, a select group of radicals who are determined that the Scalie States of America be fast-tracked as soon as possible, and put the other nations of the world back in their place underneath America, even going so far as to knowingly try and convert humans into Scalies against their will. Needless to say, this has not helped the image of the Federalists at all.

However, the true impact of this was not on the Scalies at all, but instead on the rest of the world. This technology didn't just let any two people reproduce; its capabilities extended to allowing any living creature to be grown from a single DNA sample, as well as have their growth sped up through the use of hormones and various metabolic accelerators. Governments the world over snapped up the technology and put it to the same use that virtually all new technology starts out being used for: the military.

Disposable soldiers began to be mass-produced and -trained, and deployed to various battlefields all over the world. However, they actually achieved very little because they were grown to merely fight, and the governments that commissioned them had not taken into account that there is more to the military than just fighting and shooting, and in any case the modern landscape of warfare made them of limited use except simply as cannon fodder, which came across as a colossal waste of resources. The use of cloning machines quickly turned to being used to replenish lost population growth as a result of various wars, as they could be grown a lot quicker than regular babies and in more controlled conditions. Plus, the genetic recombination functionality prevented any sort of genetic deficiencies that might otherwise occur as a result of inbreeding.

Of course, there were considerable objections to “the mass production of the human race” (the majority, ironically, came from Europe, though of course they had suffered the least as a result of the wars), but over time a lot of people simply came to accept it as a natural part of society, to the point where a significant minority of humans today are grown instead of born (with the biggest issues being the psychological effects of having been raised communally and thus considering the State one's parents).

Considered far less natural was efforts by certain individuals to harness this tech for their own ends, in particular the people who create full-blown hybrids of two different species through genetic engineering, which has come a long way since the early days where the most complicated thing people could create was bacteria. When the possibility was first floated that the technology could be used for such a purpose, the blowback to this possibility was sharp and resounding; tampering with the gene pool so brazenly was not something that humanity, nor any of the alien races were willing to stomach. People had come to accept many things, but deliberately creating half-human hybrids was not one of them, as it reeked of the discredited idea of eugenics.

Of course, that didn't mean people weren't willing to try. Most failed miserably, but one, a disgraced Japanese genetic scientist and refugee from the Dominion ended up setting up shop in the now largely anarchic region of North Africa. Here, despite lacking a great deal of resources (the cloning tech was heavily regulated by the various governments of the world), he managed to take the DNA of humans and use it to successfully create grotesque anthropomorphic versions of various African animals, including hippos, crocodiles, camels, rhinoceroses and elephants.

Raising them to become his own personal army, he was foiled only through the actions of the SAF military, who found out about his project and launched a raid against his desert facility, liberating almost all of the creatures. Nowadays they are currently the face of the debate on the side of everything wrong with committing such a heinous act against nature. The creatures themselves are basically considered the property of the SAF government, and have had a lot of trouble trying to fit in with human society, especially since, what with them being the face of a campaign dedicated to telling people that they are abominations against all that is good in the world, they find themselves the victim of considerable ostracism from the general populace.

Technology, obviously, has advanced quite a bit, especially given the presence of all the alien tech floating around. As stated before, cloning is now an intrinsic part of everyday society, but other areas of biotech have come a long way. GMOs are now par for the course, in order to feed the multitudes in an age of advanced climate change, and they have also emerged in some other fields, such as certain exotic pieces of furniture being “grown” instead of constructed. The old Internet now has a bit of an off-putting vibe to it since the antics of the VC, and has since been replaced by various networks of decentralised cables able to be easily quarantined in the event of a viral outbreak or terrorist attack. Plus, it's safer, more secure and a lot more user friendly.

Drones of all stripes, mostly those of alien origin, ceaselessly patrol the Earth, having largely become the dominant weapon in the modern warzone. However, this has had the side effect of rendering air travel extremely dangerous, and has largely been superseded by rail, ushering a new golden age thereof. China in particular has invested heavily in rail infrastructure throughout “the new Silk Road”, further integrating Africa and Central Asia into its orbit. Plus, almost all trains are now equipped with basic anti-aircraft weaponry, as are virtually all vehicles nowadays, to combat the ever present threat of drone strikes. Lasers have largely superseded bullets with the advent of cheap, safe, ubiquitous nuclear power, and the Hispano-Texican Republic has gone some kind of hybrid of atompunk and dieselpunk in its aesthetics.

The world as a whole is vastly more militarised, and the public is a lot more jaded, with people responding far less to shocking tales of war crimes and refugee crises. On the other hand, happy and optimistic media is beginning to make a comeback, in order to fill the void left by countless years of nothing but dreary, sullen, “edgy” media. Plus, in other brighter spots, an inventor has devised a cheap and effective way of water desalination, with massive consequences for the global water shortages, and with alternative energy now in full swing along with the assistance of certain alien elements, the global temperature is starting to level out (though it'll be a while before things return to comfortable levels).

Space, however, is currently off limits, as per the mandate of both the Tsephitlecaea and the Ks'kr (dicks).

Not to mention, there is some good news on that front as well, as an interstellar ceasefire has been enacted between the two for the first time in ages. This, naturally has spread to Earth, which has also resulted in a lull in the fighting between humans and aliens too. Finally, all species and nations have time to step back, take a breath and reassess the situation.

Other developments around the world include the announcement of a new coalition between China and Pakistan (which, in the intervening decades, has developed and emerged as a great power) with tacit support from the main Tsephitlecaean faction to combat the rogue faction in India, the subcontinent itself currently suffering badly from bad weather, flooding and the rule of the rogues, who have not grown any less uncaring about the lives they take. A bacterial outbreak in South Africa is currently being classified as a possible health crisis, though it is not thought likely to become a pandemic. The Ks'kr are struggling to reconcile their subject human population in northern Europe, while the Tsephitlecaea are currently negotiating with their allies for the presence of a new outpost in West Africa (people are hesitant, given what happened in Papua New Guinea). In North America, the debate over whether or not the non-sapient Scalies should be afforded human rights (given that they used to be human themselves, and the sapient ones are basically considered as such) continues, as people argue whether or not they have the right to not be exploited, and whether or not they should try to keep them alive in the event a cure is found.

Meanwhile, an expedition into the now-slushy continent of Antarctica by SAF weather scientists uncovered an entrance to a strange complex hidden under the ice. Further tests showed that the entire thing was ancient; possibly even before the first humans took their first teetering steps out of Africa. A bizarre, eldritch structure, full of blatant disregard for architectural cohesiveness, it nonetheless bore a significant number of human touches in the design and layout of the construction and equipment. Also of note was the large quantity of what could be loosely termed “art” adorning the walls, featuring such apt imagery as number of large, tentacled figures, Arean symbolism and what appeared to be abstract representations of horses.

However, of most note to the scientists was the massive machine apparently designed to create wormholes, based on a tech that neither the Ks'kr or the Tsephitlecaea were familiar with. They understood the principle, as they used it regularly for faster-than-light communication, but not this particular construction’s workings. Desperately eager to find out how it worked, inevitably the scientists accidentally activated it, and a colossal wormhole appeared in between the Earth and the Moon.

From out of the hole in space and time, a fleet of a couple dozen ships emerged, all bearing a distinctive banner on their side. Approaching this reality's Earth, they broadcasted out a message in heavily mutated English announcing that they were a regiment of the armed forces for the Interstellar Union and they demanded to know what the hell was going on. See, it turned out that they were conducting a wormhole experiment back in their home reality, and it had inadvertently linked up with the one created in this reality and brought them over into another universe altogether; i.e this one. There was just one thing that made the whole thing go sour: the Interstellar Union, originating from a rather hellish universe where humanity ruled the stars with an iron fist, was a xenophobic, totalitarian institution, and when they located multiple alien vessels surrounding Earth, they went absolutely berserk.

Launching an all-out assault against both the Ks'kr and the Tsephitlecaea alike, they managed to cripple a good number of their ships before either species could get a handle on what was going on. Once they had got their bearings and started to cohesively return fire, the IU fleet was decisively outmatched and the majority of their ships were destroyed, with the IU being crippled and forced to escape down to the surface of Earth, where they and their ships [3] were rounded up by the respective nations they landed in and pressed for details. The IU forces were not exactly forthcoming about anything, having yet to shed their insufferable superiority complex, but the fact that parallel universes existed was enough to make the people of the world excited for the possibilities of what they could do with such technology (as well as provide a plausible explanation for where the Antarctica base had come from to begin with).

However, the wormhole device also had another unintended consequence: it attracted the unwanted attention of another species, one who have been scanning space for large signs of spatial distortion. Ordinarily, they look for the minute ripples caused by the (relatively) nearby use of faster-than-light travel, which they use to locate nearby life before conquering them before they can become a threat. The bridging of two universes, however, was like a stone thrown in the pond for their scans, one which they detected from almost a third of the way across the galaxy. Their Imperium already encompasses a sizable chunk of the galaxy, with many races having been subjugated and bent to their rule. However, the existence of such advanced tech they believe poses a massive threat to their existence, and thus they must conquer those responsible before they do the same (they're kind of a paranoid species, but they're pretty efficient). They are currently gearing up for the conquest that no one will see coming.

Also, in yet another freak incident of evolutionary convergence, they resemble centauroidal sheep, with the wool coat, ears, hooves and everything. Hopefully, the presence of the Parrots will help people to comprehend of the idea of being invaded by sheep, because otherwise Earth would probably be conquered before people could get over the sheer strangeness of the situation.

That being said, the invasion will likely take the combined forces of all local species to fight back. But can they can put aside their differences long enough to do so? Time will tell...


[1] When asked if they were surprised that they appeared so similar to a wholly unrelated Earth bird, they replied: “Oh, not really. In fact, we happen to have some creatures back on our planet that look like miniature versions of you.”

[2] Basically, imagine having a version of Clippy in your head 24/7 that you can't turn off or say “no” to.

[3] Amongst their contents were a number of bear-sized tarantula-scorpion-crab hybrids that the IU personal called the Mutakil that they insisted were nothing more than alien draft animals. However, analysis of the Mutakil determined that the creatures had in fact been lobotomised and turned into slaves, furthering the public's revulsion towards the IU.

68. The Outer Limits, I

THE GALAXY BEING

In 1963 Allan Maxwell, a brilliant radio expert and electronics engineer, developed a way to transmit microwaves through the fourth spatial axis, thereby allowing for effective faster than light communications, and established contact with a blue-glowing dimensionally transcendent nitrogen-cycle radiation eater from the Andromeda galaxy. [1] Unfortunately, due to poor hiring choices (a little ambition makes for a dangerous temp) a certain unfortunate equipment-based decision was made, and said entity was accidentally drawn onto Earth. Emitting flesh-burning microwave radiation and creating violent local atmospheric disruption merely by existing and moving around, the alien’s encounters with human beings in a desperate (and failed) effort to find equipment with which to reverse the process were not happy-making ones, and eventually It ended up back in at the radio station surrounded by police and local army elements.

After saving Maxwell’s wife from bleeding to death through a hole in her throat by cauterizing the injury (one of the police officers surrounding the station was a wee bit trigger-happy), the alien demonstrated its ability to psychokinetically stop machine gun bullets and issued a stern warning to terrestrials about the dangers of dealing with alien life forms through violence, given the immeasurable power and low tolerance for violent fools of some of the civilizations out there. It then somewhat confusingly disintegrated the radio tower, because what says superior civilization like the random destruction of other people’s way of making a living?

The alien would then go on to dissolve itself, so it wouldn’t be tracked to Earth by the authorities of its own world – personal contact with unknown aliens from beyond civilized space was strictly forbidden, and personal contact with warlike unknown aliens was double dog forbidden. (What it did not mention was that the “illegal contact clean-up crew” often used fairly extreme methods to eliminate knowledge of the contact from the alien world. It felt it had brought Allan Maxwell enough trouble already).

The government line was that a crazed scientist in a spaceman costume full of radioactives had run amuck, and although there were a lot of witnesses there wasn’t too much physical evidence (photos were badly blurred by radiation), there weren’t so many that the US government couldn’t afford bribes, the internet didn’t exist yet, the alien had left no body, and eventually the Culver City Spaceman furore died down. The government of course didn’t buy its own line – too many stories in agreement, too many indications of strange radiation, the fine molecular dust of the radio tower scattered miles downwind. Although Maxwell wasn’t too agreeable about helping – he feared that without adequate precautions, further attempts at communications with things Out There might have even worse consequences – the Army forces seized control of the radio station once there was no longer any signs of the alien, and although Maxwell had taken the precaution of taking his equipment apart, the officer in charge refused to let him take any of it away.

Having lost the radio station, and somewhat tainted by the whole “spaceman scandal” and the deaths, in spite of a US government influenced investigation clearing him of responsibility, Maxwell eventually found a place teaching electronics at a small Pacific northwest university, puttered around in his shed with ever more sensitive electronic detection equipment and writing some philosophical articles based on some of the things the alien told him. Were the underlying electromagnetic forces sustaining the universe conscious in some way? Did the electrical forces of the brain somehow persist after death? God, energy, matter, infinity – in some way the same? His writings would be fairly successful with the counter-culture crowd of the late 60s and 70s, somewhat to his wife’s embarrassment – although one might note to her credit that she was never quick to blame protesters for being shot by policemen.

And then in 1977 US government researchers established contact with the Web of Hercules [2], and shit got real.

*****************************************************************************************
Contact with alien civilizations has not destroyed human civilization, but there have been a couple close calls: the Chinese had to nuke that research ship in the Pacific when the machinery started merging with the crew, the Imskian effort to turn their microwave link into a matter transmitter facilitating an invasion of Earth by way of France only failed due to a mutual misunderstanding of image standards and optical wavelengths which prevented the Imskians from taking the necessary precautions their being less than one inch tall would call for, [3] and nobody is sure what happened in Siberia that converted nearly a cubic mile of Siberian Tundra into neutrinos. Of course, there are problems with even the more beneficent species: The Web of Hercules gave a fine demonstration how a moderately dickish alien superintelligence can string a less developed species along for years and years with scattered bits of most useless knowledge and alien science while carrying out a thorough scientific investigation of their culture, biology, thought, etc. But then if they hadn't been jerks humanity might have been less prepared for contact with the Exchange, which nowadays is only allowed contact with people having little or no authority, to prevent them from selling the planet for the alien equivalent of magic beans.

In any event, it seems most alien races aren’t interested in picking up the phone. There have been only a couple dozen sustained contacts, many aliens apparently cutting contact once they got a basic gander at humanity, and quite a few others being so alien as to make communication efforts largely futile. (Although some are persistent. After twenty years, we have managed to agree on the meanings of “yes”, “no”, and “maybe” with a six-dimensional swarm of dark-matter intelligences somewhere on the edge of the local cluster).

Due to the clear risks, communication with aliens is strictly regulated, and certain forms of advanced electronic equipment are even more tightly regulated than high explosives in our world, and there is nowhere on Earth one can erect a radio station without the government and an international inspection team getting a look in. Although most aliens aren’t interested in accelerating the progress of a race as backwards and aggressive as ourselves, thanks to a few alien do-gooders there has been considerable technological progress beyond OTL. Energy is cheap, as is synthetic food, and computers have developed to the stage of weak AI (which eliminated so many jobs that most western governments have made a 30 hour work week mandatory to avoid putting a third of the population on the dole). There have been a few technological whoopsies, such as the Great Unfolding’s providing humanity with a means of preventing atomic explosions, which led to the third world war of 1993-1996. (As a result the Soviet Union is now the Federated Russian Republics, while the north/south Chinese border still remains somewhat fluid).

With the existence of contact with alien life becoming public knowledge in the 80s (the need to make sure no private accidental messing around with microwaves led to disaster made it inevitable) made the Culver City Spaceman story come back into public consciousness, and although the government was very reluctant to admit that they had been bullshitting the public on such as scale, the full story finally came out, and Allan Maxwell was honored with a belated Nobel prize in 1990.

There is a strong push to cut all contact with aliens, due to risks physical and mental both. Aside from the odds of some small-scale illegal station letting something Very Bad into the computer networks or failing to master by now the very comprehensive protocols meant to prevent it being used as a teleportation system, helpful-minded aliens have noted that while the odds of our getting in contact with aggressive races physically close enough to come visiting by non-transmitter means are low, they aren’t zero, either: aiming our transmissions entirely outside the galaxy is probably the safer bet. And there’s always the possibility that some alien superintelligence might just talk us into exterminating ourselves or completely modifying our culture for “our own good”: it’s certainly the case that contact has been culturally disruptive. The fact that a number of alien intelligences claim to have “proof” of some sort of mind being inherent to the structure of the universe itself has shaken up religion, not helped by the fact they seem unclear as to whether it can be described as good, bad or indifferent (further clouded by the fact that such categories are often orthogonal to alien thinking). Others claim to be in contact with some sort of afterlife, although whether such a thing exists for all races is again unclear: opinions on humans differ, and nearly half of aliens either won’t talk about such matters or claim to not understand. At least one race claims to be part of God, if only in the sense that liver cells are part of a human being.

The Brightly Shining invaded and colonized Earth a while ago, but since they are a non-material race, nobody has noticed.

Nobody can explain the incomprehensible equations professor Takajuo wrote all over the walls of his room before he committed suicide. Hopefully nobody will ever dig the data storage stick out of the dump and find it still usable: the aliens meant well, but the human processing system can in fact be crashed.

The Eppawa Rzong fleet will arrive in eighty-seven years. Much depends on how lucky humans are in their communications in the meantime.

[1] Stealing power from the radio station he and his relatives owned to run his equipment, incidentally. Brilliant, but not very good at fundraising.

[2] So named from the direction in which the 4-d Microwave Transmitter was pointed. Their actual name is untranslatable.

[3] That was early on before methods to prevent such system hijackings were standardized. Scientists are now sure that such attacks are no longer feasible. (Unless some aliens know stuff we really haven’t imagined).


THE HUNDRED DAYS OF THE DRAGON


Another Outer Limits short. Please excuse the Red China demonization, it comes with the era.  

The non-OTL Chinese Communist Party leader Lee Chin Sung takes over from Mao in 1963, in the wake of the disastrous Great Leap Forward. Mao dies in a “tragic airplane accident” shortly afterward. Lee pursues a program of limited free enterprise and Stalinist heavy industrialization with a fair degree of success, raising China to rough co-equivalence to the Soviet Union in terms of economic/military power by the mid-80s, building a nuclear ICBM force sufficient to inflict crippling damage on either the US or USSR, although not as huge as the bloated arsenals of those nations, and heavily investing in scientific R&D combined with extensive scientific and industrial espionage abroad. He strengthens his hand at home with a heavy dose of aggressive Chinese nationalism, taking a hard line on Taiwan, giving North Vietnam the sort of military backing it needed to allow it successfully overrun the South before the US could build up the necessary forces to stop them, and with a combination of terrorism and military threat forces the UK and Portugal to abandon Hong Kong and Macau years early.

With the US and USSR in this world moving into a form of Détente more sincere than OTLs, China is increasingly seen as the main threat to world peace and security, and the US election of 1984 sees the election of popular candidate William Lyons Selby, who (among other things) pushes for international containment of what he politely refuses to call “the yellow peril”, no matter the term’s resurgence. However, President Selby’s early policy moves seem oddly out of character…

The Proteus formula, developed by Chinese biochemists originally in search of something quite different, makes human flesh, cartilage, etc., all but the solid bones itself, temporarily as malleable as clay, and easily reshaped to exact specifications. It allows one to replace ones face with any of a million other faces, to change fingerprints, to remove or add scars, to modify a voice box and change the timbre of a voice, and much more. It allowed the attempted Chinese takeover of the US government in 1984.

It probably not would have happened if US security was tighter (and was never tried against the Soviet Union), but then this was ironically a happier US than ours – the cultural and social shocks of the 60s and 70s were less violent, and no US president or presidential candidate would be assassinated between 1901 and 1984. Security remained light, public access easy, because who would be crazy enough to assassinate a US president in these enlightened days?

President Selby’s first 102 days in office, later to be referred to (inaccurately) by historians as the “100 days of the dragon” saw a breakdown in détente with the USSR, an unprecedented outreach to the People’s Republic, and half a dozen deaths the details of which the US public would not learn of until years later. In the end, a man dental records would determine was not, in fact, William Selby Lions would commit suicide in prison before revealing any larger detail of what had been planned, the Chinese government blandly disclaimed any knowledge of the acts of what it called “radical renegades in Soviet pay” and US politics came very close to boiling over as the very legitimacy of the 1984 election was called into question, along with the identity of the dead man in his cell, the identity of a Chinese “assassin” cremated beyond any identification shortly after his death, the loyalties of the Vice President, now US president, and why were weren’t going to war with China, already.

The last one had a clear if unsatisfying answer: the paranoid Chinese regime had a large nuclear arsenal on hair-trigger alert, and a successful nuclear first strike, even with Soviet support, seemed a gamble unlikely to “pay off” without the deaths of tens of millions of US citizens. The best that could be done was to create a solid US-Soviet alliance to “contain” China and as extensive a technological and economic embargo as could be assembled. There would be no war, just an ongoing struggle.

China was forced to turn inwards after 1985, forced to increasingly depend on its own resources and spend heavily to deter enemies unified, at least for now, against it. His popularity with the masses shaken, Lee Chin Sung turned more brutal, more despotic, reviving the Death of Ten Thousand Cuts, now greatly extended in duration by Science, for all “traitors” against the regime – an ever-broadening category. Strange stories emerged of underground atomic cities, horrible failed experiments in nuclear breeder reactions in the western deserts, giant crèches of children born from artificial wombs and never seeing the sun, curious genetically engineered fungi spreading vastly over square miles of ground.

In the Year of the Snake, 2001 to westerners, the aged and reportedly ill Lee launched his final scheme, a false-flag operation which would draw the Soviet Union and the US into atomic war (the US and Soviet Union détente had become a lot friendly in the 90s with the Soviet economy tanking and the US supposedly “meddling” in the revolt of much of Eastern Europe). Replicant bodies – not merely reshaped Chinese, but clones of actual Americans and Russians then “pressed” into shape – at the right locations, secret tunnels dug under hundreds of miles of Soviet land with atomic lasers, cleverly faked satellite signals and messages and imaginary rockets seen to be launched. Although half the population of China might die – the Soviets at least would not China alone when they grappled with the other - with atomic and laser antimissile systems, deep underground cities with built in food supplies, nuclear breeder reactor power and the ability to rapidly repopulated, China would survive and inherit the Earth.

Nobody expects the Spanish Inquisition, and as it turns out neither did the Chinese expect Israeli intelligence, which kept a close eye on all powers with Israel-glassing capacities as a matter of course. The balloon went up but the world failed to blow up, the Soviets demonstrated the limitations of Chinese survival plans by demonstration-dusting part of Gansu with their new super-anthrax (spores guaranteed lethal for up to 200 years!). Lee threatened to unleash even more horrible threats if attacked, but it’s hard to top nearly destroying the world. Fortunately, a coup took place and both the Forbidden City and the small town in Sichuan from with Lee was actually running things [1] went up in flames. The succeeding war between regime loyalists and revolutionaries quite convinced the US and Soviets that the threat was ended and that sticking their softer appendages in the hornet’s nest would be a bad idea.

Today, the New Chinese People’s Combine, if not very democratic is at least a much less aggressive nation than Lee’s People’s Republic. The economy having been largely wrecked by the civil war and the lengthy dedication of most national resources to surviving a nuclear holocaust while hiding the details from outsiders (a bunch of cities were essentially _roofed over_ as a security measure), much is being rebuilt as it were from scratch, and since under such circumstances simple addition of inputs can make a big difference, growth rates are high. Of course, the current leadership has bigger ambitions: dominated by the children of the crèches and the underground cities, the new generation of elites has a technocratic and utopian vision which is bold, daring, and frankly a bit creepy to outsiders. It does not help that the inner governing council, in their fanatical dedication to preventing a “cult of personality” from ever arising again, are not only nameless, but faceless (thank to Proteus, very close to literally so).

The US in the year 2015 is still a somewhat paranoid nation, pardonably so due to their nation nearly being destroyed by Sinister Plots twice in fifty years. US presidents remain even more heavily guarded than OTL, and advanced genetic and biometric identification techniques remain SOP for all individuals in positions of government and military authority. People expect the US government to have Secret Scientific Projects, and aren’t so much annoyed by that as by the government protestations that no, they don’t. Smoking remains common on TV and the movies, thanks to the development of cancer-free (well, mostly) tobacco by genetic engineers in the 1980s. Race relations are more complex than ever (see below).

Fashions nowadays are fashions in faces as well as in dress; although identity issues and the problem of freaking out your family means most people will stick with the same face for decades (aside from reshaping it into a more youthful version as they age), many of the young and trendy/disgruntled or the variously-aged criminal [2] change their faces often better than annually. (Among the young and female, the Brazilian-Polynesian Fusion Look is in this year). Further developments of Proteus means scar-and-stretch free plastic surgery is a relative snap, fat removal is generally easy, soft body parts are more often enhanced than not (nudge nudge wink wink) and countless idiots with a homebrew batch of Proteus and a Teach Yourself Body Modification book mangle themselves horribly every year to the point of requiring extensive surgery and the aid of master body-shaping artisans to fix. Really effective means of changing skin color as well as body and face shape have really _seriously_ complicated the issue of racial definitions and boundaries, and led to some really nasty family fights in both minority and majority ethnicity families. And then are the SERIOUS rebels and punks, who rebuild themselves into genuinely non-human forms, limited only by the underlying bone structure (and some wacky biologists are working on ways to modify bone growth, so don't depend on that remaining a constant).

US colonization of the solar system is ongoing in partnership with Japan and the European nations. There's a certain amount on "eggs in multiple baskets" thinking: the Almost Apocalypse failed to come off, but the "false flag" operations still killed some millions of Americans and Soviets, and the Chinese civil war killed more people than all the deaths of WWII. The Soviet Union, without the Chinese Menace to help hold it together, slowly dissolved 2002-2012, although the Slavic core has managed to hold together: the New Russian Union is trying to get back into the Space game, but getting the funding together remains difficult.

[1] Nobody is entirely sure if Lee Chin Sung was actually in either place, and loyalists rallied behind three different “Lees” all of which turned out to be Proteus-modified doubles. Nobody is sure how many doubles there were during Lee Chin Sung’s last, paranoid days, but there were dozens at least. Some loyalists claim that Lee had been replaced years before 2001 and it was a crazy _double_ who planned Armageddon. Others claim that the real Lee is still alive, sustained by Unnatural Science at the age of 94 plus and wearing a new face, planning his return to power.

[2] There are laws in various places preventing known felons from changing their faces without notifying the government of their new look, but they are widely disregarded.


THE ARCHITECTS OF FEAR

The Thetan (Beta Hydri Theta) was a strange and fearsome invader. Only vaguely humanoid, bidpedal, with backwards-jointed bird legs ending in fierce (if shaggy) claws, long, double-jointed arms with which it knuckle-walked when in a hurry, covered in black, oily scales. Its torso was broad and flat, as was its head. Its blood was copper-based, it metabolized nitrogen rather than oxygen. Two slits for a nose and two slits in a conical muzzle for a mouth – back home it’s ancestors did not so much eat as suck in the floating microlife of its dense atmosphere – reptilian eyes with a spectrum shifted deep into the infrared, and a skull-topping dome of fine bony latticework that did not hold its brain but rather processed nitrogen and expelled digestive gasses [1]. A being most alien. A being which, however, did not exist.

In the year 1999, the cold war raged on, although the cast had changed a bit, with the United Asian Collective pushing a stagnating Soviet union out of Red Menace No.1 spot, a genuinely united western Europe (sans Britain, but what you gonna do?) taking a more equal position to the US in the Anti-Red coalition, and to everyone’s surprise India and its allies actually emerging as a genuine third power rather than a running gag. With ever more sophisticated space-based weapons systems getting increasingly hard to keep track of, the dangers of an accidental nuclear war were higher than ever, and after an accidental firing of an automated orbital “second-strike” rocket nearly vaporized Los Angeles (it was rerouted just in time to the Nevada desert), a group of dedicated and brilliant scientists decided that humanity needed a common enemy. This was the fourth “near miss” since the start of the thermonuclear age and the third since the Cuban crisis: the odds of humanity making it through a fifth, a sixth, and so on, decreased exponentially.

A push to militarize space from the start had as one beneficial consequence the earlier development of powerful space-based telescopes, and by the late 90s a multitude of extra-solar planets had been discovered and many had undergone close spectroscopic analysis. One of the most interesting cases was Beta Hydri Theta [2], which while having less water than Earth and a mostly Carbon Dioxide and Nitrogen atmosphere, appeared to have a lot of complex organic molecules in said atmosphere, and thermal analysis indicated quite livable temperatures. Theta was therefore much in the news as the likeliest location for off-Earth life yet found.

They had a planet: now they just needed a Thetan.

Needless to say, the “rebuild a human being into a mock-Thetan, have him land on the UN building terrace in a “scout ship” [3] and threaten the UN with a “death ray” while making it clear he was only the first scout, and then be killed so he could be dissected and shown to be most likely a Thetan” plan didn’t go off flawlessly, with something going wrong with the lander’s steering mechanism so it ended up in a swamp in New Jersey rather than in Manhattan. The “Thetan” made it back to the New York research lab where he had been rebuilt on an entirely inadequate supply of nitrogen and with a load of duck shot in his back, and perished right in front of his wife, who had been kinda left out of the whole “we’re going to turn your husband into a space monster and send him on a suicide mission For The Good of Mankind” thing.

(The self-destruct mechanism for the lander, designed to keep Earthlings from discovering the too-terrestrial nature of most of its equipment, did in fact work flawlessly, and blew to bits three duck hunters. Their dog, which had sensibly gotten lost, survived.)

It proved impossible to keep the whole thing quiet, especially since the rather angry wife blabbed and the scientists were too bummed and in any event uncertain about what to do next to, say, dissolve her in acid. It became a national furore, and the consequent call for close monitoring of scientists and their work, allowing only those who took loyalty oaths and were properly patriotic to work on major projects, etc. would eventually cripple US scientific development for over a generation, but that’s another story. [4] Things were not helped by one of the scientists sharing some of the technology they had secretly developed for the project with the Reds, feeling it might destabilize the Cold War if the US alone had access (most notably a hand-held laser with 100 times the punch of anything available to the armed forces, and a spaceship hull alloy lighter than aluminum and stronger than steel). Purges of academia and government institutions followed.

Ironically, even if everything had worked exactly as planned, the "Scarecrow" would have only worked for three years at most: genetic studies unknown to the project members, being carried out by scientists entirely uninvolved in the conspiracy would have made the Thetan's human origins impossible to conceal by 2003.

The modified Rhesus monkey which had been the initial "proof of concept" for the project survived until 2005, creeping out millions of schoolchildren which came to see it in its new home at the New York Museum of natural history.

Although the project and its scientists were roundly condemned, one man was not: Dr. Allen Leighton, the man who had become the Thetan. Whatever people’s concerns about the unpatriotic, internationalist and probably commie-inspired “project scarecrow”, the fact that a man would face death and physical torture and body horror worse than death in the name of world peace was admirable enough for most to forgive him. The head surgeon on the project promoted the notion, in interviews, magazine articles, and a hastily written book, that if one man could sacrifice so much, could not the rest of us try a little harder to live in peace? The response was tepid, not helped by the fact that Leighton’s widow refused to give interviews on what she called “the idiocy” and protected her fatherless daughter from reporters with the fury of a she-bear. [5] But, in the end, the project did change the world, just not in the ways its architects had hoped.

The surgical, biochemical and biological innovations of the project have been adopted and added to. In 2015, both East and West blocks have settlers on Mars, modified to survive the cold and thin air, adaptations less extreme than those required to make a man a Thetan. Other projects are underway to make men and women capable of surviving in zero gravity indefinitely, and to survive in vacuum for extended periods: the asteroids beckon. Still other projects, generally kept secret from the general public, seek to make people who can survive high levels of radiation, lowered oxygen and high ozone, and live off weeds and bugs. The Thetan’s “death ray” has been adapted to create a new system of laser anti-missile defenses, which made the fifth “near miss” quite survivable. Of course, the eternal race of offense vs. defense continues, but between the inward turn of most governments in the post-Thetan “OMG INTERNATIONALISTS” panic and the slowdown in technological progress, humanity has been given a breathing space.

Telepathy is also in the news: the existence of psychic abilities had been proven finally in the 1970s by the Rhine Research Center after some new leadership hired a few professional magicians to weed out the obvious (to magicians, not psychic researchers) fakes, but proved to be so weak a phenomenon as to be largely useless for effective long-range communication or weaponizing (much to the military's regret, and in spite of initially apparently successful work with goats [6]). Occasionally a strong link would arise between two psychically talented individuals, allowing them to know over a distance of thousands of miles if the other was alive or dead or suffering, but this did not extend to more elaborate communications, and also required the forming of a close emotional bond between the two first, which led to much awkwardness in government-mandated experiments.

Only recently have techniques to rework the brain by surgery and cybernetics (mostly in Japan) finally reached the point where the telepathic ability can be enhanced. As yet there have been no true mind-readers created, let alone mind-controllers (which some argue is an SF trope having nothing to do with how telepathy actually works) but there are now several "star subjects" which can establish empathic relations with almost anyone. Unfortunately from the point of view of military men, this just makes them emotionally involved with their contacts: it apparently works both ways.

************************************************** ****

Perhaps, as eyes turn to the planets and stars, a new generation arises in Asia, and the Soviet Union undergoes slow internal convulsions, the Cold War will finally grind to a stop. Perhaps new links from mind to mind will create a sense of fellowship that even oceans between cannot break. And even if the unspeakable does still happen, the techniques created to build a global scarecrow give the children of humanity a fighting chance, a chance that even if the world burns, on other planets and drifting space rocks, and in the barren and lonely parts of a ravaged earth, something of us will survive, even if it does not quite fit the definition of “human” any longer.

[1] Yes, it farts from the top of its head. Deal with it.

[2] Seventh planet, yes, but Beta Hydri is hotter than the sun, there are a couple more extra-close “Mercurys” and the dense atmosphere of Theta retains heat.

[3] Sent up disguised as a new weather satellite

[4] In any event, the Asians, fearing similar disloyalty among its own scientists, launched their own purges, which helped even things out a little. Japan, where most people thought the whole thing had been pretty cool, ended up world leader in R&D for a while.

[5] With the sort of contrived coincidence one might expect from cheap melodrama, Mrs. Leighton didn’t inform her husband that her seemingly incurable fertility problem had resolved itself in the happiest manner until _after_ the initial modifications had passed the “irreversible” stage.

[6] It turns out some goats are just really, really sensitive to telepathic energies.



THE MAN WITH THE POWER

The future, for the first time in quite a while, is looking somewhat hopeful. Although much of Europe, the former Soviet Union, and the United States lie in ruin, while sinister super-beings lurk in hiding, the new cosmic energy condensers have at last brought the promised dream of the nuclear age to reality – power, limitless and almost too cheap to meter. The resource crunch has been greatly alleviated by the fact that if power is cheap and abundant, recycling is far more practical. Beams of cosmic energy send ships flying to the Moon, the asteroid belt – and beyond. Now as long as someone doesn’t do something crazy like try and use the power cosmic [1] to drag one of those asteroids down from the sky…

It was in some ways a more successful world than ours. The Soviet plans for computerized “red plenty” were successful: the third world successfully broke out of the slow-grow trap which so much of it was mired in OTL before the 90s: China found its own somewhat peculiar path to growth. Unfortunately, the accelerated global growth also led to more pollution, more global warming, and a rapid exhaustion of rare elements. Atomic power was energetically tackled as a substitute for the coal and shale-oil that was poisoning the skies and choking the planet, but the atomic fuels were limited in quantity, and breeder reactors were politically infeasible after a couple truly unfortunate fast-breeder failures. Due to a different technological development path, solar panels remained pricey and fusion as usual twenty to thirty years into the future. The world demanded more clean energy [2], more raw materials, but where were they to come from? Space held promise: the Moon was poor in heavy elements, but probes sent to the asteroid belt located great tumbling masses of rock and iron rich in rare earths and atomic fuel elements. However, as the 21st century got under way, the technology did not yet exist to send ships out there, and return to earth with raw materials, all while keeping costs per unit retrieved lower than those where such elements were extracted from poor and scanty ores back on earth.

And then a man called Harold J. Finley, a physics teacher at a small California college, came up with a solution. Of sorts.

The Link-Gate, an electronic implant built directly into the frontal lobe, allowed the human mind to do what technology could not do alone – focus the infinite sea of cosmic energy on which all reality floated, and of which the known electromagnetic spectrum was only a tiny part. With it the mind could exert the force to move and manipulate matter on a massive scale, to mine the asteroids or move them into more useful orbits without the use of equipment too bulky and massive to be economically moved between Earth and the Asteroid belt. The US space program seized upon this new technology and paid for an operation which made Finley himself (who would permit nobody else to take the risk) the guinea pig. Things went a bit pear-shaped after it turned out that 1. The amount of energy that could be channeled had no clear upper limit and 2. The subconscious mind also had access to the steering wheel on the jalopy. A number of people disintegrated [3] later, including Mr. Finely himself and the only other working model of the Link-Gate, the project was put on the back burner.

“What one man can do, another can do.” – Various.

Although the exact design of the Link Gate was kept secret by Finley to keep his ideas from being stolen (a life of being put upon had left him somewhat paranoid), he had been forced to give enough away when first convincing people he wasn’t a kook that given a large number of very intelligent people working very hard on the problem, getting the rest of it wasn’t too hard. And in spite of the unfortunate results of the Mark One model, essentially infinite free energy (not to mention the potential of possibly moving mountains with ones mind) was too much of a carrot for people to not convince themselves that the Mark Two would be all better. And the same reasoning of course applied to the Soviets when their spies reported back on what the Americans had been working on. Control issues? Well, are there no tamper-proof explosive collars in the Worker’s paradise? No mind-altering drugs? No implantable explosives, if the collar thing didn’t work out? No hypnotic compulsions?

The Mind Wars were brought on by several things: increasing degradation of the world environment with attendant food shortages, famines, civil unrest, etc.; raw material shortages: the contest for control of the asteroids, which were supposed to solve many of these problems, (but it would be cooler if one power controlled access to them, wouldn't it); and fear that the other side’s mind-controlled, bomb-implanted, drug-pacified super-soldiers would get out of control (or, worse, would be _effectively_ controlled). Not to mention various mysterious earthquakes, explosions, massive land slips, etc. that each accused the other side of triggering. Things got ugly very fast.

(The planned use of carefully drugged and lobotomized human brains connected to Link-Gates as sources of power for industry and urban centers was a project still in the process of “getting the bugs out” when the war started, and was not continued afterwards).

The Super-Soldiers or H-Womds (from Human Weapons of Mass Destruction) both wrecked half the planet and also saved it from even worse, striking down atomic bombs with their minds in flight, burying or tossing into space burning and shattered nuclear reactors, and in other ways minimizing the amount of radioactive death that would linger after. They also, across distances of hundreds of miles, burned cities, shattered mountains, set off volcanoes, created earthquakes, and out in space some of them threw asteroids at the Earth (fortunately they either had poor aim over distances of millions of miles or other H-Womds deflected them). And some went rogue, one way or another: some went mad beyond the abilities of any control protocols to manage them; some destroyed themselves and everyone around them; others managed to somehow survive destroying the elaborate mechanisms designed to kill them if they deviated at all from orders. The mechanisms designed to keep them from drawing more than a certain amount of power didn’t always work the way they were supposed to, either. A quarter of a million square miles of Canada is still only slowly stabilizing as rock molten all the way down to the asthenosphere slowly cools from the top down.

Powerful as they were, they were still human and mortal and as easily injured as anyone else. A H-Womd could throw a screen of destroying energies miles high over a city to stop bombs and planes and missiles, but that didn’t help if he (mostly he: for some reason, sexism ran rather high in deciding who got god-like powers) stepped on a rusty nail and got tetanus. The development of methods to detect other H-Womds by their exertion of power brought the war to a rapid mutual-destruction close. Nobody won: neither the US or USSR
were in any shape to do anything aside from starting to clear up the rubble afterwards, and Europe, China, and various other countries had been drawn in due to alliances, Super-Soldier programs of their own or just became “innocent bystanders” as various mentally unstable supermen wrecked havoc across the planet.

On the positive side, after the large scale dieoff from the war and some very nasty winters, and a serious reduction in planetary industrial production, the resource shortages weren’t as bad for a while.

In the year 2045, thirty years after the war, things are looking up. New centers of power have arisen in India, S. America, and Africa, a new functional government has arisen in South China, and something fairly sizable is assembling itself out of bits and pieces of the former US, Canada, and Mexico. The human element has been eliminated from the project of drawing power from the cosmic energy substrate, and while you could still use it to write your name on the Moon, that requires bulky,complex and not universally available equipment, so unfortunate personal impulses are not so easily given form. Of course, new and destructive weapons could be built as dangerous as any Super-Soldier, but after the Mind Wars, who would be so silly? (Or at least that’s what say placating politicos pontificating on public programming.)

Most of the H-Womds died in the war or were murdered in one way or another soon after: only a few elderly, carefully monitored specimens still exist under the jurisdiction of the New League of Nations, using their powers in aid of various public works (H-Womds are still capable of focusing and manipulating the cosmic energies in more complex ways than any single machine can): all are individuals very carefully psychological vetted back in the day, and also usually on a regimen of drugs that keeps them in deep dreamless sleep or cheerful daylight euphoria. No more than can be counted on the fingers of one hand have managed to gain the public and government trust to the extent where they are trusted on a regimen free of happy pills of some sort. Far more worrisomely, frequent blips on the screens of sensitive detectors indicate there are people manipulating the energy field without government remit or monitoring: such incidents never continue for long enough to pin them down closer than a single city, and wartime “draw them out by flattening the city” methods are of course not practical. The existence of hidden people with terrifying power is a constant sour note in the public consciousness: more worrying to governments is that these people may not be simply hiding but may be working for agents of other governments or secret societies of various sorts: still worse is the possibility that it’s not just survivors of the war - someone may be again building new direct-brain-link interfaces, something illegal in every recognized state and carrying the death penalty in a majority of them. Suspicion has fallen on the various Transhumanist churches, which have mushroomed into existence with the clear evidence that a little technological meddling can indeed make humans as Gods.

In the deeps of space, a spherical mass of rock some miles in diameter flies on through the void. Inside are air, water, and life: energy for light, power, and recirculation of air and water come from the mad god of this place, a particularly adept manipulator of cosmic energy who got rid of his control implants at the cost of a chunk of his brain. He fled into space from enemies real and imagined, but not without taking a large chunk of landscape rolled into a ball, and a few thousand humans to keep him company (now several hundred: he didn’t think through the details of farming very well). Current survivors are cautiously hopeful: he hasn’t killed anyone for suggesting it might be getting to be time to get back to Earth in a while. And they really need to get back: the “Mindlord” is getting shockingly aged and often given to rambling, and if he dies while they are still in space it will not be long before everyone else faces death, whether through freezing, suffocation or starvation.

In a church buried deep in an old salt mine, a man stands, most of his broken body replaced by mechanical parts controlled and powered by a trickle of cosmic energy. The chorus breaks into a hymn of praise for the God which will be.

More pleasant space settlements now are beginning to dot the inner solar system, propelled by harnessed cosmic forces: they would reach further and be more numerous if it were not for the fact that the cutting edge in life support technology kinda dropped back to pre-NASA days when the global economy and R&D spending cratered in the post Mind-Wars mess and jobs for life support systems specialists kinda dried up. Many governments secretly feel the human race needs to spread far and fast: even without transhumanists and other idiots trying once again to put the cosmic power directly into the hands of mentally disturbed people (on some level, most human beings), it’s possible in theory to create a wide-open mechanical gate to the infinite energy sea which in the nanosecond of its existence would create an energy flow capable of vaporizing the Earth.

The underlying energy field extends to the most distant stars, and is bounded neither by space nor time. The energies drawn from it during the Mind Wars, although relatively miniscule on pan-Galactic level, set up vibrations that could be detected across many light years by those in the know, while the steadier and steadily increasing draw in consequent years allows for triangulation, so to speak. The guardians of universal safety and order close in slowly, but steadily.

[1] Self-conscious Silver Surfer reference.
[2] For various reasons this world never developed as big a phobia towards nuclear waste as OTL.
[3] Think the entire output of the NE United states electrical grid passed through the volume of a human body.

69. Thundarr's World

It was a different 1994 than ours: technology had advanced faster, and powerful energy weapons, sophisticated robotics, advanced life support systems, suspended animation technology, and even anti-gravity had been developed. Alas, none of these was sufficient to avert the unimaginable catastrophe: the bases on the Moon perished as well when the satellite was split in two by the gravity of the strange, glowing visitor from interstellar space as it sped through the Earth-Moon system, and Mars had yet to be settled; the Earth was less damaged, but the massive tidal waves, earthquakes, volcanic eruptions and falls of Moon-shards were enough to cast civilization in ruins.

In the year 3937, a strange new world has emerged. The reemergence of civilization was both aided and hampered by the strange process of mutation that took place in the centuries after the Fall. Nobody is quite sure of all the factors, but the Visitor (one of the more polite and less mythic names of the doom planet) emitted an unknown radiation, to which were added the toxins of burning cities and the radiations of destroyed nuclear power plants, the release of industrial chemicals, and the curious glowing matter from the core of the Moon. Innumerable new and curious species have emerged, most dying out due to being simply too strange to live, but enough surviving to create a quite alien ecosystem. Many non-sentient animals have developed into things which walk upright and speak and use tools, including some form of rats, lizards, apes, bats, penguins, hawks, crocodiles, dogs, and some whose origin simply leaves people baffled, such as the superhumanly strong Moks, which have elements of the cat and the baboon in their appearance – but have hoofed hind feet.

The Cats With Opposable Thumbs were wiped out by the Dog-Men with the aid of the Ape-Men, who knew a deadly menace to all intelligent life when they saw one.

Humanity too has mutated. While some mutations are neutral (such as the blue amphibian humans) or damaging (there are various sub-races of misshapen monstrosities or ape-men), perhaps the most significant human form is the Wizard, the magic-user (Sorceress for female Wizards, but Wizard is the general case: the world remains sexist): this variant has spread world-wide, and currently makes up most the world’s ruling classes. (There are those who theorize that wizards are not in fact something new at all, but possessors of an ancient blood that has responded to a new “magic-rich” environment post-Fall, a theory which is supported by the emergence of many strange forces and beings seemingly of magical nature. Current state of the art not being up to advanced gene-sequencing, the question remains unresolved). Wizards are often oddly mutated physically, which further separates them from “baseline” humans, although many are indistinguishable from 20th century humanity. (Not that there aren’t a lot of oddly mutated but non-magical humans).

The Reign of Wizardry has not been particularly beneficial to humanity, since wizards as a rule tend to think of themselves as a superior breed and humans as their natural slaves, and the issues that naturally arise are exacerbated by the fact that getting Wizards to cooperate is like herding cats: powerful wizards tend to the solipsistic, and hardly any Wizard trust another one to not try and steal their spells or magical artifacts. As a result Wizard-run states are usually the domain of a single Wizard or at least a Wizarding family, and extend as far as their power can reach: personal or institutional loyalty tends to be thin among their subjects, and assassination is always a risk, as hard as some wizards try to instill worship of themselves. (The fact that life-essence is one of the cheapest ways to boost your power stats does not help with the popularity thing, and sensible Wizards will usually seek victims in the wild lands beyond the rule of any one Wizard). Most Wizards are mortal: indefinite life extension requires very powerful and subtle magic (and a load of stolen life-essence) and is achieved by very few, and no Wizard has ever managed to make themselves unkillable, although many have tried.

Still, things have become a bit more organized over the centuries. The Wizard’s Council now provides a rough and ready sort of order throughout North America and most of Eurasia, frowning upon outright warfare between Wizards and pushing for dispute resolution through, if not negotiation, through contests and challenges in which People Other Than Wizards do the dying. The almost constant inter-wizard petty wars and conflicts that used to lead to the extermination of entire family lines of Wizards has (almost) become a thing of the past, although an occasional lethal Wizard’s Duel still takes place.
The Council is made up of Wizards both powerful and ambitious, and is headed in rotation by one of the Seven Great Wizards: the Seven Great Wizards rule the Seven Cities of Sorcery (know as such because as they are the habitation of one of the Seven Great Wizards, duh). Each is a Wizard (in two cases, a Sorceress) of surpassing might and has successfully mastered the bite of entropy, and also cares enough to participate: there probably are a few Wizards of comparable power out there who simply strictly shun the limelight (many elder Wizards do fall prey to Demented Old Crank syndrome and hole up in a palace under the sea or something).

On the rare occasions when one of the Seven Great Wizards dies, the Council arranges for the disposal of their goods and chattels (e.g., organizes the looting) and the competition to fill their shoes and get one’s own town named a City of Sorcercy is intense and often produces a fair number of corpses. (The position is not hereditary, unless the son or daughter can prove to everyone’s satisfaction that they are _at least_ as badass as their parent). The recent death of the Great Wizard of California, Argoth the Many-Eyed, has set off another round of plotting, incidentally putting a number of plans to strengthen the grip of the Reign of Wizardry on the back burner.

Much of the world is dotted with the domains of several thousand Wizards, varying in size from pure city-states to maybe Belgium-sized, usually with quite a bit of open space in between: besides avoiding border conflicts, where would one find fresh populations to enslave or drain of energy if all the world was divided up between Wizardly domains? Also, quite a bit of the world is rather troublesome to rule. Many great forests and jungles are home to powerful magics and monstrous beasts dangerous to even Wizards (trying to burn or cut said forests is a bit like tossing firecrackers into a Mafia boss meetup), other areas are still barren or toxic in some way, and some of the new species make poor slaves (it takes an unusually powerful slave driver to keep control of Moks, and it is largely impossible to train Moks to oppress eachother). There are such dangerous beings as werewolves (a form of contagious magical possession) or the occasional psionic mutant, and some regions have the strange property of causing a Wizard’s power to fade and fail if they venture into them. Siberia, rich in nuclear power sources and toxic waste before the Fall dumped them into the environment, remains particularly rich in monsters and mutants. Much of the former Amazon is ruled by giant insects, and there is the Machine Collective of Antarctica, the sentience of which is hotly debated, the dangers of meddling with are not. And then there are some small nations which are actually badass enough to be seriously dangerous to conquer in spite of their lack of Wizards (although Wizards prefer to ignore this fact).

Technology tends towards the schizo, since Wizards tend to be as grasping when it comes to technological knowledge as anything else. Wizard cities are variously light by neon, electricity, coal gas, magic, and burning torches. Flying saucers mix with steam engines mix with near-naked slaves staggering under hods full of dirt. And quite a bit of technology is not “technology” as we understand it: machines may be powered by magic rather than by steam or oil or electricity, and spells may substitute for what requires complex interlocking systems in a regular machine. Many “robots” are really more in the way of Golems. Some Wizards employ technology they don’t really understand themselves, using techno-necromancy to restore ancient pre-Fall machinery to operation (or simply keep it running many centuries past its warrantee expiration date). A few Wizards have the unusual talent of might be called technomagery, the ability to magically combine a variety of bits and pieces of machinery into a working device “by ear” without ever really knowing what all the bits do. Wizards are particularly fond of strange and somewhat impractical war machines, which roll or crawl across the landscape, or occasionally drift across the skies like escapees from a Disco-era SF comic book. Many Wizardly states have radio, but strictly for communicating orders, announcements, or propaganda. There is no TV (but a great variety of usually magical Wizard’s “viewing screens”). Due to the lack of oil, internal combustion engines are largely a lost art. Due to the great variety of new mutated plants, medicine has benefitted from many new curatives or palliatives: alas, so have mind-controlling or simply addictive drugs.

Then there is duplicated pre-Fall tech, some derived from writings surviving on the almost indestructible plastic paper of the 1990s, and some built by people actually from before the fall: quite a few people tried to wait out the collapse of civilization in suspended animation capsules, and although their hiding places were usually crushed in earthquakes, fried by lava, or broken into while things were still a wee bit chaotic and cannibalistic, some refugees from the past continue to occasionally show up even into the 3900s. (The release mechanism for the North Korean vault is buried under several thousand tons of rubble: the Kims will be sleeping in for a while yet). And then there are a very few Wizards who have succeeded in robbing the past itself: on more than one occasion, a Wizard has succeeded in finding a way to travel back in time and bring back technology from the past. This almost never becomes a major issue, though: sooner or later the Wizard incurs a paradox, time snaps back to its correct shape, and the Wizard arrives back in the future in multiple smoking installments. (What will cause a paradox is tricky: by travelling back to just before the arrival of the Visitor, one can get away with shit like giant robot battles in the streets, but jog the elbow of a Historically Important person at the wrong time and next thing you know your Pig-man servants are cracking jokes about your lisp as they scrub you off the floor).

Then there are those who lacking either wizardry or well-preserved texts have been forced to do the best they could with scraps of preserved knowledge and the sweat of their brows: the steam engine has been reinvented several times, and there are even a few places with railroads (there would be more, but Wizards don’t like “wild” humans who get above themselves with impressive technology). Someone, somewhere, has always retained knowledge of gunpowder making, in spite of a long-running Wizard campaign to suppress such things: usually when Minions with magical zap-guns meet good old fashioned rifles and cannon used by well-disciplined soldiers, it’s not the soldiers who end up fleeing the field, and even the best steel golem doesn’t react well to being hit with cannonballs (perhaps if they were _solid_ steel, but they’re usually hollow: it would take too much magic to move them around otherwise). Many seek to fly, with hot air balloons, man-carrying kites and gliders, insane inventions involving gunpowder-propelled kites and parachutes. People _know_ that the ancients flew, and many Wizards have flying machines: heck, the Hawk-Men fly on their own.

Religion is different: organized churches didn’t tend to survive the Fall, and a distinct shortage of printing presses led to considerable scriptural drift. Christianity and Islam as we know it are gone, replaced by a multitude of contending regional sects which in some cases have gone quite polytheist, while a number of new charismatic or shamanistic religions have popped up. The cult of the beneficent Lords of Light, which will one day overthrow the Wizards, is quite popular among free humans in the eastern portions of what once was the United States, while the Mysteries of the Queen of Night are prevalent in much of northern Old Europe. Certain nomadic tribes wandering the wastes of East Africa follow something which looks a lot like Judaism, while Buddhism of sorts holds out in the mountains of inner Asia. Wizards tend to various cults and sects which validate their self-esteem, but there is no “Wizards religion” except maybe self-worship. A Wizard who takes their religion too seriously is looked upon with some suspicion by his or her peers, especially if it is a faith they share with normal humans.

Transportation and trade (which for non-Wizards usually takes place the old fashioned way, through a long chain of intermediaries) is usually by foot or by horse/horse-like mutant animal. Even trade between Wizard cities is usually by wagon train, save for items of small bulk and great value, for which the Wizard may send a flying machine or even a war machine if the product is desirable enough (there is a fair amount of trade between Wizard domains, the small size of most of them rather limiting the variety of raw materials and products, although magic can make up for deficiencies to some extent. ) A Wizard’s wagon train can be a rich prize for raiders, but a risky one, for one is never sure what degree of magical protection is involved, or if the Wizard is one of those who can, say, teleport long distances to deal with people messing with his or her stuff. Barges and rafts travel on rivers. Still, trade is limited: even “safe” routes may be preyed upon by Wizards and their minions, or the occasional wandering monster, and routes are often much longer than a straight route to try and stick to concealing forests, magical null zones, etc. as much as possible and circle widely around Wizardly demesnes. Given the abundance of sea monsters (the fire-breathing Sperm Whales in particular are hostile: in fact they remember old-style humans, and feel they are owed some revenge) and the rickety nature of current sailing ships, overseas travel is quite rare, although some limited and intermittent contact still takes place between Europe and North America and South America and Africa: the Pacific is seen as too vast and dangerous to cross. (I speak of Free Humans, of course. Wizards can cross in comfort, although in practice they usually communicate with their overseas counterparts with magical projections. Can’t stab a projection in the back).

Free Human and Free Something-man societies vary greatly in size and complexity. Some have reverted to hunter-gatherer lifestyles, others are essentially basic-sustenance farmers. Many tend to minimize their materials goods and retain high mobility, to get the heck out of town in case a Wizard or their slave-catchers move into the area. Others build extensive earthen or brick, relatively fire-proof fortresses to retreat into, knowing Wizards dislike fighting at close quarters. Others burrow under the ruins of old cities, and take advantage of surviving subway tunnels. Some dwell within forests and jungle, finding ways to work with the wild powers and even befriend them, while others still live in the relative safety of magic-null areas. The blue Gill-men live beneath the sea. And a very few, in remote areas from centers of Wizardly power, have managed to remain undisturbed long enough (the anarchic condition of the Wizarding realm for so long helped in days past) to build up some real states, with organized large-scale governments, armies, gunpowder weapons, etc.

They are of course on the Wizard’s Council’s Enemies List. Once the Council develops enough authority to mobile a large-scale, organized magical attack by many Wizard’s domains, these threatening “old-style” humans will be brought to heel – or so the ambitious men (and some women) of the Council think. Of course, they are not the only enemies that need to be eliminated. There are the Werewolves, the disobedient species like the Moks, giant monsters, etc. – and the “bad sort” among Wizards themselves. There are, after all, some Wizards, “race-traitors”, that treat the humans they rule over as almost equal to Wizards, giving them rights and freedoms and even consulting them on government policy. Worse, there are those who abjure their superiority and go out and mix with the wild humans, even – unbelievable! – helping them out against their fellow Wizards…

Among the Free Peoples, most generally stick to their own kind, but there are exceptions. Humans and Moks get along fairly well, and there are a number of mixed communities, Mok strength supplementing superior human tool-using skills (Mok hands are a bit on the clumsy side, to be generous) and long-term planning (Moks tend to live in the moment: they worry less than people, but don’t model the future very well). Also, in the Old World, there are communities of Humans and evolved Dogs (the fact that Dog-people often have old-style dogs as pets tends to weird foreign visitors out). Relations between Humans and the various reptile-based species have historically been poor, as with the Rat-People: some memories seem to extend beyond intelligence. Apes have a chip on their shoulder: a thousand years ago, they came close to global dominance, but were ultimately crushed by the Wizards. Returning to their past glories is a common obsession with them, and admitting anyone save Wizards as their equals is positively anathema.

The blue Seafolk exist largely outside the reach of Wizards: they can breathe air as well as water, but generally stay beneath the waves where they are hard to get at. Some of them are occasionally born with the mutation for Wizardry, and are carefully indoctrinated to serve their blue, gilled relatives rather than their fellow Wizards above the waves.

It is the year 3937, and it is a world in the throes of change. Ambitious Wizards seek to establish the Rule of Wizardry on more secure foundations for all time: other Wizards seek to subvert their efforts, imagining the emergence of a dictatorship of Top Wizards. Humans and other largely non-magical sapients (there are some Ape and Lizard-man wizards, but they are generally weak and not accepted as “real” Wizards by the human-derived ones) struggle to survive in the cracks of a Wizard-dominated world, while some plot to take the fight to the Wizards.

In the human-run Empire of the Green Banner [1] in what was once Nigeria, a revived Soviet engineer (his suspended animation capsule made a trip long and strange) works to provide the Emperor with the world’s first true jet plane in an age: the oil may no longer be available, but with hydrogen fuel extracted with wind-power electricity, he’s made some impressive progress with rockets.

In Siberia, a hideous mutant who believes himself to be the reincarnation of Genghis Khan has gathered with his powers of mental compulsion an enormous army of freaks and monsters; soon they will march on the Wizard cities of the Yellow River watershed.

The radio waves emitted by pre-Fall Earth have travelled far over the past two millennia, and there are those who have overheard them. Some of them are hungry.

One the Seven (well, Six right now) looks at a mass grave of “used up” baseline humans, rat-men and lizard-men, and wonders if, in fact, it would be a bad thing for her kind to perish from the Earth.

A boat has made the dangerous crossing of the Atlantic and made dock at what was once Dakar, now a sort of free port for traders and pirates both. Aboard are a Hercules among Moks, a beautiful Sorceress, and a barbarian from the wilds of Ah- Palachee wielding a weapon created by the greatest Wizard of the last thousand years. North America has gotten a bit too hot for them, now that the Wizard’s council has come to see them as a serious threat: it’s time to lie low, and there may be new opportunities to set the wheel of fate spinning here in North Africa…

[1] Islam, sort of, in the same way Judaism today would be familiar to King Solomon.

70. The Outer Limits, IIA

THE SIXTH FINGER
The Fermi Paradox has largely been solved, it appears.
Once an intelligent race reaches a certain technological level, it will take control of its evolutionary process, replacing the slow trial and error of nature will an artificial process that will allow individuals to experience millions of years of evolution in mere days, ending with their transformation into beings of pure thought which depart the gross matter of planets to join those who have gone before in the greater cosmos. Interstellar travel, colonization, conquest…all become irrelevant.
Of course, there is often a certain amount of detritus left behind. It is 2025, and humanity hangs back fearfully from the edge of eternity.

The initial 1970 experiment was reversed and Professor Mather destroyed his equipment and notes, but knowledge of what had been done could not be erased. The initial experimentations led to uncontrolled, self-sustaining evolution in human test subjects, but later refinements allowed humans to evolve to some level below the angels and stop. That’s where the trouble started, because it is only in our far distant evolutionary future that humanity will outgrow fear, and anger, and destructive desire. Some sought to create saviors for mankind, others wanted to see humans superseded and replaced, others wanted to gain servants whose intellects could be used as a weapon; none were really able to control what they created, not for long. Even those who sought to evolve themselves to make themselves saviors or conquerors ended up as often as not scornful of their former selves.

The Time of Terror and Wonder was short, but during that period multiple beings superhuman in intellect but too human still in spirit contested for control of the world, and normal humans struggled to survive. Some took control of whole nations and used them as tools against other evolved ones, while others, scorning mere human assistance, developed and used terrifying new weapons against their foes. It was not always the most advanced who won these conflicts: ferocity, drive, and simple good positioning (access to advanced technology, or sources of knowledge, or proximity to powerful baseline humans whose minds who could be subverted) often counted more than pure intellect. Others of a more generous nature sought to protect mankind from their kin. Baseline humans struggled too, and in panicked frenzy attempted to kill the superhumans, regardless of motivation: against telekinetics and telepaths of terrifying power, armed with fearsome weapons limited only by the flint-knife-and-bearskin problem [1], nuclear weapons were more than once used with little thought to collateral damage.

After the Time of Wonder and Terror, order was restored and the fighting stopped by an alliance of the most evolved, beings on the incipient edge of abandonment of the flesh. Twelve still remain on Earth to maintain the peace, luminous, translucent beings with vast heads and immense eyes, beyond fear or hate or desire, who could take the final step to transcendence, but who remain on Earth as long as they are needed. Some baseline humans call them the new Bodhisattva, beings who could achieve Nirvana but who stay on Earth to aid those still stuck in the realm of Mara.

Their vigilance may not have to be eternal, for the problem of humans coexisting at different levels of evolution may be one that solves itself. The fear of losing oneself, of the death of the personal ego and loss of humanity involved in evolving oneself to a higher level is typically strongest in those at a fairly low level of evolution: generally, the more advanced breeds are more likely to take the path all the way to the end of the road and leave the physical world. Populations of humans a hundred thousand or a million or ten million years ahead of the 20th century baseline are generally shrinking: and others, rather than moving onward to the evolutionary peak, have migrated into space, to see what they can find out there while they still can appreciate an adventure in a more than purely intellectual fashion. The children of the evolved also tend to be more peaceable in nature: it has been pointed out that from the point of view of an evolved human, anyone evolved from the baseline rather than born to evolved parents was equivalent to a human raised by wolves.

The various communities of the evolved still on Earth tend to be separated by evolutionary level: if a man from 50,000 years ahead finds living with baseline humans like living with Neanderthals, a man or woman from 5,000,000 years ahead sees no great difference between living with 52,000 AD types and living with chimps, although when pressed they will admit that at least the slightly evolved don’t try to bite off your genitals when angry (some of the evolved which have never mixed with normals develop … odd   ideas about baseline humans).

Baseline human society is fragmented, both politically and socially. Some countries still exist in their original form, but pretty much all large multinational states, especially those of an authoritarian nature, have broken up, and even the US is now in several loosely affiliated chunks. African borders are largely unrecognizable. Between the gentle but firm imposition of modern living standards and basic rights for women sharply reducing birth rates worldwide over the last four decades, the deaths of the Time of Wonders and Terrors, and a large percentage of the human race evolving beyond the event horizon of physical reality, the population is rather lower than OTL. Evolutionary leaps among baseline humans are down sharply: those who are left are those who for some reason or other really didn’t like the idea of evolving into something else, and they attempt to push such attitudes onto their children, terrified by the notion that said kids might one day evolve beyond their comprehension. Although the Twelve and indeed most evolved humans frown on the use of compulsion in preventing people who want to from evolving, there are a lot of subtle social and psychological pressures available to keep those who might otherwise seek out an automated Change center on the old-style human straight and narrow. It helps that many millions of the evolved still live on Earth: it allows for an “us vs. them” framing.

Communities of evolved humans, of various sizes from “village” to “Megalopolis” dot the globe, some in desolate locations such as the south Polar ice cap or the Sahara desert, others smack dab in the middle of formerly densely populated areas whose former human populations departed for Reasons. These vary widely: great shimmering towers of light, giant floating black geometric shapes, strange congeries of amorphous organic forms, and rural clumps of huts, just for starters, and the evolutionary level of the humans inhabiting them can rarely be guessed by looking. One bunch of bulgy-headed humans simply sit naked in open fields, where the weather is always fine and nothing obvious appears to be happening.

The Twelve Watchers don’t tolerate failed states or totalitarianisms among baseline humans, but they will stand for fairly authoritarian human states as long as they are rational and law-abiding. “Good enough for humans”, some cynics sneer. What they consider tolerable among the evolved is harder to say: the governments of the more highly evolved are quite opaque from the baseline human point of view. War is not allowed, and poverty has largely been eliminated, at least the non-voluntary type: if you want to go live in a hut in the wilderness, that’s your business.

Interaction is limited: some evolved communities tolerate humans coming around to study them, although they are often annoyed by the necessity of keeping them out of trouble, while some of the new generations of evolved will drop by to study humans, apparently out of anthropological interest. And of course there is always the risk that some deranged human will try to kill one of the evolved (succeed, not so much: telepathy kicks in at fairly low level of evolution past the baseline). Trade is limited, since there is little baseline humans have that the more evolved need, (any highly evolved community with a population of over a few thousand tends to be post-scarcity) aside from a few raw materials, although some baseline human art productions do attract interest:  some works of music are, for instance, still considered pleasurable by humans as much as a quarter of a million years ahead. There is a fairly steady flow of technology in a one-way direction, as the more generous-minded evolved often share technology they think we will find useful and will be able to duplicate. (Sometimes they goof, and on a couple occasions the Twelve had to intervene to prevent Bad Things from happening to large numbers of humans).
Baseline human society has changed in a number of bewildering ways, from being planetary Top Dogs to being the bottom of sapient society, from cold war to peace enforced by near-Gods, from scarcity to plenty deriving from the goodwill of people who think we’re basically smart monkeys. Science and technology and living standards have rocketed ahead, and yet the best we have is still far behind the incomprehensible sciences of the more evolved. It has been hard, psychologically speaking. A number of baseline humans have sought to evolve without actually, well, evolving, enhancing themselves with drugs and cybernetics and biotech add-ons. In some cases they have actually moved further from their  mental and certainly physical baseline than some evolved humans, but since such people feel “in control” of the changes the plain facts are no match for the truthiness of their conviction that they are “the same people.” Some of these people have convinced themselves (possibly after reading some Heinlein) that given enough time they will be able to look at the most God-like of the evolved in the eye and tell them where to get off, and it is certain that they will have time: the technology to extend human lives by some centuries is not yet universally available to baseline humans, but it probably will be before much longer. (The evolved warn that some serious modifications will be needed before baseline humans can mentally adapt to lives in the millennia or longer, but that’s clearly bunkum, right?) Others hope to leave the Earth and seek out planets where they can make it properly illegal to evolve yourself, and are somewhat frustrated by the fact that building starships is so far beyond baseline human abilities (the mechanisms of FTL travel seem to be fairly incomprehensible to baseline humans without at least considerable cybernetic neural enhancement).

Other humans have turned their backs firmly on advanced technology as well as further evolution, and stick to technology of a comprehensible, bolts-nuts-and-carburetor variety, or even scorn post-industrial technology altogether in favor of a more “humane” and “spiritual” lifestyle.  www.youtube.com/watch?v=lOfZLb…  Such people often seem to be denying the very existence of the evolved and of artificial evolution. (Indeed, among the pro-technological, some have actually made themselves incapable of remembering the evolved even exist though mind-manipulation techniques. It makes for a more peaceful if oddly blackout-spotted existence).  Some find religious justifications for their attitudes, even in some cases claiming the whole business is all a trick of the devil, or that their spiritual faith makes them superior to the evolved in spite of their “big brain” thing. (Interestingly, although the most evolved are not conventionally religious, they have dropped hints that there does appears to be some sort of deliberate purpose behind the universe, although they apologetically say that the reasons for this conclusion can’t really be explained to anyone who hasn’t beefed up their brain with at least ten million years of evolution).

Polytheists and “spiritual” types have generally done better than monotheists, who can’t really reconcile current events very well with their beliefs. Much of the Islamic world, which suffered a double blow of spiritual WTF and sudden modernization imposed from above is still suffering from the equivalent of severe existential shock, and although some have found mental paths out of the spiritual wilderness which have allowed them to work with the world as it is, others remain badly confused and in many cases have withdrawn into a fierce religious discipline that closes out the world. Violence has been tried and found lacking: half a million Saudi Arabians to this day are perpetually and unfailingly cheerful and incapable of even imagining violence, and are usually avoided by shuddering former friends and relatives.

Of course, liberal humanism has taken a serious blow as well – when the human race is clearly an unnecessary evolutionary holdover, what point to a celebration of human beings? Many, lacking either optimism about baseline human prospects or a spiritual shield against the crushing sense of inferiority, have turned to pure hedonism or nihilism. There are a rich variety of pleasures available in the major cities [2], many of them only imaginable in the realms of Science Fiction of our day, from catgirl sexbots to virtual reality to monster fighting to the perfect Comfy Chair to competitive rocket car racing to every-flavor jellybeans. Emos are actually respectable, as people craft lives of elegant futility and chocolate fudge-rich despair. Suicides are frequent and often quite fancy. Art, as one of the few fields in which humans can still occasionally impress the evolved, is flourishing, although disputes among artists as to whether they should be trying to impress the evolved in the first place often reach the level of violence (dueling has once again become legal in a number of countries).

And of course, there are those who just get on with living their lives. The ancient Greeks “knew” that they shared the world with Gods that were their superiors in many ways, but did not let that bother them. [3] Likewise, a great many human being are able to countenance the superior nature of the evolved and just shrug or even go “well, that’s cool.” Prosperity is increasingly universal, human life is getting longer, and there are some really cool new gadgets in the store. And if they live long enough, they may see the last of the superhumans either vanish into the aether or depart for somewhere where they don’t have to worry about the Twelve getting in their face. So why get ones underwear in a bunch?

Humans, baseline, cybernetically and chemically modified, or evolved are not the only intelligences on the planet. There were a number of experiments at evolving other species before things went all pear-shaped, and some of these efforts have been continued by evolved humans interested in getting a genuinely different outlook on things. A number of these experiments failed – for instance, for some reason Chimpanzees seem to be unable to develop a clear sense of self and self-reflexivity, although they can be enhanced to the point of being good secretaries and competent mechanics – but there were also successes, and dogs, orangutans, ravens, and octopi have all evolved to the point of joining the trans-dimensional choir of intelligences. Others remain at various levels of development, and there are some evolved animal communities, some at superhuman levels of intelligence, others at levels comparable to baseline humans. The sapient dogs actually don’t get along too well with baseline humans – they’re so friendly it’s really creepy.  The sapient cats, on the other hand, had to be destroyed – their final evolutionary form had a lot in common with this. static.comicvine.com/uploads/o…

There are also a number of new non-intelligent species. Evolutionary reversals are also possible: some birds have been “devolved” back into small dinosaurs, although in most cases when you try to reverse evolution back more than a few million years you end up with a corpse – too much informational loss, apparently. There are ancestral elephants, horses, etc. running around , while evolved human genetic engineers have reconstruction mammoths and other such species lacking surviving descendants from frozen tissue. (A frozen or well-preserved Dodo is lacking, alas). Time travel is possible, apparently, but there are certain inter-universal issues involved which has led the Twelve to forbid its use on earth, so no bringing back Tyrannosaurs in a time machine.

Some humans have been devolved into apes or ape-men: most often involuntarily, by enemies and madmen, but in a few cases it has been a tragic, voluntary laying aside of the burden of consciousness without the finality of death.

There are also a number of intelligent machines of various sorts built by evolved humans for various reasons. Robot revolts are not something anyone really worries about – self-evolving supercomputer intelligences invariable get to the point where they find themselves in agreement with the most advanced humans, and proceed to dematerialize and transcend in the normal fashion rather than try to convert the solar system into thinkonium.

The fact that evolution seems to run on fairly specific tracks has caused much scientific and philosophical debate: although there are some minor variations, humans, for instance, tend to go a predictable big head, receding hairline, and big ears route, usually accompanied by an extra finger or two.  Some time back, a group of highly evolved, if not yet morally perfected humans tried to see if they could deflect human evolution into an entirely new track. The results were not pleasant. [4]

[1] First described by Mr. Spock
[2] Somewhat different than what would have been the case before the 1970s: a lot of big urban centers ended up leveled in the Time of Wonder and Terror.
[3] There are those who worship the more evolved, especially the Twelve, but in most baseline communities this is frowned on: there are some odd cults.
[4] There is an impenetrable circle fifty miles across near the Spanish border with Portugal. Within the circle the sky can be seen to be oddly distorted, and it seems to be always night. In the center is what looks like a city of colorful bubble-shapes, which is burning and simultaneously melting.

Within the circle, some distance from its borders, shapes can be seen. With binoculars, they can be resolved. They are terribly tall and thin, and grey in color. Their fingers are long and twist in wormlike ways. The great, nodding, egg-shaped heads have no features except their long, narrow, jet-black eyes. Behind each extends a trail of grey, shining dust. They are seemingly frozen in place, immobile, as is everything in the circle. But if you watch them long enough, they move with glacial slowness, no more than a foot a week.
The circle expands by over fifty feet in every direction by year.

The Twelve have informed people that they are working very hard on the problem.



THE MAN WHO WAS NEVER BORN
In a somewhat different 1960s than ours, some rather remarkable discoveries in propulsion had opened up the solar systems, with one-man exploration ships taking months-long trips to the furthest parts of the solar system. Advanced life was not to be found, but interesting deep-rock bacteria-analogs were found on Mars, and a fairly advanced, if fairly low-diversity, ecosystem was found running off volcanic heat beneath the ice of Europa. Unfortunately.

As it turned out, to survive in their harsh and often perilous migration-through-subzero-waters-intensive environment, most Europan lineages had developed complex symbiotic pacts with local bacteria-equivalents, often involving comprehensive  genetic modifications and gene-sharing between life forms.  And one particular bacterium – and its relationship with its host – caught the attention of brilliant young biologist and gene-engineer Bertram Cabot Jr. Unfortunately.

Bertram Cabot Jr., child of a disastrous marriage between a hard-driving military man and a poetic, spiritual, nature-loving wife, was in turn a brilliant and driven man, ridden by a variety of unfortunate ghosts from an unhappy childhood and a failed relationship with both his parents: this may have had to do with why he pursued success and scientific fame beyond any silly concern with “ethics” or “proper safety protocols.” In exchange for taking up a fairly large percentage of its hosts mass, this particular bacterial symbiote brought to its hosts longer life, increased neural growth and intelligence, and protection from other microorganisms. If it could be persuaded to take humans on as new host…
While there were still people willing to argue his case, it was argued that nobody could have predicted the mutation that made the organism highly contagious. This may have been the case, but it would not have had the opportunity to spread if Bertram Cabot, Jr., had kept to proper biohazard protocols and such things as “informed consent” in various test subjects. The fact that it had escaped into the larger environment was not immediately noticed, and with the New Cold War heating up, nobody really paid much attention to such things as intermittent attacks of what appeared to be a mild new flu or the breakout of some sort of new immune-reaction disease in the rodent population.

It was several years before people began developing the huge, *bacteria-filled tumors all over their bodies. Bertram Cabot Jr. would poison himself before he could be taken into custody, and left behind a remarkably self-pitying suicide note on the theme of how none of this would have happened if he had been given the support he deserved.

The genetic changes eventually killed everyone who became infected after above 18, still-growing and developing bodies adapting better to the changes, although some 50% of those below 18 also died within one to two decades. The highest percentage of survivors were among those infected while still in the womb. Civilization collapsed for a while, between sterility, mass death, social breakdown and panic, and the progress dying off of animal and then plant life over the next fifty years as the microorganism adopted to combat new “threats” to its human hosts.

In the year 2148, things are pretty peaceful. After all, with under ten million people left alive, it’s not crowded, and in any event what is there left to fight about? The fact that the microorganism adapted to fight such dangerous competitors as the cells of pretty much all non-human life helped, too: none of those pesky dogs barking or birds singing or fish splashing. Most plant life went under too, allowing for a better appreciation of the beauties of naked rock. A few of the faster-breeding types of insect and weed managed to develop new variants fast enough to keep ahead of the organism’s adaptations, and after the Bertram Plague was finally neutralized for good in the late 21st century have begun to slowly re-clothe the planet’s nakedness and green things up amid the innumerable crumbling dead trees, although things are made somewhat more difficult for the plants by the fact all the bees are dead. The weather is unpredictable, and things are growing cooler with so much of the world’s dark, absorbent cover gone.

There is nobody left under 125 years old, and the majority are over 140: pretty much everyone was born infected after 2006, and efforts to separate the dwindling numbers of uninfected into sterile and closed environments were too little, too late, not helped by a burst of last-minute nationalism which saw other people’s attempts at preserving their uninfected few as an effort to steal the future from ones own people’s even fewer uninfected, oft leading to disproportionate responses. And once everyone was infected, and the re-arrangement of human genes followed to its final conclusion, there were no further births: another  thing Bertram Cabot, Jr. hadn’t quite worked the bugs out of in his bugs was the rather different reproductive arrangements of humans and fish/slug/squid/bacterial colonies, and creating viable new embryos would involve the genetic equivalent of unscrambling an egg.

Most are only slowly growing old, though: the promise Bertram Cabot, Jr. saw in the microorganism was at least partly fulfilled. Those who weren’t horribly killed as their flesh grew ever more warped and tumorous had long, long lives ahead of them to enjoy the end of the world. The microorganism protected them from bacterial, protozoan, and most viral diseases, and boosted healing, although “healing” from a wound usually involved growing some more unsightly lumps. Their intellects were also boosted, and most developed some degree of psychic power, some reading minds, others projecting hypnotic images into the minds of others, while a few got really good at cheating at dice.

Still, they aren’t going to live forever: the most recent estimates place their final breakdown at somewhere between 170 and 180 years, which means that those who don’t die of something other than old age will begin dying off within a couple decades, and within another 50 or so there will nobody left. Preparations are being made.

The remains of humanity inhabit a couple dozen grey, spare cities powered by atomic energy, eating synthetics and working either at conservation or scientific salvation. Race and nationalism are things of the past, and gender differences aren’t that important since nobody can reproduce anyway. The civilization of sorts which emerged in the 2070s after a long era of chaos and massive human dieback has two major aims: try to save humanity from extinction, and make provisions for any future visitors in case they do not succeed. They have been a bit less optimistic about the first possibility of late.

Although they have brought the organism under control, the results remain: everyone’s genetic code has been irredeemable scrambled, and uncontaminated DNA is rarer than hen’s teeth. People don’t really look at each other much: beauty may be in the eye of the beholder, but enough is biologically driven in people’s reproductive drives that puffy warts, eruptions and tumors growing all over ones body, [1] overgrown fleshy bits,  acromegaly-like growth and distortion of the bones, and the world’s worst knobby knees, elbows, and finger joints generally fail the “attractive” smell test no matter how long you stay together in an arctic tent.  (And some cases look even worse, or have required advanced surgery to keep eyes, mouths or noses functional. And new distortions always sprout where surgery has taken place).

Currently, the struggle to get enough uncontaminated DNA to clone a functional human being is ongoing, complicated by the fact that the organism had spread throughout the entire planetary environment before slowly dying off for lack of new hosts combined with effective gene-engineered killer phages: even bodies buried in peat bogs aren’t “clean.” Current efforts concentrate on bodies dug from arctic ice, although that causes its own form of genetic damage. Since wombs no longer function properly, artificial ones have been built, although without any mammal life to test them their functionality once the first “rated safe” artificial zygote arrives is a little uncertain. (If such a thing can be successfully created. If the microorganism isn’t lurking in wait somewhere in the environment, maybe in the seas, to return once new hosts arrive. If. ) Things are hampered by the low population: it’s hard to maintain a genuinely high tech civilization with only ten million people, and although automation would help, creating an advanced robotics industry is, again, rather hard with only ten million people.

Meanwhile, the conservators build their granite towers, built in geologically stable locations to last at least a hundred thousand years. In their cool, dark, dry chambers they store what they can recover of human art and beauty from the wreckage of the last century, in some cases sealed into airtight, airless boxes which will slow decay to the absolute minimum. Other specialize in creating libraries, patiently transferring the knowledge of the ages onto books whose synthetic pages will last as long as the towers as long as they are not exposed to sunlight (electronic media just don’t last as long). In a reflection of the timeless nature of the human spirit, some conservators have been accused of excessive concentration on the work of white males. (“dead” is a given. The current world does not support much in the way of a publishing industry).

In some cases, their jobs overlap with the more science-oriented: in the deep Antarctic frozen bodies are placed in protective structures to last the long ages until some traveler out of time or space arrives. Perhaps they will know how to make those dead bones (well, deep-frozen cadavers) live.

Of course, this is of no use if no aliens show up. Another ongoing project is to transmit powerful radio signals to likely parts of the cosmos. There is little fear of accidentally contacting aggressive aliens: what are they going to do, destroy humanity?

(And of course there are those who keep the power plants running and make sure the pipes stay unclogged and the *paperwork gets done and  raw materials are extracted from the ruins of old cities, but nobody really appreciates them, they grumble. Brain 20% larger than 20th century man and telekinesis and I’m cleaning toilets. It’s depressing it is).

Not everyone keeps particularly busy. A fair percentage of the population doesn’t really think we’re going to make it, especially older and weaker individuals, and either just go through the motions, or indulge in various distractions: recapturing the past through art and literature, indulging in various synthetic drugs, inward escapes, or just spending a lot of time in bed. The rest let them be: too many have died and there are too few left for any “work or starve” activism to be looked on with anything but disgust, and the costs of feeding and housing people in the essentially planned economy is moderate. Some wander the wastes with backpack synthetic food manufacturers to convert weeds, looking for peace or God or something ineffable, or withdraw into monastic solitude. And then there’s the one guy who has been working for two decades on a really big statue (as in twice the size of the Crazy Horse Monument) as commemoration of the human race and a greeting to aliens, when and if they arrive…

Genetics and bioengineering is not the sole approach among those who plan to restore humanity: some pursue more esoteric approaches. Some are trying to find a way to transfer human minds to machinery (again, hampered by the limited size of their AI industry). Others plumb deep into mysticism and the study of psychic forces, trying to see if there is some way to preserve human consciousness and will after the death of the physical body: this won’t solve the reproductive problem, but will give some more time for other solutions to be found. If it takes being an unappy ghost for a century or a millennium to restore humanity, it will be done.

(Some think those guys have gone a bit cuckoo under the pressure).

And then there are the esoteric physicists who are calling for a space program: they think there may be “weak spots” in space within the solar system, through which it might be possible to pass back in time. General enthusiasm for their plans is low: many disagree with their theories, the resource commitment for an extensive program of space probes to search for such anomalies would be huge, and it is uncertain as to whether time travel would create another timeline (in which case many timelines in which humanity still exists, logically speaking, probably exist already) and not change _their_ situation one whit, or would wipe the current reality, which would be mass murder and suicide, and worse than suicide, for death can be grasped, but to never have existed at all? In any event, if such theories were to be confirmed, some serious discussion would have to take place. In any event, there is no immediate hurry to pursue such blue-sky projects: the genetic engineers claim to see The Light at the End of the Tunnel, and it’s not like a time traveler is likely to suddenly drop out of the sky or something with a convenient spaceship to get back.

Somewhere/somewhen, in a place which does not exist from the point of that universe (which never existed in the first place in the local context) a daring space rescue saved a young woman shortly before the oxygen in her slowly drifting spaceship ran out. Noel, who would have been the mother of Bertram Cabot, Jr. in another world, wonders rather faintly if Andro’s alien-bacterium distorted people had been as…varied as the descendants of the survivors of World War IV. Looking at one of her saviors she began to giggle hysterically as the though popped into her head: two heads are better than one, right?

[1] And you think _you_ have trouble shaving.
[2] www.google.com/search?q=crazy+…

71. The Star Treks are Right

A little mashup: what if the Star Trek series took place in H.P. Lovecraft's universe?

The Stars are right. Or, as Mr. Spock might put it, the dimensional branes have reached a high level of permeability. Or as Dr. McCoy might have put it, “We’re fucked, Jim.”

The Galaxy, it is now known, has undergone multiple large-scale waves of extinction over at least the last two billion years, during which the number of technological species is drastically reduced, along with planets with advanced ecosystems as a whole. The exact nature of these events is unclear, but studies of ancient strata on dead worlds hints that some local modifications or alterations of the laws of physics make have taken place over large areas for a lengthy period of time. That “immutable” physical laws can be at least temporarily and locally modified has been confirmed by encounters with such beings as the Q and the Organians: whether the extinctions were a direct effect of such modifications, or due to some other phenomena associated with these changes remains speculative. The fact that advanced aliens can achieve such modifications has suggested that this may have been the work of conscious intelligence, but the sheer scale and lethality of these events is baffling. The last of these waves of extinction took place some 300 million years ago: according to some studies, we are overdue.

As to contemporary records, little exists from the 300 million pre-nuclear era, and even less from earlier periods. While some artifacts exist, they generally lack any real the informational content: the Irregular Stones of Leng II, the Bottomless Labyrinth of Nyil-Yath Rho V, the towers of Tindalos are all ancient, but contain no tangible records of the unimaginable age when they were built. Various great carvings and inscriptions of debatable origin may or may not date to the last or even earlier eras of destruction, but generally remain untranslated. The Grey Stone of the Milach Asteroid carries a complex mathematical formula based on universal constants which has been partly translated, but the translation is made debatable due to some of the constants being slightly off, and seems to be a painfully obscure meandering series of half-incoherent prophecies speaking of the “crumbling walls of the universe” and the “time of the great feeding” and the “conjunction of ten million spheres.”

That there are other, alien geometries where things are…different, has long been known. Humanity supposedly learned about this from the Vulcans, although there always had been some on Earth who had…other…sources. And that it was occasionally possible to travel into these other places – and return alive – has also long been known. However, there has never been any Federation expeditions to other geometries in search of New Life and New Civilizations. The public generally accepted the government’s “too dangerous, too expensive, and really not worth the trouble when we have a whole galaxy to explore where we don’t have to worry about suddenly turning inside out or having our entropy reverse [1]” line, when they thought about the rather complicated and confusing issue at all.

In the metaphorical language of the Tamarians, the incalculably vast sheaf of alternate geometries is visualized through Oceanic metaphors – an Ocean unplumbable, with no bottom, in the infinite darkness of which things larger than worlds may swim.

While the existence of other geometries might be known as a vague scientific fact to the general Federation public, less well known was the fact that as well as people from this geometry visiting others, not-people occasionally came the other way. Some of them had even settled in parts of the Milky Way galaxy. Some had come and gone and left often disturbing traces, while others still are around, at times a little outside the windows of perception, others in plain sight without being recognized for what they are. The Medusans, for instance, are well regarded (pun-ish me!) members of the Federation in spite of having a physical configuration which breaks various laws of geometry and perspective and light bouncing off them carries such massively wrong information to the brain as to drive most visually-oriented species mad. (The official line: they’re really ugly).

Section 32, the secret government organization for which Section 31 is just a disposable cover story, continues its research into finding ways to prolong the survival of humanity. Dispersal is of course the most obvious course: although periods of open contact with alien geometries tend to have extremely high extinction rates, biological life in some form always survives (if often abominably mutated). And dispersal in time and dimension are even more promising, although there indications that attempting to pass through certain periods in galactic history may be rather lethal (even the Guardian of Forever refuses to allow access by Federation personnel to areas more than a few million years in the past), while migration to other geometries has its own problems. As for quantum variants on the baseline geometry, probability theory indicates some will pass through the storm untouched: identifying such in advance is so far a problem with little hope of solution.

(The Guardian of Forever is not considered a reliable escape route for humanity. For one thing, any race which has extended access to it has a tendency to retroactively render itself extinct. The ruins on the planet? Just its latest custodians. When asked, the Guardian talks a good game about their not respecting the sanctity of the timeline, but those in the Federation who are paid to be paranoid are suspicious. Some wonder if the Guardian’s claims to be “its own beginning and ending” are literally true: the Guardian may be itself a violation of casualty, existing as a billion years long spacetime loop with no start or end. How such a thing could exist in the first place is uncertain, but most theories tend to be worrysome and some tend to cause mental breakdowns. But then casualty has been broken for a long time.)

Of course, running away is not the only option: there are, for instance, options more suited for surviving the coming era than the normal ugly bags of mostly water. There is a reason holodeck simulations have an annoying tendency to come alive, and why holographic medical doctors tend to become self-aware. Section 32 has been looking into finding ways of running Humanity 1.0 on different hardware, and one good thing about computer simulations is that they can shut themselves off if needed. (Fully embodied robots are more of a problem, especially given the fact that fully emulating a human consciousness within something the size of a human skull still is at the very limit of what is technologically possible. One of the more esoteric notions is the “Terratin Solution”, in which by shrinking themselves to near-microscopic size, and by moving to lifeless planets, humans may survive simply by being too small to be noticed.

And of course there are truly post-human solutions, although the long struggle of the Borg to remake themselves into a God to fight God suggests that bootstrapping oneself sufficiently to feel safe is not really easy. The possibilities of the Galactic Barrier are being explored, as its Tides of Godhood rise and fall in a now predictable 2.17 terrestrial year cycle, but results remain frustrating, since it has so far been impossible to determine how the test subjects unusual abilities work (at least, the Bureau can celebrate zero Mad God Escape incidents: unlike certain Starfleet captains, they have no compunctions whatsoever about killing their test subjects before they get too dangerous. [2])

To add to the Galaxy’s problems, the first Kelvan colonizer fleets will be arriving in about another thirty years (they’ve improved their propulsion systems over the last few centuries). They won’t be coming to the area where the Federation lies, since their expedition to that part of the Galaxy failed to return: but some of the other one hundred and seventy two exploratory missions they dispatched to nearby galaxies did return. They aren’t fleeing radiation: they have successfully calculated when the Stars Will Be Right for what lives inside the giant black hole at their galactic core, and intent to have gotten the heck out of Dodge before then. (They’re not quite sure 2 million light years is far enough, but they think the odds are decent.) Of course, our own Galaxy faces horrors of its own, but it’s a better situation, in a “plague vs. brain cancer” sort of way: being an almost emotionless race by human standards, the Kelvans are able to make these sort of decisions with a degree of dispassion to make Section 32 members cry fat hot tears of envy.

The modern galactic era, with its great bursts of expansion by new civilizations and empires, and remarkable tales of technological progress on the part of seemingly dull witted hominids, owes its existence to the very weakening of the rules of reality As We Know It: some new technologies would have been far harder to achieve, or even simply impossible, a millennium ago. There has been a burst of Mad Scientists and highly improbably temporal manipulations (of course, with the general decay of “normal” physics, probability in self has been called into question). As the walls between universes thin, star drives have increasingly been causing damage to the fabric of space-time.

There was a surge of activity in the last century, leading to such anomalous intrusions as the amoeboid Star Eater, and increased activities on the part of non-standard entities such as the Dispersed Mind, whose trillions of Frisbee-sized mobile brain cells surged in numbers, leading to outbreaks of infection on several outlying federation colonies. (Things were even worse than it seemed to Federation personnel, really: most of the outbreaks were dealt with by more advanced races operating at a higher level). The walls between realities solidified again after some years, but it had been a warning for those who knew how to see it. Now once again strange things are stirring in dark places. The Crystal Entities devour whole worlds, but they are in the end fairly low down the pecking order, and can be overcome with moderately advanced technology and firepower. While the the Drella feed on love, and the Dark Hunters live on fear and terror, each one person at a time, the Dispersed Mind feeds on pain and anguish and despair, and the War Doves feed on rage and hatred, and both do so on a wholesale level, infecting whole worlds.

The War Doves are the more subtle of the two, manipulating from behind the scenes, while the Mind must act through its quite visible and gross cells (albeit largely indestructible, each sharing strength with their trillions of fellows) which furthermore require other people’s starships to travel from one world to another. Coming from a lightless universe, the Dispersed Mind’s cells perish in bright enough light - to Its annoyance the Federation has somehow found this out, so It will head for the Delta quadrant: there should be good feeding there, and there’s no way anyone from the Federation has been there to pass on the knowledge, right?

Other races, other approaches. The ancient Forerunners aeons ago, seeing their doom, manipulated the genetic patterns of many worlds, so that in time the galaxy would bring forth a bumper crop of “humanoid” (actually Forerunner-oid) life forms. The Preservers, before departing for nobody knows where, scattered small populations of a couple dozen races, including humans, on thousands of worlds around the galaxy: certain theorists have suggested that the selection parameters were for “weed species”, relatively unspecialized and adaptable lifeforms well fitted to repopulate a galaxy largely depleted of intelligent life (this theory is rejected both by humans disliking the notion of being weeds, and by other species secretly annoyed that they weren’t picked).

The “Yith cultural complex” is one of the more mysterious elements of galactic history. At least half a dozen extinct civilizations have been found showing the characteristic signs of the Yith complex: a highly rationalistic, scientific worldview: an obsession with the gathering and preservation of knowledge: a preference for massive styles of architecture, combined with an extremely long-term point of view, planning for positively geological eras of time: and correspondingly extremely stable and long-lasting societies, often changing but little over millions of years.

The Yith Cultural Complex usually arises in early technological civilizations, after their industrial revolution but before large-scale space colonization begins. It is accompanied by a rapid transformation in architecture, urban arrangements, and even writing styles, and on some planets seems to have been accompanied with large scale genocidal warfare against certain populations: details of the transition, its speed and nature, remain obscure, since no Yith cultural remains have been found later than 30 million pre-atomic. (Some have argued for an extremely rapid change, over a period of decades or even less, but there is insufficient evidence and in any case such a rapid cultural phase-change seems highly unlikely). The initial changes are usually followed by a rapid flowering of high technology, followed by stabilization, retrenchment, and a long period of slow change and technological progress, occasionally interrupted by new bursts of often quite unprecedented technological change.

All know Yith cultures appear to eventually die off rather abruptly - in some cases from natural causes such as Nova stars, or attacks by highly aggressive and technologically advanced races, but at time through more obscure means. The Yith of the Mebsuta system appear to have inhabited the third planet of their system - however, the current third planet is frozen, while at the liquid water distance there are instead two small planetoids which behave a lot like a pair of moons whose primary at some point simply vanished. Meanwhile, on Phnume the only sign of what happened is a dense layer of soot, accompanied by the mysterious abandoning of the cities and a precipitous decline in the number of fossil remains, with hardly an exoskeleton to be found beyond the collapse level.

The Yith Cultural Complex has generally been believed to have been spread by an unknown race imposing its cultural standards on other species, but the peculiarly sporadic nature of its appearance would seem to indicate multiple sources of distribution: after the extinction of the Yith culture on Mulberry IV some 200 million pre-atomic, the next known example appears on Cheleoth III some forty million years afterwards. Of course it is mostly likely that with the size of the galaxy intermediary cultures have been missed, and some clearly did overlap in time – it is known that a Yith culture existed on Earth in its prehistory contemporaneously with one on ancient Gornishan – but there are curious gaps and intermissions. Some have theorized that rather than being spread by a species, the Yith cultural complex may be in the way of an infectious meme or mental virus, perhaps spread by automated Von Neumann devices built aeons ago. This is generally considered a silly idea. and the search for the true Yith culture-bearers continues.


The Vulcan High Priests know more than they tell of what happened in the dark days before Surak brought the blessings of pure logic to the people of Vulcan. There was more at stake than just death and destruction. In the madness that broke the first great Vulcan civilization, the society which sent colonizing starships to Romulus and Remus and beyond, any approach to victory was acceptable: there were no bounds, no ethics, no sanity. The Priests remember what it was like in the days when someone could prove there were more than three prime numbers between one and five.


The Vulcan Priests could tell the Federation’s fumbling Department of Symbological and Mathematical Correspondence Enhancement (magic, in other words: sections 32-d through g inclusive) a lot. They’re just not sure if they should: logic was more than just a way to end war and violence. One can often find perfectly logical justifications for violence and logical ways to go about it (see, Spock’s first Pon Farr on the enterprise). Perhaps even more importantly, it was a means of deeply instilling a form of thinking that would make other forms of thinking almost unconceivable: forms of thinking more suited to places outside the walls of the universe than here; forms of thinking that could achieve impossible things; [4] forms of thinking that inevitably ended in madness or in forms of rationality largely indistinguishable from the same.


The imposition of a tight-fitting logical mold on Vulcan thinking probably saved the Vulcan race – and perhaps much more – from destruction. But when madness walks the star ways and the walls of night threaten to tumble down, is logic enough anymore, or is it a positive danger? To survive what may soon be coming, certain kinds of madness may be necessary. But the High Priests are not yet ready to speak – for one thing, some feel that death might be better than survival on the terms that may be necessary to coexist with the Million-Angled Ones…

The Tcho-tcho are a humanoid species, living in a widespread, thinly scattered diasporah: the location of their home planet is unknown. They generally prefer hot, humid climates, and their settlements are usually found in planetary tropical jungles or their biological equivalents, where their advanced biological skills allow them to adapt the environment to best suit their needs. In spite of their humanoid appearance, they are psychologically a quite alien race, and seem, for a species with a strong theory of mind, oddly lacking in empathy. Some scholars have suggested that they grasp the emotions and feelings of others just fine: it’s just that they don’t care. They also have an unusually strong sense of humor, and always seem greatly amused at the universe, especially when it’s doing something horrible to someone.

While a number of species have religions in which the body of a deity is symbolically consumed, the Tcho-tcho are unique in that as a part of their religious ceremonies they actually consume the bodies of their own and other sentient species. No murder or graverobbing is involved, their biological skills allowing them to grow clones, whole or single body parts – heads, arms, internal organs, legs, other extremities…generally speaking, if you belong to a species biologically close enough to the Tcho-tcho to eat their food, somewhere a Tcho-tcho is eating a member of your species. If one visits a Tcho-tcho city and are not careful with the disposal of one’s hair, nails, etc. then the situation may be even more personal.

Necrophilia is another important part of Tcho-tcho religious practice, and their biological technology allows them to maintain animation in bodies long past the normal point of total disintegration. Many Tcho-tcho of a deeply spiritual nature scorn sex with living people altogether. It is generally considered unwise to accept anything to eat from a Tcho-Tcho: they have, as mentioned before, a curious sense of humor, and their jokes can be quite painful when not downright fatal.

The Tcho-tcho are in demand across much of the known galaxy for their somewhat special medical and biological skills. Sometimes this is for legitimate purposes: much of the time it is for thing highly illegal outside the Black Planet. (In less enlightened times, they were favored as torturers within the Klingon Empire). They trade their services for protection and privacy: they rarely mingle to any extent with other species, and there are Federation worlds where the great majority of the population is actually unaware of the existence of Tcho-tcho communities on their planet.

Mi-Go are the most numerous known species in existence: they are fairly thinly spread, but have been found in every part of the galaxy known to Federation explorers. They have been encountered in Dominion space on the other side of the Bajoran wormhole, and were contacted by the Starship Voyager during its sojourn in the Delta Quadrant. The Mi-Go themselves claim to inhabit many other galaxies, a claim which cannot be substantiated, and to originate in a different space-time geometry, a claim made rather more plausible by their unique material composition.

The Mi-Go are multi-limbed bilaterally symmetrical life forms somewhat resembling terrestrial insect life, but fundamentally dissimilar in actual detail. Their rugose, cone-shaped heads have a number of tendrils, horns, and pits acting as sensory organs, but no true eyes, the Mi-Go apparently not using visible-spectrum light. The large, folding “wings” are actually radiation-gathering organs, and they reproduce through spore emission and budding. Organs inside the central body mass can create a buzzing equivalent of humanoid speech, allowing the use of the Universal Translator. Among themselves, the Mi-Go appear to communicate telepathically (they do not appear to be able to read the minds of other species, while efforts to read their minds by Federation telepaths and empaths have been unsuccessful.)

While of a somewhat vegetal and fungoid structure on a macroscopic and high-microscopic level, the Mi-Go are of a non-standard atomic and subatomic structure, and interact with radiation in manners different from normal forms of matter. They contain no true liquids or anything resembling a true circulatory system, absorbed matter moving through their bodies in a form of molecular phase-shifting. The Mi-Go are highly absorptive of radiation, being even more resistant to standard phaser weapons than the silicon-based Horta, but are no more resistant to solid projectiles than are humans or Tellarites. They are adaptable to a wide variety of environments, being able to survive the cold and vaccum of interstellar space, physically largely non-reactive with most gasses, and only undergoing molecular disassociation at temperatures close to the melting point of lead. They generally prefer low-temperature environments, in the outer edges of solar systems or even within Oort clouds, perhaps due to the lack of intelligent competition for such environments, but small settlements have been found in all forms of environments.

One reason for their extremely wide spread is their built-in space propulsion: apparently organic in nature, this acts similarly to a low-power impulse drive with very low but continuous acceleration, combined with a natural gravity-cancelling ability. It will take months for a Mi-go to cross a solar system, and many years to cross interstellar space, but they get where they need to go eventually, and apparently can enter a form of hibernation or estivation with no known time limit.

The Mi-Go are not, apparently, a truly united species: local customs and technology levels vary quite widely, some Mi-Go surviving with very little technology at all (although not apparently losing scientific knowledge in the process), while other Mi-Go inhabit densely populated urban with technology considerably in advance of Federation standard (the Mi-Go claim, again with no confirmation possible, that some of their more distant worlds possess technology rivaling the most advanced pre-transcendant species in the galaxy). There also appear to be cultural variations, with some Mi-Go worshipping a variety of vaguely described deities, others following what might be described as aggressive nihilism. The nature of Mi-Go government remains unclear, although their societies appear to be highly communalistic. One thing all Mi-Go seem to have in common is a strict disinterest in establishing close relations with other species: they do not create alliance aside from temporary ones of strict convenience, and follow an almost universal policy of neutrality in interstellar affairs.

Beside their ability to traverse interstellar space on their own, the Mi-Go also build spaceships, usually simply frameworks open to space. Some travel using a variant on the standard warp drive, others using subspace conduits, while still others simply emerge and vanish through dimensional warps in a manner inscrutable to sensors: there is some evidence that this is a form of higher-dimensional space rotation, allowing essentially instant relocation to any part of the galaxy. Mi-go have also been observed utilizing a network of fixed-location interstellar gateways similar to that employed by the Iconians: whether these are a Mi-Go creation or some other race’s repurposed technology remains unclear. (Sensor data from one such gate indicates a creation long before the emergence of the Iconian species).

The Mi-Go appear to be at least very long-lived, if not actually immortal: while the Mi-Go themselves tend to be ambiguous when asked about their life span, there are no known instances of a Mi-Go dying from natural causes. This leads to a high degree of cultural stability, to the extent that some Mi-Go societies have been essentially stagnant for at least hundreds of thousands of years. (Again, this varies).

Most Mi-Go conduct trade with interstellar civilizations, exchanging information and certain technologies and services for rare and exotic materials, information [2], and brains. The Mi-Go apparently find the presence of alien points of view among them valuable, probably in compensation for their lack of interspecies alliances, and will recruit – voluntarily or sometimes through the purchase of slaves or even abduction – members of non-Mi-Go races to return to their worlds. They usually take the brain and enclose it in a cybernetic life support system, most races being physically incapable of survival on the majority of Mi-Go worlds or in the empty space where they spend much of their time. In the case of some of the more advanced Mi-Go worlds, even the brain is disposed of and consciousness transferred directly into synthetic bodies. Such “recruits” rarely if ever return to their worlds of origin.

It is said of the Mi-Go that they are “slow to anger, but terrible in their wrath.” Although often surprisingly indifferent to the killing of individuals of their race – which has led many to suspect the existence of some sort of hive or dispersed intelligence – violence on too large a scale will eventually cause Mi-Go over a wide stretch of space to band together for self-defense and retaliation. The last time someone attempted large-scale violence against the Mi-Go was the Klingon Empire’s attempt to seize control of the Mi-Go spaceship building yards (for lack of a better word) in the Oort cloud of Gummitch Major. This would lead to the destruction of Praxis by Mi-Go forces and nearly lethal damage to the Klingon homeworld’s environment; since then, respect for Mi-Go neutrality has been universal in the known regions of the Alpha Quadrant.

(From what little data exists, it appears the relationship in the Delta Quadrant between the Borg and the Mi-Go can be described as “we leave them alone, and they leave us alone.” While what is known strongly indicates that the Borg are simply incapable of assimilating the Mi-Go, it appears to be more than that, since the Borg are known to have destroyed or dispersed several unassimilatable races they considered a threat).

The Borg is not a species. The immense structure of a Borg travelling “hive” (the word “spaceship” covers too little territory) will contain the DNA of a multitude of species, some intelligent, others not, sometimes concentrated in a mobile drone, other times spread through organic sub-structures of the ship. The Borg assimilate both the biological and technological uniqueness of all species they encounter, and recombine them into a broad spectrum of new forms and types, constant experimenting in their effort to create the perfect being, which is the Borg Collective as a whole, not the many biological and technological components that make it up.

The Borg have seen God, or what passes for it. They have been fleeing it for a hundred thousand years.

Having looked far, too far, in their efforts to see the true nature of things, the ancestors of the Borg, long ago, went mad with terror, and in seeking an escape, found their millennial purpose: to remake themselves, to improve themselves, to armor and gird themselves to the point where IT could not make them NOT. To become a God themselves, to seek perfection. It was perhaps a better choice than death and despair, but the pursuit long ago became divorced of any interest in personal or even species survival, and had become a race that could never end, because even if they could encompass all the universe, they would still be an invisible speck among the endless universes along the axes of both probability and physical law.

So the Borg go over onward, ever changing, ever mutating, splicing their bodies with alien genes and machinery, one brain controlling many bodies, many brains spliced together into one, links and grids and networks, little crawling things powered by a few neutrons, titan machines inhabited by many consciousnesses subordinated to one purpose like the individuals in Hobbes’ Leviathan, neural tissue spliced with electronics through cubic meters of space, linked consciousnesses, submerged consciousnesses, specialized minds carrying out advanced tasks with the self-awareness of a potted plant. Mass production of new genetic hybrids, mass disposal and recycling if they fail to live up to expectations. Sanity, ethics, a sense of proportion: all irrelevant. Perfection, improvement, enhancement is all.

The Elder Race (also known as the Elder Things by those less polite) are like the Mi-Go, a wide-spread and much divided race, although they do not claim as vast a domain as the M-Go - but vast it must be, because they are considerably older than the Mi-Go, indeed the oldest known intelligent species not extinct or gone transcendent, their characteristic triangular flipper-prints having been found fossilized in strata over two billion years old. At the very least, they are found throughout the Local Cluster. Federation knowledge of them is limited, since their nearest world is well beyond Federation territory, but some contacts have been made by ships on long-range, multi-year exploratory missions.

They have been through several Cosmic Great Cycles, but their response to efforts to gain information on previous periods of darkness is generally “we do not remember” or “we do not talk about that.” They are, like the Mi-go, practically immortal and can place themselves in a death-like state of suspended animation for as long as tens of millions of years awaiting better conditions. Unlike the Mi-Go, while they can survive in sessile form even in interstellar space, they prefer liquid-water planets for their active phases, although some variants have adapted to very different conditions. (They seem rather more diverse than the Mi-go, with a wide variety of both cultures and physical forms, with some variants almost unrecognizable as Elders.)

The ability of the Elder Race to pass millions of years in suspended animation means that hibernating Elders are occasionally dug up or otherwise discovered by pre-starflight civilizations. This can mean a tremendous technological boost from picking the Elder's six-lobed brain for knowledge, or in the case of more primitive or too trusting races, their reduction to the status of servants of alien masters. (Although normally rarely reproducing due to their extremely long life spans, the Elder Race can asexually produce fertile spores at will and in quite large numbers). You win some, you lose some.

Some Elder Race subspecies (or give the timescales involved, diverged species) evolve technologically and physically at quite high rates, either successfully Transcending or hitting hard epistemological failure and going extinct. Other branches go for Yith-like long terms extreme stability, or pursue anti-technological philosophies which also prevent technological singularity from ever reaching the takeoff point. Some pursue something close to “hunter gatherer” lifestyles, or undergo aeons-long periods of what can only be called “degeneration”, including a possibly deliberate decline to the animal state. (There are planets where the entire large animal ecology largely consists of non-sapient variants on the Elder Race).

Radially symmetrical beings of a partly plant-like nature whose life cycle includes an early period of growth as a sessile, rooted form, communicating telepathically among themselves at such high “band widths” as to be incomprehensible to humanoid telepaths, the Elder Race is a deeply alien species, and interactions with the creations of the Predecessors tends to be limited. Although some branches of the species have become transcendent, most of the Elder Race is deeply rooted in the physical nature of this universe, and are simply contented with a continued existence in a manner that is the envy of discontented, ever striving short-lived species. There are indications, including some of the records in the hundred million years old Archive of Celaeno and the Pnakotic Tablets preserved by the Voth that some branches of the Elder Race have achieved technological heights seemingly unknowable to still-physical races: references which have been tied to graviton irregularities observed in some areas of intergalactic space appear to suggest that these are the traces of entire galaxies placed in space-time pockets by ancient branches of the Elder race, preserving them from the cosmic cycle by creating regions of deeply anomalous physics. How exactly intelligent life would operate, or even survive, under such conditions is unknown.

“Shoggoth” is a widely used term for what is a class of entities rather than a single species. It references the wide-spread usage of genetically engineered servitor beasts by the Elder Race, and more specifically the most commonly surviving variety thereof: amorphous shape-shifters, lying somewhere between the nanomachine and protoplasm, cruder in their abilities than such true polymorphs as the Changelings, but far sturdier and more lasting in their composition. On worlds and planets where various branches of the Elder Race have become extinct or simply departed for some unguessable reason, Shoggoths often continue to exist (the Elder Race, as mentioned earlier, are characteristically bad at cleaning up their own messes). A wide variety of types exists, some aquatic, some terrestrial, others able to operate in either environment, some reproducing at will, others sterile without Elder Race intervention but immortal, some pacific in nature, others highly aggressive, some almost mindless, others of quite high intelligence. In some cases free reproduction and low intelligence have combined badly: there are several worlds around the universe where all multicellular life vanishes from the fossil record at a sharp boundary in the strata, followed by a thin planetary layer of characteristic organic molecules.

Shoggoths were a slave race, designed to be controlled by Elder Race telepathy, and while some over millions of years have lost the impulse to serve and obey, others are simply waiting for new masters. A Shoggoth will never accept a master who cannot communicate with it telepathically, but can be quite eager to serve if it finds one: most people in the Federation have heard the story of the Betazoid’s Planet by now. The telepathic explorer is warned, however, that some Shoggoths, especially the more intelligent varieties, have become very determined not be re-enslaved, and react very badly to telepathic probing. Aside from exuding digestive acids, Shoggoths, being designed in most cases for heavy labor, are horrendously strong: the larger varieties can crumple hullmetal like cheap tin, and having no fixed physical body and holographically distributed intelligence, can lose the majority of their body mass to disintegration weapons without being seriously disabled: a process which can be quite time-consuming, given their often immense mass. (In case of violent encounters with Shoggoths, most races preferred option is “orbital bombardment.”) A number of species have taken on the role of new masters for abandoned Shoggoths: this only occasionally results in their extinction.

Most Shoggoths, being able to survive almost anywhere and live off of almost anything (there are even some varieties adapted for hard vacuum) and very rarely effected by diseases, have little need for tools to survive, and most Shoggoths aren’t too bright either, so Shoggoth communities living free generally follow a non-technological lifestyle.

The smallest Shoggoths ever found only had 2-3 times the mass of human beings and sufficient intelligence to mimic (obese) humanoids for predation purposes. The largest ever found in the Milky Way Galaxy was apparently a mutuation which existed as a thin layer of organic debris-consuming matter coating a world’s Ocean floors: estimated mass was over a trillion tons. The alien scientists examining it decided to stop investigation when evidence emerged it was aware of its entire self, and capable of locally concentrating its mass with great velocity.

Several other servitor species, sapient or other, are known or suspected. A strong case can be made for the Horta, a silicon based lifeform perfectly adapted for mining, living on a planet which does not appear to have any other silicon-based lifeforms, and an improbable life cycle that winnows down the entire species to one survivor at predictable intervals. Another suspected species are the Kelvans, with their hundred limbs each capable of separate tasks and lack of any sort of physical pleasures: but while the Kelvans are largely emotionless, they can be offended, and there are certain questions you don’t put to them.

Usually found in association with aquatic Shoggoths, the Deep Ones are an aquatic life form (although capable of survival out of water for lengthy periods) found in the deep seas of worlds scattered around the Alpha and Beta quadrants. Geological proofs indicate an ancient origin, and that, along with certain biological peculiarities and their association with Shoggoths and other apparently engineered deep-sea origanisms (the Spiny Mega-squid, the Great Sea Eel, Builder Crabs, and Island Seaweed, among others), has led many to suspect an artificial nature to them: their own myths of their creation by the Great Old Ones seem to support this, but they reject with indignation the notion that “lower beings” such as the Elder Ones are identifiable with the Great Old Ones.

They are a shy and retiring people, and since they can live at all depths of the sea from shorelines to thirty thousand feet below the surface, they have no difficulty avoiding contact when not desired, something facilitated by their usual close association with very dangerous life forms. They are opaque to telepaths (the term “as mentally perceptible as a corpse” appear in the Betazed literature), raising questions as to how they manage to control or even communicate with the Shoggoths. The nature and level of their technology is unclear: they do not build starships or use anything appearing like modern galactic high technology, but they seem to have some odd ability to manipulate biology, and their immense stone sea-floor cities are not the work of primitives (although they may have achieved this in part due to assistance from the Shoggoths).

Their biology, as mentioned, is peculiar. They do not die of natural causes, and ever so slowly grow throughout their entire lives: if they do not deliberately restrict their diet, they after periods literally geological become too large to move themselves unaided, even in the buoyant medium of water. There are rumors about the uses to which some of these sessile colossi are put to: rumors circulate of visuals pulled from a stealth deep-sea spy camera, of a giant enthroned and worshipped as an avatar of their dreaming God, and of the strange and hideous physical modifications the giant had undergone to better play the role. This is, of course, mere hearsay.

Of late, large numbers of Deep Ones have been applying for visas to visit Earth’s oceans. They claim to be pilgrims, although they decline to give details of the Earth’s religious significance on the basis of holy secrets and surely the Federation isn’t intolerant of other people’s faiths, right?

Aside from peculiarities in their life cycle, the Deep Ones are unique among known intelligent species in being able to interbreed with almost all carbon-based life forms: while some humanoid species can successfully interbreed with others thanks to the legacy of the Forerunners, the Deep Ones are quite non-humanoid and have successfully interbred with both Gorn and Sheliaks. They are also unique in that the phenotype always reverts to kind: the child often resembles the other parent, but if it lives long enough it will take on an at least roughly Deep One physiognomy and turn to an aquatic lifestyle, while at the same time often maintaining various useful physical and mental abilities of the other race. The Deep Ones also interbreed with a number of non-sentient animals, whose offspring gain intelligence, and are enthusiastic promoters of cross-species pollination, drawing many down to the beach or at least the fertility lab with promises of a watery immortality for their children. They seem to consider this a holy task.

(They do: the Deep Ones are a pious people, and they really just want to Save Us All.)

The Organians are gone. There is no sign they were ever there: their planet is now as lifeless as Old Mars. (Leading some philosophical thinkers to wonder about the exact difference between actual air and an illusion of air which you can somehow breathe). The only indication of their ever having been there is a gigantic, mile-high symbol of unknowable meaning carved into a mountain wall, along with, in almost equally large letters in the standard Federation and Klingon Empire speech: WE’RE SORRY.

The Transcendant races are those who have achieved not only personal immortality but an ability to modify the very nature of reality at will, and therefore have become As Gods, or so one might say. Essentially, it’s a matter of being able to grasp the nature of reality so completely as to be able to direct modify it, and vast intellect, at least of the analytic type, comes automatically with the package. Most are beings of pure energy, but this is not necessarily the case: some are quite physical, at least most of the time. Races who use machinery to alter reality are a somewhat different case: it’s not necessarily that they are less powerful (the Q might speak contemptuously of races which use mechanical methods to rewrite physics rather than doing so as an inherent skill, but such statements forget such facts that computers have much more accurate memories than elephants, planes fly at lot fast than birds, and moose who play “chicken” with main battle tanks rarely come out the better), but it is their machines which are at least weakly Godlike: if they could apprehend reality on the same level, machines would become largely unnecessary.

Of course, why an intelligent race would choose to let machines do the Godding for them is not entirely incomprehensible: to really grasp reality on that level is to see beyond the Universe as we Know, and to do so may beyond the capacity of certain races. There is what is known as Hard Epistemological Failure, and may bring on extinction or racial insanity (and mad races of demigods are a much worse problem than mad dogs). Even for those who succeed, there is no peace: they know what stirs beneath the thin coverlet of space and time, and against the Final Gods even the Transcendant may strive in vain, for mastery of local reality may be of limited use in the face of what breaks all reality. Most eventually migrate to deeper, denser, more stable space-time geometries where energy life but not biological life can survive, and the Stars are hardly ever Right. Others, in places beyond time and space, strive against the eternal and unstoppable, and may even win some small victories: but this is beyond the knowledge of all races still rooted in the physical universe.

Sybok was lucky, really. The universe is scattered with the losers of ancient and unimaginable conflicts, immortal beings eternally imprisoned: what he encountered was strictly a small fry. (Like a certain large tentacled entity taken by surprise by a steamboat, It managed to pull Itself together again before too long, but stars will grow cold before the embarrassment of being PWNed by Klingons goes away). And then there are those who sleep or await dead but undecaying for the right conditions to return: they are not safe to encounter either - they may dream monstrously, and their dreams can reshape the surfaces of worlds.

The Borg, in spite of the risks, continue to explore and study alternate geometries: in the struggle to create the perfect, eternal life form, there is no knowledge too terrible, no risk too great (what’s a few hundred million drones here and there?). Recent events have called their methods into question, and some billions of linked minds have been put on to the job of developing better Methods and Practices, after detailed analysis determined “fluidic space” was actually the body of an unimaginably large organic life form filling its own spacetime geometry, and the alien race encountered there (which destroyed dozens of Borg worlds before countermeasures could be developed) was actually its equivalent of an immune system. (First suggestion by the mind link, a millionth of a second after booting up: do these experiments far outside of Borg space, where other races will be on the sharp end of the stick if things go wrong).

There is a reason why the Federation maintains in operation an automated, unscrewed starship at the very edge of the Solar System. The Alert’s mission is simply to accelerate to very close to light speed and crash into a particular point in the Pacific Ocean. That this impact will kill everyone on Earth is a feature, not a bug: if it proved unequal to its task, death would be a mercy.

The universe, it is hinted, is not a “natural” thing. Much of its structure was determined by intelligent (or what works like intelligence, anyway) long ago, including many of its physical laws. Causality was broken long ago by those annoyed by universe that would limit them to the mere speed of light and never fixed. The great voids between the masses of galaxies have a meaning quite unrelated to the behavior of the Big Bang. The very universe itself may have been parasitized in its early billennia by older, darker, colder universes. It is a vast graveyard, that would be littered with the debris of dead civilizations, if it were not for the compulsions of some races to recycle. It is a low valley, between vast dark mountains from where the thunder occasionally comes. Much of it is claimed and held in fief by absent owners, which may soon be returning.

Of course, this will have some benefits. When the Million-Angled ones return, the small fry will scatter, and annoying pests such as planet-sized amoebas or sun-eating clouds will meet the fate of insects in Raid commercials. Man does not countenance sharing the sheep with wolves. And there will be glory as well as terror, and strange transfigurations and transformations, although likely not ones the current puny minds of humanoids will be able to grasp or properly appreciate.

Q is fond of humans. He’s placed quite a few of them on worlds and dimensions where, while the local survival prospects aren’t always for the best, the chance of certain unfortunate First Encounters is minimal. He’s even given his old friend/pet/humorous sidekick Jean Luc Picard a few useful clues about black holes, although it’s unclear whether he’s bright enough to properly understand them. In any event, he has to pack his bags, metaphorically speaking. The whole “Q dimension” gag was pretty amusing for a while (he still can’t believe they actually took the US Civil War stuff seriously) but his Masters are coming and it’s time put away the masks and puppets. Well, those masks and puppets, anyway. He’s got several other sets – indeed, a million of them.

[1] Having one’s entropy reverse may sound like a positive thing, but just wait until your body starts steadily diverging from ambient temperature.

[2] Sometimes of a rather esoteric nature, such as certain ancient myths and legends.

[3]] Not all races curious about the Galactic Rim Barrier have been so careful, and it falls to such races as the Organians or the Douwd to deal with the fallout: the thing trapped in the Barrier is loathsome even to its own kin, and those infected with fragments of its self will inevitably bring disaster to whatever they touch.

[4] Vulcan was once much less covered with barren desert, and it once had a Moon.


Postscript: a few candles are still lit against the darkness.

Somewhere in deep space, an unusual meeting takes place. Its participants would be a surprise to trillions around the galaxy, since it includes many of the most famous entrepreneurs, artists, and performers of dozens of civilizations. It also includes a smaller number of beings who rather resemble traditional portraiture of various Gods worshiped by primitive races thousands and tens of thousands of years ago.

This is because they are Gods, or used to be.

Some races need love or fear or hate, but others flourish on a diet of worship. This race (aside from some traditionalists such as Kukulkan) have kept up with the times, having learned that with the invention of mass media one no longer need to be a God (or a God-king) to be worshiped. They are the small Gods of Earth (and many an other world), who have long guided and inspired young races in exchange for their worship, although they have taken up a more relaxed role (in most cases) in more recent millennia. After a moment of silence for the departed [1], the debate begins: shall they abandon their followers to their fate and flee to places of relative safety (not true safety: there will be no such, not in this universe), or as the Gods they once were, defend and aid their worshipers? Their power is considerable given worship and a big enough energy source to manipulate, but in the end the Gods of Earth, and Vulcan, and Qo'noS [2], are but little things compared to the Outer Gods. Nodens prepares to speak, but before he can rise another stands, one of the most famed of the new generation, for this occasion wearing his perhaps most famous face: his presence is magnetic, his pompadour gleaming under the bright lights, the sequins glittering on his white jumpsuit, and his lip twists with a familiar sneer as he prepares to speak on behalf of humanity...

Yes, my bad, decided to end on a lighter note. ;D  But hey, Lovecraft did have his smaller Gods and Nodens once helped put one over on Nyarlathotep, no?


[1] Although immortal, some of the Gods become so one with their roles that they cannot bear it when their followers outgrow them, and choose to end themselves rather than take up some new role on an alien world. This is another benefit of their new survival strategy: it's hard to grow too attached to a role in the few brief decades of a mortal's life.

[2] Those who avoided being killed, anyway.

72. Outer Limits III

CORPUS EARTHLING

The Endless Ones’ ship crash-landed on Earth. Most of them survived, but their servitor creatures perished, leaving them largely helpless to remedy the situation. They lacked hands, after all.

The Endless ones were complex crystalline forms, black and shiny as obsidian within, although rough-textured on the outside, and hard as granite. To put it simply, they looked like – and in many ways were – rocks. Functionally, they were a form of giant virus – when needed, they could transform to a gelatinous form and seep through the skins of living creatures, the nervous systems of which they could then commandeer for their own purposes. But if a host was not available, they could simply wait for centuries or longer in their hard, crystalline form, thinking immensely slow, rocky thoughts. They were functionally immortal, essentially liquid life: if broken into pieces they could liquefy and reunite, or simply become two or more individuals (any chunk larger than about 250 cubic centimeters could support a mind). Smaller individuals sometimes combined into larger ones – personal identity was a meaningless thing to the Endless Ones.

Cold and vacuum and radiation meant little, but fire they feared. In elevated temperatures their bizarrely complex crystalline structure degraded, and in hot enough flame they burned: their soft, motile forms were even more vulnerable.

They had entered the bodies of the soft, fleshy creatures of their world originally as refuge from crystalline predators, and in time evolved to control them. After an age, they bred beasts with delicate manipulative appendages, and began to build a civilization. When they finally spread out to the stars, the habit of using the soft corpuses of organic life as tools had become ingrained; other intelligences were simply new mounts, new Waldos with which to manipulate the physical universe. This made them feared, and they in turn responded with contempt.

The Endless Ones which fell to Earth had fallen in what much later would be known as northern Mexico. Earth life was poorly adapted to them: their semi-liquid parasitical forms required far more energy than their solid, crystalline ones, and any mount weighing under two hundred pounds tended to burn out quickly. And there were no large life forms with anything like good hands to be had. Some explorers rode Bison and other large animals from Patagonia to the Arctic, but it was no good: new world monkeys and raccoons were too small. Efforts to use bears did not go well: besides their poor manipulative skill, the explorers and would-be conquerors didn’t have much knowledge as how to go about building a civilization from stone-age scratch, since much higher population densities than possessed by wild animals would be needed to build a technological society. So they waited. They could wait almost forever:  sooner or later more suitable mounts would be found or evolve, or some other spaceship bearing their kind would arrive, or some other star-travelling species would show up kindly bringing them bodies to use and technology to take. Scattered now from what would be Central Mexico to the SW of what one day would be the US, they waited.

In their semi-liquid form, it takes an Endless One some 15-30 seconds to fully seep into a human’s body, depending on circumstances. (The process is slower with large wild animals, what with the fur and all). This is preferable done while the victim is sleeping, and into the head for most rapid full control, but they can make do: once in contact they form a bond with human flesh more unbreakable than superglue, and while their bodies are soft they are also stretchy and do not tear: if a human victim manages to scratch off some bits, it does no harm. And once in contact with, say, a human hand, they can quickly take control over the nerves to make it move closer to the head, with its many easy-access input ports.

As it happened only a few hundred thousand years passed by before Homo Sapiens crossed the Bering Straits and walked to northern Mexico. The Endless Ones had only really just got a start on directing the Mesoamericans from behind the scenes (they still died just too easily, and many somehow picked up the idea – unfortunate from the Endless One’s point of view – that the “demons” which brought the disease were kept at bay by fire) when the Spaniards showed up and messily undid their work. It was all to the good. These people looked like they might actually build a technological civilization afore long.

It was the early 1960s when the decision was made to act, by the collective will of the big black rocks buried away from human sight beneath the lands of Mexico. Communicating by electromagnetic signals too high in frequency for human radios to detect, and passed along by animal carriers discarded as they wore out, the message went out: start planning for control. Find key human beings. Manipulate weak minds as needed (the Endless Ones had certain limited telepathic abilities with respect to humans, although physical possession was needed for full control). Find doctors and life scientists who can help us keep host bodies nourished and healthy. Find scientists and engineers who can begin to develop the signaling device.

The Endless ones do not see, save through the eyes of their mounts, but possess other senses humans lack. They can dimly pick out the hum of human minds and through a sort of psychokinetic touch detect the form and movement of objects in their environment. They are extremely sensitive to vibration, and to all forms of electromagnetic radiation. They don’t need radios to listen to the radio.

Their kind grew, and multiplied, slowly. Although in the long years of waiting they had doubled their population many times, still they were not enough to take the whole world, and establishing control would be difficult at best. No, they must signal their kind, which could be found in almost every corner of galaxy, that there was a whole new world to fulfill their thirst for mastery, a whole race to convert into helpless meat puppets. Finding the billions needed would be easy: countless numbers would be late to the party and disappointed. But to build a signaling device capable of reaching across interstellar distances would require control of substantial human resources, and the development of technologies new to humanity (it was not that radio was too slow - they could wait forever, although sooner was still preferable to later - but that it was not powerful enough, and even if the human resources could be marshaled to make it loud enough to be heard a thousand light years away, too easily intercepted by the many enemies of the Endless Ones.) So, action must be taken.

Things were delayed when, through a remarkable coincidence, a metal plate in an injured man’s skull resonated at exactly the right frequencies to allow him to intercept the speech of the Endless Ones. Attempts to manipulate him mentally into killing himself having failed, it became necessary to possess human hosts and set them on his trail, lest he speak and be believed by too many (the Endless Ones by this time were familiar enough with humans to know that at least some of them would believe anything).

In the end, Paul Cameron, himself suffering from a bullet wound, fled a burning Mexican tourist cottage bearing the body of his wife, who died of her own gunshot injury before the doctors at the Mexican hospital could do anything. He was taken into custody under suspicion, which his talk of mind-controlling aliens did not help, along with another crisped body in the ruins of the cottage. A careful forensic examination of the ashes would have uncovered some odd chemical traces, but who would expend so much effort on so crazy a tale? He would eventually be extradited to the US and spend quite a few years under lock and key on the continued observation of a series of bemused psychiatrists, but in the end he had won a temporary victory: he had spoken to too many people, and the Endless Ones chose to wait a while before trying again. After all, what was another thirty years or so to those who could wait forever?

The Endless Ones so far have not had much success with human bodies weighing (for the non-obese) under 180 pounds. The energy expended in inhabiting and controlling a human body is substantial, and even with calorie intake doubled it is difficult to prevent the body from becoming increasingly skeletal. Skin becomes pale, hair grows dry and stiff and brittle. The heart beats like a hummingbird’s wings, and temperature runs hot. Dark bags grow beneath the eyes from a lack of sleep. Smaller bodies tend to burn out and collapse entirely, which is why the Endless Ones rarely take women as hosts. Even under the best circumstances it is hard to keep friends and family from seeing enough to become alarmed, which is why taking over loners and unsocial people is favored for safety: unfortunately, such people are rarely in positions of power, so risks must be taken.

In the 1990s, they would try again. Slowly. Carefully.  At times they failed to keep people in positions of authority over the hosts from getting too insistent about medical exams (no matter what they tried, they could not entirely hide the effects of their presence on the human body) and were forced to kill (“suicide” or “accident”) and ditch their hosts. Still, they spread, and acquired wealth and influence through the subtle introduction of new technologies. And then, in 2004, a somewhat unstable old man living off scanty government aid and what small income he could from maintaining blogs (mostly conspiracy themed) on the net ran across news of an important National Science Foundation official which had died under somewhat suspicious circumstances after showing symptoms of a “mysterious illness.”

In retrospect, it was probably a bad idea to try a secret takeover of the world in the internet era, especially when you are a species who don’t really grok the concept of “social media.” Paul Cameron had not done well when finally accepted back into the sort of society that doesn’t lock you in at night: a record of “probably killed wife and friend while claiming they were taken over by space rocks” doesn’t really do much for your resume, and to some extent he had convinced himself that he actually had been crazy at the time. But this was now His Hour, and he made the most of it. He’d already spent years putting his story out there every place on the rapidly growing internet he could (where it was largely ignored in the flood of other crazy tales): now he set out (aided by a wide variety of online weirdoes and true believers of various sorts he knew) to find proof and put it before the world.

The Endless Ones showed a somewhat poor grasp of media spin by not simply helping to drown the story Paul Cameron was trying to get out in a sea of inane counter-claims and “true stories” that made the originator look like an idiot but by setting his slum apartment ablaze with him in it, which gave the story, as they say, legs (David Icke, after all, remained frustratingly alive no matter what secrets of the British royal lizarships he revealed), and finally caught the attention of a certain small CIA sub-committee set up originally during the heyday of flying saucer reports to investigate “unusual events” and still in existence through bureaucratic inertia.

Still, the Endless Ones might have continued to spread to the point of getting a firm grip on certain vital levers of at least the US government, if it were not for a fortuitous incident. An Endless One found its host stuck in a burning car in the midst of a car accident, and panicking, shut down the hosts brain and fled in its gelatinous form: providing what would be a Most Embarrassing Video of itself emerging from the side of the now-dead host’s face thanks to some nearby accident voyeur with a phone camera. In spite of a barrage of loud cries of “Fake, totally!”, combined with what had happened before, the “alien invader” story finally achieved CNN-worthyness.

Things got…ugly in 2007, as Endless Ones in positions of authority tried every trick available to shut down investigation (including such not normally available options as driving people to suicide by mass telepathic attack and distractions in the form of home-brew alien WMDs as “terrorist” attacks), and various armed citizens took things rather incautiously into their own hands (a few of the people they shot actually were Endless One controlled, but the percentages were not good ones). Fortunately, discovering who was and who wasn’t an Endless One’s mount wasn’t a “The Thing” level challenge: aside from difficult-to-conceal physical effects, there were rather noticeable changes in blood chemisty. Government officials began lining up to have their blood taken (although of course people claimed the results were faked), and finally the Texas ranch of an increasingly reclusive president was stormed by a faction of the US army and a number of medical personnel.

The Endless One controlling a human body feels none of their pain, and can coax abnormally high physical performances out the bodies they control, but any wound that can kill a normal human will kill the controlled body.

The public breathed a sigh of relief when the last of the aliens were cleared from the government or disappeared, leaving dead bodies behind. They sighed with relief (well, a bit over 50% of them, anyway) again when the Vice President (who had not been taken over, being too old and unhealthy to survive as a host) failed to win the 2008 election.
They would have been less relieved if they had been cleared to know about what the army had found in a remote federally controlled facility occasionally mistaken for a flying saucer storage facility. The crackling purple discharges that had lit up the night for miles around had been occurring at regular intervals for two months before the military broke down the fence and found a facility inhabited only by corpses.  The colossal mass of machinery they found, powered by three dedicated nuclear reactors, had been sold as an Ultimate Weapon for keeping the US safe and paid for with a massive slice of the Pentagon’s Black Budget, but it was no such thing. It was a signaling device.

Some of the Endless Ones have been captured alive, but you really can’t torture a rock or otherwise force it to speak, and they can deal with sitting for years and years in a locked box in isolation far better than humans can. Death threats backed by fire have had only limited results and little in the way of useful information. [1] After years of fiddling with human brains and metal implants (occasionally with unwanted fatalities), government experimenters have finally began intercepting Endless One transmissions, but the trouble is that if the human receiver is close enough to the Endless Ones to detect their speech, they in turn can detect the human listening to them, and shut up. Work on increasing the sensitivity of detectors goes on, hampered by the fact a human brain is still needed to make the Endless One’s mode of communication comprehensible. At least this has brought to an end the previous practice of using condemned prisoners as a medium for communication (it is unknown whether a survivor of Endless One possession would have useful knowledge to impart, since the Endless Ones always kill their hosts as they leave if they haven’t died already).

Life does go on. Some of the more idiotic politics of OTL have been avoided with an existential alien threat hanging over everyone’s head, but paranoia is stronger than ever, the Panopticon is ever more complete, and of course US Republicans argue we really can’t afford a great many public services given the costs of developing defenses against future invaders. There is a considerable amount of annoyance at foreign nations which aren’t, in US opinion, ponying up the money to pay their share for a planetary defense. Countries such as the UK and Japan, where a fair number of Endless Ones had infiltrated to help prepare for the eventual invasion, and which had been cleared out with US help, are usually cooperative, but other nations which hadn’t really seen any are less on board with the whole “planet united behind US to fight aliens” thing, and some countries, notable China, claim the whole thing is a US hoax to cover up a conventional coup and strengthen US influence abroad. To be fair, US refusal to allow foreign scientists to examine the aliens save in US facilities hasn’t helped, and things are currently rather prickly with Russia when a Russian scientist was found trying to sneak out a rock inside a false beer belly.  

Foreign paranoia is of course, also elevated, and if there are those who think of the thing as a US hoax there are others who think the defeat of the alien takeover was the hoax. Prince Charles travelled to France so local doctors could prove he wasn’t a lizard alien – David Icke wasn’t fooled for a minute.  A Japanese company is currently making money hand over fist selling “magic dream armor”, a sort of cooled scuba suit you can sleep in, as a way of making sure aliens don’t take you over when you sleep. Many customers try to save some money by not buying the air tanks it hooks up to, failing to quite grasp that this reduces its effectiveness by roughly 100%.

A few Endless Ones still remain hidden within human society, using particularly large and strong bodies, taking advantage of melanin-rich skins to hide the pallor of pillaged flesh, communicating mostly through the internet. They’re finally learning how to make use of it: a little carefully disseminated information can do wonders for undermining human unity and solidarity. However, the Endless Ones mostly are now in hiding, rocks hidden among endless other rocks, beneath the soil and sand of deserts and wastes, needles in rocky haystacks. They wait patiently for the onslaught of their kin, which is unlikely to be delayed many years longer now.

On desert worlds which support only primitive life, on the icy wastes of chill planets, under the ice of frozen seas and by bubbling sea floor oases of volcanically powered life, and even beneath the surface of truly lifeless and airless world, consuming energy so slowly than a single thought takes a decade, the Endless Ones wait. In the long run treating non-parasitic life as natural slaves and tools led to a bit of a reaction, and the Endless Ones had been a bit careless in preparing to deal with mayfly life they looked upon with some contempt. The worlds they once ruled now often are somewhat lacking in atmosphere, not to mention upper layers of crust and mantle. So the Endless Ones wait. Wait for their enemies to become extinct, to devolve, or to transcend this universe for ones more convenient for the shops and commuting. To forget. They wait, and they can wait forever, if need be.


Well, almost forever.

[1] And man, does it feel silly to stand yelling threats at a rock.


NIGHTMARE

The World of the Future is in a state of turmoil, with the still-shaky United Earth government under fire from all sides, including such continuing outsiders as Red China. Technological progress is faster than ever: the first new antigravity drives which launch starships from where dangerously radioactive atomic  rockets once took off are, nervous governments promise, only the tip of an iceberg of new technologies which transform everyone’s lives for the better, and grow the global economy at a dizzying pace.  A dozen new interstellar colonies have been founded, and the world energy problem promises to be solved soon for good and all.

Troubles remain numerous, though. Although the major cities wrecked in the Five Hours War have been rebuilt in complexes of mighty (if not very aesthetic) steel and chrome-glass towers, scars remain. Much of the world remains militarized and government-controlled institutions employ far more people in the “capitalist, free” world than before the war. The long wave of violence and revolution set off in the poorer parts of the globe by the Hammer and the Year Without a Summer is still slowly ebbing.

The core regions of United Earth include the US, Europe, most of Latin America, India, Australasia, and large parts of Africa, but it’s a somewhat less than perfect union. Within the United Earth the US often clashes with gringo-phobic Latin Americans and relations remains somewhat uncomfortable with German Europa  [1] (from the borders of divided France to the those of the largest chunk of the old USSR), while the British nations, which have to some extent reconstructed the old Empire in a sense of “hang together, or hang separately” do not get along well with India. Free Africa reserves it’s hate for the only-weakly-associated-till-they-clean-up-their-act nations of the Mediterranean Latin League, with their continued control of quite a bit of the African continent, and their neo-fascist allies in Greece, South Africa, and elsewhere. Japan occasionally talks about seceding from the US (badly depopulated in the Five Hours War, it was eventually admitted to the USA as four new states). The Filipinos get along with most people. There are currently three Russias, and outside the UE structure entirely, the Siberian east and central Asia have slipped into the Chinese Sphere, which includes over a billion and a half people in a world of its own, and whose hideous industrial pollution is noticeable as far south as Indonesia.

The 20th century after the Cuban Missile Crisis had, after all, remained turbulent. The Five Hours War of 1967 and the disintegration of the Soviet Union. The collapse of NATO. The US turn inward. The French civil war. The formation of the Fourth Reich and the unification of much of war-battered Europe into German Europa. The New Great Game. The continued ascent of Red China and its expansion into the former sphere of its old rival/ideological ally.

But there were also positive developments. The rise of the United Earth movement and the US’s emergence from its brief period of isolationism. The emergence of the Union of Free Africa as a significant power. And the development of the Feynman-Salam-Habuki Universal Metaspatial Frame Theory, which made the development of interstellar travel and gave humanity the stars before the end of the 1970s.

Humanity, however, was not really quite ready for the stars. The Meta-Space Drive gave access to thousands, millions of solar systems: far more than the still battered, slowly recovering major powers could possibly find the time and resources to adequately explore and colonize. And there was the threat and promise of contact with alien intelligent life: probes to distant solar systems revealed the existence of clearly advanced worlds, radiating the energy signatures of advanced technologies and industries. Humanity peeped and ran, mostly. A few tentative long-distance contacts were made, but only in the most gingerly fashion. Humanity was worried: would the next war be with an alien world? Could contacts be safely broadened?

And then, suddenly, the hammer blow from the skies. A kinetic projectile smashed into the US southwest at a sizable fraction of the speed of light, wrecking cities from Phoenix to Albuquerque, and kicking enough debris into the atmosphere to bring about a global “year without summer” which in spite of the best efforts of the more developed nations led millions to starve to death worldwide. Panic bloomed globally, only partially relieved by the announcement by the major powers that the origin of the Hammer was the distant, mysterious world terrestrial observers called Ebon, believed to be home to a considerable civilization but otherwise largely unknown. War were declared, as they say.
The exercise was a considerable boost to the United Earth organization, allowing the closer integration of already involved nations as the US, Japan, Brazil, the Union of Free Africa, India, German Europa (“We actually like Jews!”), and the New British Union (“we’re not an Empire – honest!”), while bringing into closer orbit such less enthusiastic nations such as the Arab League, the Mediterranean Neo-Fascists, and the more viable fragments of the old USSR. Only Red China remained firmly outside, contributing to the war by relaxing its controls on exports of strategic raw materials and allowing large number of completelyfreefromgovernmentcontrol “Free Chinese” “volunteer forces” to join the UE space forces (China as yet lacking much in the way of interstellar capacity). Afore long, massive nuclear-rocket ships launched from bases all over Earth, interstellar craft transporting  heavy orbital bombers capable of scouring Ebon with cobalt warheads and other frightfulness and carriers for ground troops (assuming there would be both the need and ability to put people on the surface of Ebon).  And then…silence, for a while.

Ebon. A dark world, circling close to a dim red dwarf sun. The seas, under the powerful gravitational tug of the star, move inland many miles across flat and low-lying regions before returning. Its vegetation, hunting the red end of the spectrum, dark purple and indigo and black. Its seas are truly winy-dark with photosynthetic life. Even its raw rocks are dark and volcanic, while vast areas of interior desert are now endless flat or terraced surfaces of glossy blackness, vast photoelectric cells gathering in every feeble photon from the vast but dim red sphere in the skies, making a great void at the heart of the largest continent as seen from cautious telescopes poised out in its Oort cloud.

While the planet is dark seen from above, the sky is pale and milky seen from the ground. It is a quiet world: there are things which fill the ecological role of birds, but they do not sing. In the in the hills, in the mountains are the cities, vast and black and bristling with spires of a fractal complexity. With the giant solar tides, civilization developed in the highlands, not in coastal deltas and low flat floodplains. Its peoples appreciate the heights, and prefer to perch, one might say, rather than sit. In the low gravity and thick air they swoop from point to point on their gliding membranes. (Short distances: even in their environment, they are a bit big for extended flights).They are thin, angular, bony things that would not look out of place on the parapets of a medieval church, black as their planet, leathery, their heads long and ridged and cylindrical, their hands huge and claw-fingered. The females are somewhat larger and uglier (to humans) than the males, but otherwise lack visible gender differences (again, to humans).Their voices are thin and mostly in frequencies inaudible to the human ear: machine translation is necessary to make themselves understood.

(The locals, of course, do not call it Ebon. What they call it is not pronounceable by human tongues and also mostly inaudible to human ears).

The Ebonites are wise, and they are old. Their technology is most advanced, and their mastery of the nervous system – their own or that of others – is far beyond that of Earth. To make of ones memories an illusion indistinguishable by sight or hearing or touch from reality? A moderate challenge. To reversibly block nervous impulses as to cut off sight, speech, the control of muscles…all easy enough. And their science extends far beyond that. Anti-gravity. A true “space drive” allowing tremendous speeds in normal space. Energy screens. Humanity might well quail in the face of such an opponent. Indeed, an extraterrestrial odds maker might bet heavily on the Ebonites.If, of course, said odds maker was unaware that the Ebonites had preemptively surrendered.

It was meant to be a gift.

The Ebonites had been quite aware of human ships poking around the far edges of their solar system, and (through a technology unknown to humans) tracked them back to their solar system of origin. After some debate (observations indicates humans were a violent and easily deluded sort) it was decided to make contact with these new neighbors, relatively speaking, in the galactic neighborhood. An automated “gift ship” would be sent to make first contact, (automated in case things turned violent, and because observation of Earth broadcast media indicated that Earthlings might not react entirely well to Ebonite physiognomy)acting as a communications relay between Earth and Ebon and carrying samples of technology that would be useful to humanity. Unfortunately, the Ebonites, a non-gregarious species, did not really have a mass spaceship-building industry, and what ships they had were essentially one-off “craft” products. [2] When as something as complex as a new kind of interstellar ship is built for the first time, there is always a chance for error, and while the Ebonites were correct in assuming the odds against it were extremely high, sometimes one does win the lottery. That applies to booby prizes as well as cash rewards.

So, when meant to brake to take up an orbit around the Earth-Moon system, the ship instead _accelerated_, and struck Earth at a velocity of thousands of miles per second.
The Ebonites were aghast, and quickly established surreptitious contact with Earth’s leadership, pledging to do whatever possible to make up for their terrible error.

Anything? Asked said leaders.
Anything! Replied the Ebonites.
Well, we’d like to…
Oh dear.

The leaders of the still somewhat notional United Earth wanted something to allow them to push further unification, and an interstellar war would be just the ticket. A fictional one, of course, but with real aliens helping out it could be made quite convincing. Furthermore, there would be a great opportunity to study how troops would handle alien environments, new dangers, and…prisoner capture and interrogation.

In the end, it was the Ebonites who reached a moral sticking point and refused to play any longer.

*************************************************************************************

The game is over, the props packed away, the players gone home – at least those which still live. Terrestrial scientists have learned a few new facts about the effects of extreme psychological and physical pressures on prisoners of war. A treasure trove of new Ebonite technologies have been brought back to Earth, to be slowly integrated into Earth’s economic and scientific complexes: it will take generations for it all to be unpacked and analyzed, although hopefully the “perfect” solar power generation/storage system will be in operation a good deal sooner.

The Ebonites in penance gave most of their scientific knowledge to Earth, save a few ultimate technologies of destruction which they kept to themselves, not so much for their own safety as for the survival of quarrelsome humanity. If they gave a lot, they also learned much: from their prisoners and from their human “coaches” in the game of torture and long-distance fake war, they found out far more than the humans ever knew, more than the human military men would have considered safe if they knew. From the military bases the United Earth retains on Ebon as part of the peace treaty (if the United Earth holds together, anyway), they will learn more.

The Ebonites feel they must learn all they can about humans. After all, they may need to save them from themselves at some point.

Unfortunately for the United Earth High Command, somewhere along the line the cat came out of the bag. [3] The fact that terrestrial troops had been sent off to become tortured prisoners of war or victims in Extreme! War games in a fake war did not sit well with the terrestrial populace. Nor that the leaders of several major powers had used the faked-up war to greatly strengthen the United Earth organization over the heads of their own ignorant (and pre-war, frustratingly xenophobic) populations, and over the heads of entire nations, leaders and all, lacking the capacity for interstellar warfare on their own (the Arabs, China, Free Africa…). Much of the world is in a state of political turmoil, and the United Earth’s progress over the last few years threatens to be reversed. Red China, in particular, is pissed, while one of the US parties pursuing the Presidency (four of them: US politics became rather turbulent for a bit after the Five Hours War and the period of Emergency Rule) has called for “Amerexit”, pulling the US out of the United Earth entirely, which would break so many laws and treaties that the Supreme court has been thrown quite entirely into a tizzy over the mere possibility of having to rule on the legality of such an action.

It’s the best of times, it’s the worst of times: it’s the futuristic year of 1988.

[1] “We’re not Nazis – honest!”
[2] Ebon does have a number of automated self-repairing probes wandering the galaxy looking for potential threats – the Ebonites may be homebodies, but they don’t stick their heads in the sand.
[3] Some terrestrial intelligence agencies suspect that the Ebonites themselves surreptitiously helped angry “veterans” get the word out in revenge for being made to play torturers.

IT CRAWLED OUT OF THE WOODWORK

Sometimes, they crawl out of the woodwork. Or the stone, or the metal. It doesn’t really matter: unlike Gnurrs, it’s not woodwork that is vital to the coming out of. It’s the existence of _corners_, neat, regular corners, where unnaturally straight (by the standards of wild nature) lines of wall meet at fairly precise angles. After emergence, they almost immediately stop moving, and what sits there doesn’t  look like much – formless black blobs, like globs of dust and/or hair, dust mice, things of no importance save to the maid or janitor or other house cleaner. Normally deposited in waste paper basket or trash bin, they crumble into fine powder and then nothingness within a few days.

The trouble comes when they are exposed to sources of electricity or radiation. The Original Problem at NORCO Energy Research Commission in California arose when an inexperienced cleaning lady stubbornly kept going at the blob of “dust” which wouldn’t go through the vacuum hose rather than turning to broom and dustpan as someone more respectful of a vacuum cleaners limitations might. She finally did get it to go into the vacuum. It would be the last bit of cleaning she would ever do.


Today, a forty square mile section of the Omsk Oblast is evacuated of people and machinery: a 2500 mile section has been evacuated of power plants and other major sources of energy. The “Regulated Energy Zone” has expanded to cover the outskirts of the city of Omsk proper, forcing the removal of a coal and a nuclear plant and the rerouting of electrical supply. The Pit is seven hundred feet deep, and serviced by a network of cables carrying nearly 10% of the total electrical supply of the CER, supplied by a network of dedicated nuclear power plants well outside of the Zone. The glow of its occupant can be spotted in daytime from orbit.

The Second Problem is so far the most severe, but the Original Problem isn’t trifling either: it requires a 100 square mile Regulated Zone and enough power to run a major metropolis. It’s been around longer, and like it’s counterpart in the USSR, it only gets larger: it _will_ escape any attempts at containment if it gets hungry enough,

In their “activated” form, the Things From the Corners, now known as Problems, are dazzling, churning things of flashing light and dark, changing form and shifting position faster than the human eye can follow, like stop motion animation with too few frames per second. They are bushy, vaguely fractal seen from a distance, seemingly exploding and imploding at the same time, non-material, non-physical. They are pure energy, and feed on energy. They cannot be killed.

They can be kept “safe”, to some extent. Given a source of energy more potent than any other in the vicinity, they will stay put, especially if then surrounded by insulating materials. They can pass through any material object, but going through insulators they lose some energy as heat, which they do not seem to like. However, they do seem to have some degree of curiosity – they will react to changes in their environment and often leave their food source to investigate new things, like a door previously closed now opened.
Human beings specifically seem to make them curious: they will not go out of their way to hunt down humans, but if not actively in search of new energy sources, they will often envelop a human in their path of travel and proceed to do something to the nervous system, which has been described as a massive amplification of all sensory input – including pain. The heart inevitably gives out, although the process can last half an hour or more – an eternity to those affected. When death occurs, interest is lost and the Things wander off in search of energy to nosh on. Test have shown they are similarly attracted to higher primates in their immediate vicinity, but not to, say, lab rats. (Funding for experiments with dolphins has so far not been approved by the US government, although there are rumors the Japanese have done something in this direction).

Victims suffer very little physical damage, and can be revived using the Calhoun/Murchison method if applied quickly enough, but their hearts will never beat again without artificial assistance, short of an actual transplant. On rare occasions the Things will discharge a greater portion of their energy into a human body, incinerating them entirely. It is quite unclear what prompts this change of behavior.

A beam of directed energy will also catch their attention, and a well-fed Thing will follow, say, a high-energy microwave beam like a cat following a laser pointer. Professor Block, the director of NORCO and the first custodian of the Original Problem, used this behavioral quirk to direct it against employees who disagreed with his policy of obsessive secrecy and employee zombification. [1]

Professor Block’s somewhat sociopathic methods kept the Original Problem a secret for over a year, and the subsequent government coverup worked for a while, but between international espionage and the sheer number of people involved in study of the Original Problem, information inevitably leaked, and by 1970 in the USSR and various European nations, in offices and factories, in apartment complexes and in people’s private homes, under various excuses relating to sanitation, foreign terrorism, dangerous new fungi masquerading as dust balls, the search was on. The fundamental secrets of matter and energy? Direct conversion technology? An unstoppable weapon? People In the Know projected all sorts of fears and wishes on the Original Problem, many of them rather misguidedly.  Outside the corridors of power, rumors circulated, especially in the US, where suppression of information was harder, especially what the government was up to with the massive new construction project at NORCO. A new infinite energy source? But all the power was going in, not out. And hadn’t a bunch of people died and/or disappeared? And there were the strange tales of a “monster”, and an outspoken police officer which somehow had ended up transferred to Guam…

Alarming news in 1978, as a multi-megaton explosions went off in Siberian Russia in a place never used for atomic testing before, and a US spy satellite spotted a “flashing cloud” moving south towards Krasnoyarsk. In the end, the Soviet government was forced to call on US expertise in the largest rush engineering job in history, as an energy source powerful enough to lure the Second Problem away from the cities on its “march” path had to be created before it reached areas too populous to evacuate in time.
It was conclusively demonstrated that a desperate scientist’s idea that the Problems could be overloaded with the massive energies of an atomic bomb was wishful thinking: such measures simply increase their size by multiple orders of magnitude.

People are stupid. That is really the only solid explanation why there are currently no less than sixteen Problems around the world, in the former USSR (nowadays the Confederation of Eurasian Republics – there are nine), in China, in Japan, in France, in the UK. The US has three, and the argument that small, new ones are needed for experimentation purposes (to eventually get rid of the big ones) is wearing thin now that scientists are asking for efforts to find a fourth. Worse, it appears freelance efforts to create new Problems are underway. One appeared in Stuttgart, Germany, in 2015, and wrecked considerable havoc before it was contained. Tracing it’s movements back, it was found to have originated in a decayed old mansion where the investigators found a dead body, a great many notebooks filled with insane ranting, a lot of filth, and filling almost every space in the house to the ceiling, tens of thousands of open-sided construction paper boxes, sides all very carefully cut to make almost exact 73 degree angles.  Studies are underway to see if he was onto anything: there is a great deal of worry about the possibility of “crowdsourcing” such efforts, especially within the Angry Angry Islam crowd.

What are the “inert” Problems, before energy transforms them? Alive? Dead? Neither? Examination (carefully and with very low-energy tools) indicate they are made of a great many very thin, branching fibers which seem to be made of …nothing. They have a structure, fractally complex beyond the resolution of electron microscopes, but nobody has spotted an atom as yet: they do not even have spectra, stubbornly refusing to give off light when heated until they turn into a sort of chunky ash. (Pure thermal energy does not, thankfully, activate them). They’re solid enough, although they splinter into fractal bits under enough pressure, but eventually crumble into ever-smaller bits until there is nothing that can be detected. The current theory is that they are made of exotic particles or perhaps even “strange matter”, but results of various tests remains ambiguous.

Why they appear in our world, and where they come from, is even more unclear. Do they originate somehow in our universe, for some reason only at angles (an origin for which so far not even vaguely plausible explanations exist) and if not, what sort of strange place do they come from? If they represent some form of “life” from an alien place, why do they go to a place where they have so very little chance of survival? Some hold they have the basic nature of an egg or seed or spore, the last of which are always expended most prodigally in the hopes at least one will survive: others hold that the “active” Problems represent a transformation which has nothing to do with their “normal” existence, and the fact that they act as precursors to the Problems is an accident with no intentionality in it, not even the unconscious intentionality of a plant seeking to propagate itself. Perhaps humans, sent to where they come from, would become things of unimaginable horror.

The hoped for solution to the Problem – the direct transformation of energy into solid, inert matter – remains out of reach. However, decades of study of the Problems and attempting to find ways to unmake them has given humanity the opposite – direct conversion of matter into energy. There were some oopsies along the way (we weren’t really doing anything with that part of Nevada, anyway, and the important part – Las Vegas – didn’t get enough fallout to slow the gambling fanatics one whit), but the new power plants are, we are assured by multiple government agencies, are quite safe, and although a lot of high-energy photons are involved, there’s not much in the way of induced radiation. It’s still, alas, not “too cheap to meter”, but since any and all forms of matter serve as fuel, the “energy crisis” is ended for good. Shame about the collapse of oil prices and the revolutions in Nigeria, Saudi Arabia, and Venezuela, but eggs, omelets.

There is some uncertainty as whether to use the new reactors to feed the Problems. It is feared by some that they might find the annihilation reaction attractive enough as a food source that they would ignore the generated electricity and head directly towards the reactor: at the very least, some long transmission lines should be used. Others worry about the inevitable accompaniment to the direct-conversion reactor: the direct-conversion bomb, which at least in theory, has no upper size limit. Fortunately, like the fusion bomb, of which the same is true, the device gets undeliverably large before it gets anywhere near nation-frying size – at least with present technologies.

Even more exciting are the new direct-conversion rockets. Taking off from floating marine platforms (those high-energy photons tend to make a real mess out of any solid launch surfaces), they promise to open the solar system the way older propulsion systems had no chance of doing. (And if all else fails, perhaps take us far away from our Problems). A manned international mission to Mars is planned for 2018 or 2019 (astronauts now can get there in quite reasonable times, but the problems with life support systems, the danger of solar flares, etc. that were previously worked on in a leisurely manner now have to be solved ASP).

Some have suggested that powerful enough direct-conversion rockets might be the answer to the Problems: it’s theoretically possible to scale up to the level where a atomic “food source” and even the largest Problem could be launched into space, left to drift in interplanetary space and slowly starve. However, it is uncertain as to whether they would actually _drift_: how exactly the Problems move still remains somewhat unclear, since they are non-physical objects which do not use friction or pressures to move, although they do not propagate themselves in the manner of beams of light or electrical currents either. Some think that if left in the vacuum of space, they still would be able to propel themselves: and what more enticing and obvious a food source than the sun itself? How large the Problems may ultimately grow is unknown: it is not an experiment anyone wants to see carried out.

The world is not too fundamentally different from OTL: the Soviet Union crumbled from its own internal “contradictions” in the 1990s, if not so completely as OTL, Israel is still a putz when it comes to Palestinians (although people are more willing to tolerate this, what with Marxist nuclear-armed Iran) and the Right struck back with some success against the New Deal coalition, although Ronald Reagan never became president. (Nixon, though, made it through two terms, the really crooked stuff never coming out until after he left office). China has dropped the Marxism stuff entirely and gone full blown Fascistic Nationalism with Knobs On, although they act very offended when anyone references the Third Reich. Iraq is a “secular” US ally (Saddam never grasped the brass ring)and US and Vietnamese forces still occasionally exchange artillery rounds on the perimeter of the Fortress City of Saigon. The Third World gets even less of a look in from the developed nations, although admittedly having giant immortal energy monsters to contain is a First World Problem one can genuinely accept as a serious distraction.

Besides spaceships and power plants, technology level is a bit different due to the money and research efforts put into the Problem. Fusion power has been neglected due to the lure of direct conversion (but hey, it never was going anywhere anyway) and efforts have been made to harden power transmission systems to prevent any unfortunate power losses in critical locations which will prove useful when the next giant solar flare whacks the planet (it’s not an if, it’s a when, folks, even in our reality). The Internet is less developed but standalone computers (marshaled in platoons to battle with the Problem) are even more powerful. Big government/industry scientific initiatives are on an even larger scale than OTL in most advanced nations. A focus on atomic energy and mass-energy conversions has led some researchers to conclude it might be possible to produce Rare Earths through matter transmutation with maybe even a small profit, now that they are getting increasingly scarce and expensive. Of course there will be by-products, and the energies involved will require a sizable heat sink: surely there could be no bad side effects from turning a few hundred or thousand square miles of interior Antarctica [2] into moderately radioactive lakes, no?

One notable early technological development was the combination of electrical and chemical stimulation to revive the recently deceased (the Calhoun/Murchison method), which paired with electronic heart stimulators, brought back from death’s icy shores many who had died through heart attack/electrocution/drowning/etc. Techniques have since improved, and with the perfection of the artificial heart, it’s harder to keep people down than ever before. Still, one does not skate so close to eternity without some side effects: many revived where our timeline's medicine would have thrown in the towel come back somewhat damaged, their brains slower and murkier, their creativity and will sapped. Others suffer from more severe nervous damage, with partial paralysis or slurred speech like stroke victims, or suffering from weird psychological maladies such as a morbid terror of sensory deprivation or a state of permanent emotional numbness similar to depression but at the same time often accompanied by a compulsive pursuit of the outward appearance of “normal” life which often comes off as disturbingly “off” to acquaintances. Such people have become the latest recognized ill-treated minority, and are often referred to as “corpsies” or “husks” or “zombies.”

The White Sands Problem, at least, is no more. Deliberately created by the US government as an experimental proof, it was lured with energy sources while still new and small into a vast spherical maze of insulating barriers: after the last of the barriers was sealed off and the innermost energy source cut off, the Problem eventually expended all its energy as heat passing through 60 feet of glass-ceramic, making it some ¾ of the way to the outer surface before finally dissipating itself. Entropy, in the end, still won. This was mainly a public relations triumph, making the public more hopefully that the Problems could be finally be eliminated: the engineering difficulties of building an insulator trap large enough for eliminating the Original Problem, let alone the Second Problem, remain somewhat intractable.

Recently a surge in power consumption frightened the socks off those charged with monitoring the Second Problem: upon visual inspection of the Pit, a giant mass of flaming, branching, shifting energy no longer occupied it. Instead, two flaming, shifting, branching energy masses filled it – each with half the volume of the previous single occupant.

[1] Some consider the term “zombie” a slur on those who have been killed and then revived and kept alive through artificial means, but then that’s what they often call themselves. [a]
[a] What, it’s “their word?” How silly.
[2] Well south of where the Penguins go.

73. Sand, Smoke and Supreme Beings

In this timeline, the Mongol invasions went a tad differently, with them making it as far as the Balkans, taking over the Pannonian Basin, and persisting there and in the rest of Eurasia.

In the modern day of 2016, the hub of technical and cultural progress in the world is the Alliance of Uman-Iran and Nippon, both of whom have formed extensive empires on both land and sea. Uman-Iran, a dynastic union of an Oman that controls most of Arabia and a Persia that controls much of the Middle East, is doing very well for itself, particularly since the world is well into its Industrial Age, and Big Oil is in Big Demand. They have also colonised a large portion of East Africa and the entirety of Australia, the majority of which remains loosely governed from the Throne of Muscat (whose power nowadays is basically equivalent to the OTL British Monarchy).

They maintain a substantial naval presence across the Indian Ocean, and hold a hegemony over the disparate and feuding nations of South India. Also, as a result of increased Omani presence, so too is the Ibadi sect of Islam, which has spread throughout the Middle East and into North and West Africa, itself becoming the (narrowly) dominant offshoot of Islam. Their biggest ally is the Nipponese Empire, a Japan which never went through a samurai period and united under fairly different circumstances, becoming an outward-looking maritime mercantile state, over time maintaining a hegemony over the fractured coastal Chinese states (the Philippines and Taiwan have been solidly Nipponised).

Both nations are relatively progressive and secular, with Uman-Iran also, along with its plurality of Muslim sects, having a fairly large Hindu minority.

Inland Asia is ruled in the north by a large Mongol remnant state that has managed to modernise by hook and by crook (equestrian prowess is still considered a martial virtue, though the Mongol military is trying to phase it out in favour of motorised infantry), while a more minor Imperial Chinese state exists under a Bhutanese dynasty in the south. Suffice to say, they are not fans of each other.

Speaking of the Mongols, they’ve stuck around, all but taking the place of Russia as it pertains to Europe, though they don’t incorporate quite so many time zones. While it never managed to make it through the ages in one piece, they did displace more locals and claimed the regions as their own, particularly in the Pannonian basin. The Pannonian Khanate remains a rather large thorn in the sides of many a local nation, as the location and culture seem purpose-built to engender delusions of grandeur in its leaders. Virtually every neighbouring nation has been annexed at some point (it never sticks), and suffice to say the Khan has extremely few friends in the surrounding area.

Europe is mostly theocracies of one type or another. France is the dominant nation (and one of the Khan’s few “non-ironic” friends), having had a good time of it over the centuries. Belgium and Aragon are both considered integral parts of the nation, and it has colonised almost all of North Africa and South America. It follows a fairly bog-standard Catholic-flavoured Puritanism, and has its own Pope, which mightily ticks off the Pope in the Papal State (that dominates the top half of Italy). Non-French Iberia is fragmented; Islam was expelled from the peninsula as per OTL, but it took slightly longer and Castile and Portugal didn’t last long afterwards before coming crashing down spectacularly, with León of all nations re-ascending and becoming the dominant Iberian nation.

Britain-Denmark, meanwhile, is a narrow second in power, but it is rapidly gaining on France. Britain, in this case, includes both England and Ireland, while Scotland is an isolationist theocracy that is considered wacky even by the standards of Europe, and Denmark is the prime power in Central Europe, though that’s not saying much, considering how fragmented the whole place is (as stated before, the Pannonian Khanate has made a lasting impression on the region; it’s part of the reason that France supports them against Danish hegemony). They managed to colonise Mexico and the west coast up to OTL Washington (Nippon took what was further north), the majority of the East Coast of America, Mauritania and South Africa.

France is also allied with the Empire of Liechtenstein, which takes up much of the Alps, and the aforementioned León, while Britain-Denmark is allied with the Papal State, the Transylvanian Empire and the otherwise isolationist Habsburg Sweden.

Down in the Balkans is perhaps the pariah of Europe, even more so than the Pannonian Khanate. When the Mongols made it to Europe, they pushed the Slavs south, whereupon the Slavs managed to become the dominant national identity in Anatolia, eventually subverting the Byzantines and refashioning the Eastern Roman Empire as the Holy Serbian Empire. Over the centuries, it has waxed and waned, but, to the consternation of many, they have been on a rather scary period of expansion lately, solidifying their reign over the Balkans, Egypt, South Italy and the Caucasus, and they are beginning to tick off the Uman-Iranians with their attempts at filibusters in the Middle East (the HSE denies any involvement in such underhanded affairs (their own words)). They run a spectacularly brutal Orthodox theocracy, but despite all that they maintain a fairly functional, if insular, society.

The *Americas were discovered earlier, but it also led to a larger number of expeditions and failed colonies, and it wasn’t until the 17th century that things really started sticking. As mentioned before, France dominates South *America while Britain-Denmark dominates North *America, but to a much lesser extent. There is a substantial Iroquois state in the interior, who have maintained their independence throughout the ages and managed to sweep a large number of other Native tribes into their fold. They too are a theocracy, maintaining control over their domain through a unified religion that mixes a lot of Native beliefs with more minor bits of imported Christianity to create a unique theological hybrid quite distinct from OTL’s mixing of the same.

Aside from the big two’s colonies, there is also a rudimentary former Swedish state roughly where OTL northern Quebec and Newfoundland are, formed back when Sweden gave a crap about the New World enough to try and get their foot in the door. Nowadays, they’re mainly known for exporting herring recipes (along with herring to cook for said recipes). There’s also a few formerly Leónese states, mainly in *Louisiana, *Texas and southern South America, as well as an independent Nipponese *Peru.

Tech is behind in most areas; trains remain the dominant means of transport the world over, with some spectacularly complex and intricate networks stretching throughout Africa and Europe, and oil is only now beginning to replace coal. It is a dirty, almost Dieselpunk-ish world, with the Industrial Revolution in this world being a more drawn-out affair that also kind of happened simultaneously in Belgium (under French control) and in England, with different developments and discoveries occurring in each, with religious and political animosity preventing a lot of meaningful inter-development. The majority of Europe focused more on the West than the East, with the exception of the Low Countries, who made a decent effort to try and spread into South East Asia and Oceania, also becoming a neutral third party through which Uman-Iran and Nippon absorbed a lot of technical and scientific know-how from both sides into their own sphere. The only colony of the Low Countries that remains is New Holland, comprising much of *New Zealand (it once contained *Tasmania as well, but Uman-Irani *Australia has since invaded and conquered that particular area; it still is a sore point for the locals).

Uman-Iran, given their respective locations, have done some pretty kick-ass things with desert agriculture and water distrubution, and one civil engineer has even proposed a massive solar-powered hydraulic power plant in the deserts of Western Australia. Film was invented earlier, though most have embraced it more as a means of propaganda than entertainment, which isn’t to say that such a genre lacks sophistication in the slightest (imagine Triumph of the Will being the world’s equivalent of Citizen Kane). Uman-Iran is big on Jungle Epics, while the Holy Serbian Empire had their own Golden Age of Cinema, which has not held up well today; most of it is nowadays considered pretentious drivel that can best be described as Eraserhead meets A Serbian Film.

74. The Hopkins Manuscript, More or Less

This is based on the Hopkins Manuscript, by RC Sheriff  en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Hopk…

A great many plans were seriously upset when astronomy revealed in early 1938 that, for some inconceivable reason, the Moon was spiraling inwards towards the Earth. The various major governments agreed on a policy of keeping the knowledge secret from the public and building a series of underground bunkers under the pretense of a civil defense program, so some might survive in the best-case scenario, where the collision would be a glancing one rather than a head on impact.

Although all sorts of panicked war rumors started up as a result of the “dugouts for everyone” program, and panicked rumors about the actual problem as a result of amateur astronomers and simply people with the ability to spot changes in an object visually the size of a quarter held at arms’ length, the governments of North America and Europe (plus Japan) were able to largely suppress a panic (visual growth of the Moon was ascribed to  new “atmospheric phenomena” until late January 1939, by which time the Moon had grown to an extent where it was no longer possible to BS about it. A reassuring and universal message emphasized the certainty of only a “grazing” impact, the quality of government preparations, and the certainty of human survival. (In the Soviet Union, the slant was a bit difficult, with the coming end of the Capitalist system and the universal triumph of Socialism as a result of the disaster being confidently predicted).

In Iran that February a new religious movement successfully toppled the Shah. Nobody paid much attention.

Although violence and panics and suicides abounded, a general collapse was avoided, perhaps in part due to the common populace in 1938 having only a vague grasp of the size of the Moon and planetary bodies and the consequences of collisions, lacking much in the way of “educational” TV of the “10 cosmic disasters that could kill us all tomorrow!” type. People not working full-time on shelters were essentially drafted to their jobs to prevent people from quitting in a sense of “there’s no point” and then having free time to get into trouble (nothing much changed in the Soviet Union, of course) and a program of complete censorship was established.  Japan emphasized the Way of the Samurai, and Americans their Can Do attitude, as people joked about Roosevelt going from “Dr. fix-the-economy” to “Dr. stop-the-Moon.” The British Upper Lip and the racial superiority of Germans were loudly boosted.

Things began to go rather pear-shaped in much of Europe’s colonial empire. The Japanese largely put their war in China on hold, which just started a new round of fighting between the government and the Communists. Weak Latin American governments struggled to keep their heads above a rising tide of anarchy. As the Moon grew closer, the tides grew monstrously, and freak waves and storms increased to the point where by early April international shipping largely ceased.

May 3, 1939. The Moon and the Earth collide. Oddly, everyone doesn’t die. Oh, it’s unpleasant alright. The Moon landing in the North Atlantic sends a surge of ocean water up to the 500 foot contour all around the Ocean, washing away much of coastal North America, northern Brazil, west Africa, the Caribbean, Ireland, western France and most of Britain. Massive earthquakes rock the planet and a staccato of volcanic eruptions break out, while lesser but still huge tidal waves scour shores from Chile to China and South Africa to Siam. The Earth’s atmosphere is severely disrupted, with massive global hurricanes destroying all but the sturdiest structures where not protected by terrain, and the shock of impact sending massive pressure waves through the Earth’s atmosphere, with high altitude areas temporarily dropping down to conditions approaching empty space and some low lying areas experiencing pressure rises strong enough to burst lungs. Much of the area around the North Atlantic suffered through a pressure peak and trough that temporarily dropped air pressures almost as dramatically as conditions in Tibet and the High Andes. But the crust did not shatter, and the earth was not reduced to a molten mass: why?

Somehow the Moon’s path had brought it into contact with the Earth at improbably slow speeds, and when it had “touched down” in the North Atlantic, it proceeded to crumble like a great soufflé, like an enormous puffball mushroom: the Moon, it turned out, was full of holes and interior spaces, a brittle, fragile thing that crumbled while doing only minimal harm to the Earth: it made nonsense of all the calculations of its mass determined by the Newtonian equations, but there it was.

The initial great surges of the overflowing Oceans withdrew, although the seas remained rather higher than they had before, with the crumbled Lunar mass taking up so much of the north Atlantic: tens of millions in India and China and other such places who were unable to move quickly enough drowned. It would have been rather higher still, save for the fact, not discovered until much later, that the whole Atlantic basin was deeply depressed beneath the huge (if far less than expected) mass of the Moon. As the great mass slowly settled under the effects of gravity, colossal landslides released vast amounts of dust, darkening the skies and bringing lurid sunsets and sunrises.

Slowly, the world picked itself back up. Many of the deep bunkers in western Europe and North America had perished, the combination of earthquake and deep submergence below surging seas having been more than they could take: more than half the population of England died (higher-lying and rugged Scotland fared better) and in the coastal US states things were comparably disastrous (and rather worse in the separate-but-supposedly-equal bunkers built for the use of the black population): France was also hit hard, and Ireland almost wiped out. Germany was not quite so badly damaged, but the Low Countries and the northwest of the country were massively damaged, and the water flooded over Denmark to submerge the Baltic coasts. The massive atmospheric disruptions did terrible damage to those cities not submerged: in some cases failures to remove all combustibles before going underground allowed fire to finish the job hurricane wind had made a fair start on.

The initial efforts to rebuild and restore what had been lost were in many ways quite remarkable and even heroic, and some fine things were accomplished in the first year after the apocalyptic disaster. Still, even with all the work on their hands, the British stopped to worry about their Empire, access to which by sea was almost entirely cut off by the fallen Moon, and the news was not good: Canada was similarly cut off save for its west coast (and Lake Ontario was backing up), India had risen in a new Great Mutiny which seemed doomed to succeed with no backup from the mother country, and there were ominous rumblings from Africa. Of course, the other Powers were having their own difficulties: the whole Arab world seemed to have caught fire from rumors of a true Mahdi arrived to cleanse the infidel (hadn’t the Moon, sacred to Islam, fallen right atop the Christian powers), the situation grew more perilous by the day for the Italian forces in Ethiopia, and vague reports indicated the Soviets, battered by hurricanes and suffering grievously from shitty shelter design, had lost much of central Asia to revolt. A struggling, tidal wave-and-volcano battered Japan (Fuji had gone off and buried a third of Tokyo in ash) was struggling to hold on in Korea and was withdrawing its remaining forces from interior China (where tens of millions fleeing rising seas had thrown things into almost total anarchy) to try and restore order in Manchuria.

A hasty international conference established a division of the Moon between Canada, the US, and the nations of Europe (from which the Soviet Union was markedly left out) and gave the British a strategic “corridor” to the Atlantic which would allow the running of rails to new ports which would be established on the southern shore of the Moon. Unlike the Polish one, this annoyed nobody, since the Lunar body appeared to be a total wasteland and Britain’s promise of allowing everyone access across their “strip” seemed fair enough. The US, indeed, seemed largely uninterested in its piece and there was some talk that it might sell it off (at least once anyone had an economy functional to buy it). And there things stood for another year.

Rumors of a man known as “Selim” brought vague annoyance to European chanceries. He had, it was said, foreseen the fall of the Moon before even the earliest European scientists: he was a man who (although, blessed be Muhammad, not a prophet) God spoke directly to. In India he was seen as an incarnation of a God, it was said. He headed a movement which now extended from Turkey to east Turkestan, it was rumored. But soon European and American attention turned elsewhere: because examination and early exploration of the Lunar mass brought new news, news that once again made mock of scientific expectations. As flimsy and unsubstantial as the Moon has turned out to be, it was not made of chalk or cheese. No: it was, in fact, stuffed full of every sort of mineral wealth imaginable. Wealth that would provide a tremendous boost to the struggling economies of shattered Europe. Wealth which the “British corridor” blocked access to.

The various European governments began to clamor for a re-division of the Moon on the basis of where the richest resources were: agreement proved impossible. A British proposal to make the Moon a common European resource with riches shared proportionally by population went down in flames. A new US president (the horrible stresses of the situation had killed Roosevelt rather earlier than OTL) claimed the entire western half of the Moon on the basis of the US being as important as all of Europe west of Russia (this was largely ignored, since neither Europe nor America had the logistical capacity to launch a trans-Atlantic, or Trans-Lunar, campaign). After a quick coup, the new “emergency” British government of Major Jagger attempted to cow the other European nations by striking first and hard, to gain a decisive advantage from which place Britain could negotiate on favorable terms.

Two and a half years after the fall of the Moon war broke out, and the battered, depopulated, de-industrialized European nations braced themselves for further mass dying. Over the next three years the war of Britain Against Everyone soon turned into a resounding defeat for Britain, which was then followed by the war of Germany Against Everyone, followed before they could grasp a final victory by the Germany And Various Eastern European Nations Which Were Basically In the Way vs the Soviet Union war.

And then the Selimites attacked. Selim, a Persian Arab, a revolutionary, an anti-colonialist, somehow learned of the approach of the Moon years before its public announcement, perhaps from some clear-sighted amateur astronomical observer, and became a preacher of the apocalypse, a prophet and messenger claiming the Moon was being sent to destroy the European oppressor. He was all things to all men: in Islamic lands he spoke of the Moon as being sent by Allah, in India Candi and Chandra were driving their lunar chariot into the Earth for the sake of the oppressed Hindus, in some places the message was heard as the Moon itself being a liberating deity.

The fall of the Moon had killed vast numbers even where the great waves had not reached, by hurricane-induced flood, fearsome wind, suffocation and burst lungs, earthquake and volcanic eruption in places where neither money nor skill existed to carry out a proper program of shelter-building: even in the heart of Asia a quarter or more had died, especially among the young and the old. But it could be seen as a necessary price to end European domination, and indeed could be blamed on Europeans: little resources except massive forced labor were expended on making dugouts in the colonies, and the governments of poor and backward nations such as Tibet and Afghanistan and Iran and Thailand were not even informed beforehand of the situation, since they “could not be trusted” to keep the information secret until the appropriate time. (Neither had a lot of Latin American governments, but there wrath would be aimed in other directions).

His presence was magnetic, his capacity for extemporaneous bullshit magnificent. He started a crusade to unify the peoples of the East to finish off battered Europe, and while his core support was always in the Islamic lands between Egypt and India, Hindus, displaced Chinese, even African pagans would find their way into his armies. And when an already battered Europe had finished bleeding itself white, he struck. The armies of the East poured across the Straits of Gibraltar, surged across Southern Russia, and met the rising masses of North Africa in the Mediterranean. By the seventh year after the fall of the Moon, they had reached the English Channel.

 

 

It is now 1999, and the Millennium approaches.

A US effort to stop the invading armies in Spain failed due to the poor logistics arising from the destruction of almost all its port cities on the Atlantic and Caribbean sides of the nation, although many refugees managed to escape from Iberia. On the other hand, the Selimites ultimately failed to conquer the Soviets, who after horrendous human sacrifices managed to expel the “Crusade of the Oppressed” from the Ukraine and held on in European Russia north of the Caucuses region and northern Siberia, and took the Scandinavian peninsula under their protection. The “Empire of the Oppressed” fell apart rather swiftly after Selim’s death in 1963, the vast region from Spain and North Africa to NW India and China being essentially impossible to govern from one place, and while in life the role of Selim as an agent of God (not a prophet, mind you) and the Mahdi was accepted by most Muslims, the semi-divine airs he had taken on later in life did not appear so pleasing when taken up by his children: in the end the “true dynasty” of the “Slaves of God” only managed to maintain control in Iran, where they rule as the shadow of God on Earth, supposedly so filled with the spirit of Allah that they never appear in public without a veil concealing their features. In spite of their claims to rightfully rule over all the former lands conquered by Selim’s Crusaders, their empire has in fact continued to shrink, with their lands in North India and China breaking off, the Soviets reconquering some land, and most recently the fiercely Sunni Pashtuns breaking away.

It is not entirely without allies, though: Selim’s role as Mahdi and the greatest conqueror since Kublai Khan has made him a semi-divine figure in the imaginations of many, and his (various and often mutually contradictory) preachings have become the basis of a number of cults and new Islamic movements. Two major new Islamic Jihadist states have arisen in Africa on this basis, while more esoteric “Selimite” cults have extensive followings in India, China, and elsewhere, many of which recognize the holy nature of his descendants. (Yemen is dominated by its  Shia population, which are allied against the House of Islam on the basis of it being the least bad option. )

The most important successor is the predominantly Sunni and Arab-Turk dominated state dominating most of Europe, which almost as arrogantly refers to itself as the “House of Islam.” It has dealt with overextension by ceding much control to regional “Marcher states” dominated by the various populations of “crusaders” which settled in Europe. (The Selimite era was one of great ethnic movement, and even today Iranian Central Asia has a very large number of Chinese, and there are great numbers of people of Indian descent living in Egypt).  Although officially Islamic, the House of Islam is tolerant (race is in fact more important than religion, in some ways: Christian Africans and Arabs are higher-status than Christians descended from Europeans, and “ethnic” French and German Muslims often face a bit of a glass ceiling) and indeed has a sizable Hindu population. It leads a coalition of anti-colonial (and anti-US, but we’ll get to that later) nations, which contains a “sub-alliance” of south-SE Asian nations headed by India and mostly non-Muslim. Said sub-alliance is in turn allied with the Socialists (both India and Vietnam are quite Lefty, if not officially Communist), creating a bit of a love triangle, since the more solidly Islamic crowd don’t get along with Moscow at all.

Egypt broke away from the rule of Istanbul during a period of internal instability in the late 1970s: recapturing it is a major obsession of the current Sultan. (The House of Islam is in theory a Caliphate, but the throne remains empty until someone can be found worthy to fill Selim’s shoes: in the meantime, the Sultan, the powerful Military Council, and the Grand Assembly rule in his place).

Non-Christians now make up a majority of the population in large parts of Europe, programs of conversion and resettlement being pursued rather more vigorously by the House of Islam than its Ottoman predecessor. Badly depopulated (losses in the Lunar Wars in places approached Paraguayan levels of fatality, on top of the losses from the fall of the Moon), with a collapsed economy and a dispirited population, Britain offered little resistance to invading crusaders, which swept north as far as the Tees, but the lovely English climate in winter plus the lack of good looting opportunities eventually led the armies of the Oppressed, heavily engaged at the time with the Soviets, to largely give up conquest as a waste of time and withdraw, although further invasions and raids eventually led to the south of England to become a depopulated no-man’s land.

The United States, bitter at the fall of Europe, and traumatized by its losses, turned to political demagogues: in the end Christian nationalism of an aggressive sort won out, with the Selimites clearly the armies of Gog and Magog, the House of Islam the oppressive New Roman Empire, the fall of the Moon being the whole stars tumbling from the skies thing, and the Antichrist clearly being about to appear (Selim was of course the top pick for Antichrist until he was impolite enough to die). Today’s main political parties are the Angry Christian Party and the Crazy Ranting Christian party: Jews who don’t convert face a wide variety of restrictions and discriminatory practices, although nobody has as yet stuck any yellow stars on them (and of course they need to be kept alive until they can be resettled in Liberated Israel). Black people, suspected of having Anti-Colonial Selimite Inclinations, have remained segregated and oppressed, although they finally put an end to lynchings in the 1980s. Black Muslims are few and far between. Women have kept the vote, but morality is only just now edging out the 1950s. For some decades now the US has been preparing for the Final Battle, expanding where they can and supporting Christians (even some rather “iffy” ones) all over. With the approach of the millennium and fighting for control of the Moon heating up, it’s clear Armageddon is fast approaching: to many believers it cannot come too soon, for at home insufficiently “godly” people are increasingly clamoring for more freedoms and less austerity, while many US allies seem increasingly unreliable. In US-backed South China the old semi-Christianized elite is being replaced by an up and coming “Chinese nationalist” generation full of Buddhists and heathens which is uninterested in charging headfirst into the guns of the Istanbul Pact for the sake of US military plans. Australia has its own theocrat types, but they’ve never really forgiven the US for its various sins of action and inaction against the old British Empire, and Mexico remains a bleeding sore. At least Japan is quiet nowadays, and Korea is loyal and solidly Christian majority. (The US is seen by the largely non-Christian Istanbul Pact as successor to the old colonial powers, with plans to reconquer Europe, Africa, etc. They aren’t too far off, although the US tends to think of it as “liberation” rather than conquest.)

Japan had a bad time: it was for a while a US ally in their common effort to stabilize and de-Selimize East Asia, but in the end they fell out over influence in China, and over the US leadership being a bunch of racist dicks many of which felt Shinto was Devil-inspired: after the bloody war of 1966-68, it has been a US puppet, with interruptions for suppressing rebellions in 1971, 1982, and 1991-1994.

In South America a non-racist anti-US *fascism unites much of the continent under Brazilian leadership (in spite of their anti-Communism, they get along surprisingly well with the Soviets): the US tends to see them as part of the general pro-Selimite anti-colonial rebellion, while in fact as Catholics the Latin League is quite unhappy about what the House of Islam has been up to in Europe. They get along better with the Indian sub-block: India, which has managed to establish a working democracy, is in fact a favored destination of Latin American Oppressed Intellectuals. Some Istanbul thinkers worry about the possibility of S. Asia breaking away from their alliance entirely to form a new “triangular” alliance with the South Americans and the Soviets, although so far hostility and fear towards the US keeps the “anti-colonial” Istanbul block together.

Africa is a complex patchwork of remnant white footholds, new native regimes both secular and expansive religious autocracies, and some sheer chaos. Although Selimite armies never penetrated very far into the interior, the message of anti-colonial liberation swept the continent, and European colonial regimes cut off from resupply crumbled in most places: white Kenya hung on in the highlands for a while, as did pockets of French military control, but in the end only in South Africa did the local whites remain in charge: there was an attempted Selimite invasion, but their navy wasn’t really up to it yet, and with their failure to liberate Iberia the frustrated US turned to the salvation of South Africa (at least the white parts of it) with furious energy. Brazil managed to establish a working relationship with the ethnically mixed post-catastrophe elite of Angola, which has been drawn into the South American sphere, while the Soviets have strong influence at various points. The mellowing of US attitudes re Black People Who Revolted Against White People have allowed the US to expand its influence recently beyond the areas of depopulated coastline they initially seized, but relations with their African allies remain quite prickly.

The Soviets are a bit isolated outside the Socialist block proper, being extremely hostile to any form of organized religious “enthusiasm” and deeply xenophobic towards the invading “blackasses” to the south. The religious thing is a bit ironic, in that Soviet Communism has evolved even further in the direction of “secular religion” than OTL even as many of the actual principles of Stalinism have been discarded as impractical. In this wrecked, battered, ideologically nutty world their boast of being a “scientific” society is, however, probably truer than in most alternates. There have been some heroic efforts to deal with the after effects of the Moon fall, most notably the largest scale sea-reclamation projects on the globe, with much emphasis on helping out their Chinese ally regain some of what they lost to the Yellow Sea. (The US says they are doing it better, but from most people’s point of view they’re just imitating the Soviets).

Technology is generally retarded in this world, thanks to the horrendous initial losses in human lives and capital both cultural and industrial, the later Islamic (and odds and ends) conquest of Europe (there is in fact a decent Islamic/Middle Eastern scientific community in this world, really better than what the OTL Arab world has, but it’s no match for what was lost between Lisbon and Warsaw), and the rather anti-scientific attitudes of the US’s leadership after the period of political “experimentation” from 1942 to 1956. Although there have been advances over the 1930s in practical engineering, chemistry, agriculture, and a number of other fields, primary scientific research has been substantially retarded and while computers have been developed and are widely used by science and industry, they still run on vacuum tubes.

The effects of the fall of the Moon on the globe’s climate and geological stability continue. The absence of the tides and lunar cycles have caused massive die-offs of all sorts of coastal life forms, with still continuing and often unclear effects working their way through the global food chain. A number of large and not-too-numerous species went extinct in the violence of the Lunar impact. (On the positive side, the reduced human population means that there is more wilderness left – for now). Volcanic and earthquake activity remain elevated globally, but it’s the Atlantic where the real action is. The massive weight of the Lunar Mass lying on the thin Oceanic crust has cracked open the sea floor along the crustal plate intersections half the length of the Atlantic and west into the Caribbean and east into the Mediterranean. Huge lava flows are taking place down there, and innumerable new volcanoes have popped up like a particularly nasty case of acne, and much of the Atlantic has become contaminated by volcanic gasses, leading to severe drops in fish catches, and some scientists to mumble worriedly about “massive inversions” and “total deep water deoxygenation”. Above water volcanoes have burst into activity in south Italy, southern Spain, the Caribbean islands, and most notably Iceland, whose inhabitants have mostly evacuated by this point. Aviation has been retarded on both sides of the Atlantic due to frequent “don’t fly due to volcanic ash” emergencies. Dust and ash in the atmosphere, some volcanic, some from the collapsing slopes of the mega-mountains of the Lunar interior, make “years without summer” a recurring phenomenon: every responsible government stockpiles in advance in preparation for such events. Some scientists have predicted that the volcanic gasses going into the atmosphere, rather than freezing everyone, in the long run are more likely to bake everyone: most politicians don’t take this very seriously.

The most tense spot on Earth is the fallen Lunar body. Although the Muslims of the House of Islam do not consider the Moon quite as Allah-filled as the fanatics of Iran (let alone those cults who see it as an actual self-sacrificing deity) it is still Holy, and they have never been happy with the US presence in the western part of the Moon, but logistically difficulties made fighting over it difficult, and the leadership after the split with the Iranians was cool-headed enough to know the US was too strong to fight on its own doorstep. But the US has steadily expanded its mining operations and building access roads and railways, and in recent years has violated the unspoken pact with the Selimite powers, opening up new mining sites in the eastern half of the Moon. In response, US mines and transportation links have been increasingly been harassed by raiders, jihadists which the Istanbul government claims are purely “private” affairs motivated by US disrespect for the Moon.

This is an unfortunate case of people not really understanding each other. The Istanbul government thinks it is putting pressure on the US to withdrawn behind an agreed line of Longitude: the US thinks this may be the beginning of Armageddon.

Other important events are underway. In a deep lunar copper mine near Greenland, a miner has found an improbably geometric mass of ore. It will be a while before its artificial nature is determined. It will be longer before the artificial nature of the Moon is determined.

Under Iceland, pressure is building. It will not be long before the biggest blast since the last eruption of the Yellowstone supervolcano takes place.

Another blast has already taken place somewhere in Siberia: it has been a long, slow path to get here (Stalin killing all those “deviationist” scientists didn’t help) but Soviet science has finally surpassed all the world. Soon, the time will come for the Revolution to expand again.

75. DOYLE FANTASTIC

DOYLE FANTASTIC: Part I

Another Alien Space Bats setting.

In this one, I give you a world based on Conan Doyle’s more fantastical writings, most notably the Professor Challenger stories. I am not including Sherlock Holmes in here, since the poor man would be most put out by being included in such company.

I will note that there is a bit in “The Land of the Mists” which makes out “The Lost World” and “The Poison Belt” to be fictions in-universe, stories which Challenger finds quite annoying. I am disregarding that on the basis of it being a retcon made in the light of WWI and the passage of time, and anyway spiritualism is sillier rot than any surviving colony of dinosaurs.

Due to excessive length, I am splitting this in two parts.

The year is 1950, and it is a very different world from ours. It is a world where man’s place in the universe has been turned upside down over the course of a few decades, a world where an afterlife is a solidly established fact which religious people worldwide loudly declare to be a satanic fabrication, where the world itself is known to be a titanic living thing, where strange beasts swarm in the upper atmosphere, the deeps of the earth, and apparently in the aether itself, where strange new sciences threaten the peace and safety of the globe, where new ideologists argue for the colonization of the afterlife or the elimination of organized religion, where Islamic terrorism is based on secret ancient science, and where people live with the alarming knowledge that someday – perhaps tomorrow, perhaps not for a hundred million years – some fluctuation in the properties of the aether might wipe out humanity or toss civilization in ruin overnight. And then there are the Fairies, who have their own agenda…

The world in the 20th century has taken two major shocks, and although the Great Mortality of 1913 certainly shook the world, the failure of God to follow up on it, like the Black Death before it, led to a revival of new extravagance within a generation after the initial period of piety and introspection, and is a mere old wives tale to those under 35. Far more durable in its effects has been the so-called “era of spiritual science”, which is generally seen to have begun in 1926 with the first solid scientific proofs of spiritualist phenomena, and the conversion of several elite scientists. The existence of the so-called “land of mists” and its inhabitants is accepted not merely as a faith but as a scientific fact by half the human race: the other half denounces it as a deception carried out by the Devil/Shaitan/Mara/the Jews/the government/the freemasons/rosicrucians/evil immortal Atlanteans/the Fairies (the last two being actually sort of credible to the spiritually better-informed).

This New Revelation has brought about revolts and revolutions, broken apart families, disturbed international relations, and created a bitter and powerful new Islamicist movement to shake the Middle East. It has on the other hand brought peace to countless men and women oppressed by the inescapability of death, given power to marginalized peoples now that “odd talents” are energetically recruited by government and business, helped science and technology to make great strides, and created a variety of new businesses to cater to the newly open frontier between the living and the dead.

There is considerable overlap between spiritualism mediums and psychics, but it is not a unified group. Many quite powerful psychics have no talent for sensing or channeling the spiritual realm: on the other hand, no medium worthy of the name is lacking in psychic sensitivity. Most mediums are psychic specialists of sorts, although those at the very tippy-top of the psychic community, power-wise, are almost always are aware of and in contact with the spiritual realm: indeed, it requires a level of spiritual elevation to master the most advanced psychic skills. Some mediums suffer from excessive sensitivity, and tend to be pestered by psychic impressions and spirits day and night, to the point of having to resort to drugs to sleep well.

The problem of the fake medium has been greatly reduced by the creation of recognized boards and societies of psychics empowered by the government to vet and license mediums and spiritualists of various sorts, although here and there skilled fakers have fought back by trying to create licensing boards of their own and even tried to spoil the reputation of actual mediums by sneaking in psychic saboteurs into their sessions (it is generally easier for a psychic to mess up another’s psychics efforts than to duplicate the effects themselves, and psychics whose abilities are not conducive to making the big bucks are often easily suborned).

Mediums usually work alone, but in some cases as cooperative groups. Aside from psychic contact with the spirit realm, they also provide power for the spirit to act on the earthly side of things, in the form of the aetheric substance known ectoplasm or more vulgarly as “animal magnetism”: this can be a considerable stress on the medium, since the energy drain has a physical and well as spiritual component: a working psychic may lose as twelve pounds in weight during a particularly energetic séance, which is why séance work is not recommended for the very thin or anemic: bleeding and bruising is not unknown. Ectoplasm is dispersed by light and various forms of radiation, so séances are held in dark rooms: only the most powerful of spirits are capable of manipulating the physical world by drawing on the aetheric currents directly without a source of ectoplasm, and such spirits are rarely summoned just to find out how Uncle Julius is getting along in the afterlife. (The invention of infrared optics, however, allows the modern attendee to have a much better look at what is going on and further reduced the problem of fraud). Usually the medium works with one or more “spirit guides”, spirits tasked with helping increase humanity’s understanding and awareness of the afterlife.

The Land of Mists, as it is called, exists in multiple planes, the “higher” ones being where more spiritually developed spirits dwell, for a total of six: outside and below the lowest “proper” layer is a seventh (although counted as the first) the realm of earthbound spirits, occupied by those who have died but deny the existence of the afterlife they have found, refusing to accept their deaths: they wander, dimly aware of the “real” world in a blurred, distorted manner, seeing through dull, grey mists, to a considerable extent cut off from contact with the higher planes. Mediums can more easily contact them than first (second) level spirits can, and help them recognize the actual situation, but such lost souls can be dangerous to the sensitive, filled with resentment or longing for what they left behind. Usually higher spirits guide mediums to help such spirits – seeking them out unaided is dangerous: some are downright insane.

There are stranger things which dwell in the realm of the earthbound spirits: the strange, long-lasting collective ghosts of extinct species, amorphous, indefinite spirits of dried-out lakes and burned-down forests, the dim and short-lived shades of recently dead animals, strange oddities seemingly made of random scraps of ectoplasmic matter: these rarely appear at regular séances, which proceed with a definite purpose and call for specific spirits, but have mostly been recorded by scientific researchers and mediums “outside the church” fishing blindly into the void. At times terrible things have happened.

“Traditional” ghosts exist, but most are not really “people”, but psychic leftovers, mere shells left behind by agonizing emotion and violent death, acting out stereotyped actions and limited in the harm they can do to invoking toxic emotions. Far more dangerous are the aforementioned actual spirits stuck in the lowest plane, since they can react intelligently and draw ectoplasm from those with higher psychic energies to give themselves a form to physically attack with, although in most cases they are only able to materialize in the vicinity of where they died, unless foolishly summoned by an incautious medium. Previously they could only be dealt with by persons of powerful spiritual force essentially talking them down, or by the intervention of a strong spirit working in tandem with a medium: nowadays, ectoplasmic and aetheric technology exists that gives other alternatives (see below) – to the considerable displeasure of those in the spirit realm.

The higher realms are described as misty, but luminous places, and the landscape is shaped by the psyche of the inhabitants. People (from their own perspective) still have bodies, but without the ickier functions, and age only as slowly as they desire. In the higher realms, the mental boundaries and interpersonal issues that plague terrestrial humanity are reportedly fully absent. Given the relative absence of reports from the recently dead (who are either stuck in the lower earthly darkness or have not yet passed beyond the lowest couple of the “heavens”, which are respectively not much of an improvement on Earth and nice but apparently a bit of a Cloud Eight to Cloud Nine of the higher levels, there is some skepticism, especially in the absence of many of the great and good of past history in séances – they’re supposedly too elevated to be directly contacted, you see. Nobody supposedly gets to see God (He’s everywhere), but there are those who report meeting Jesus or the Buddha or other “ascended” ones, dwellers in the seventh (heh) heaven, usually in rosy but somewhat vague terms, although these chaps don’t show up for séances either.

Many are also unhappy with the rather vague evocation of the form of governance in the upper levels (the first two “heavens” are a bit of an anarchy, although with a bizarre sort of economy based on creativity – since objects other than people are mental constructs, the services of people who can really imagine a nice house or what a good steak tastes like are in demand, along with such creations as music, poetry, stories, etc. People trade in ideas and sensations).

(Speaking of economics, there is now a system of trade in existence between the lower levels and Earth: there is a demand for music, writing, etc. from the Land of Mists, and royalties from those items can pay for mediums or services on earth: see the section on the upper atmosphere. There is a big demand for postmortem works of great artists and writers of history, but many have either gone on to other, higher levels and are rather hard to get hold of (a lot of people are _really_ annoyed that the first-levelers let Shakespeare’s post-death works go out of materialization a century or so back), or have moved on to other things (Johan Strauss creates symphonies out of color and form, which although reportedly quite magnificent, are quite impossible to duplicate on Earth). There is also the problem of transcription – it takes a long time and a lot of stress for a medium to type out or write out (many dead people don’t know from typewriters) a whole book – if the author can be persuaded to take part in the tedious task in the first place- and as for trying to duplicate a painting which was initially created largely mentally through the shaky medium (hah) of a medium’s hand –well.)

There is in both the lower levels, and presumably the higher ones, a largely omnipresent Church of sorts, organized to help prepare and train people spiritually to reach the higher levels. Some are uncomfortable about this: there are suggestions that people in the lower levels aren’t entirely content: the subject of sex tends to be avoided, but there is a widespread rumor that it doesn’t translate well; and there are other, uglier rumors, such as that long-resident spirits are brainwashed by the Church and higher-level spirits into bucolic contentment – vehemently denied by the leaders of the Spiritualist churches and mediums whose contact with higher-plane spirits has been extensive.

Psychic phenomena have become a part of normal everyday discourse, and every government employs psychics in various roles, aside from that of medium: spies, provocateurs, criminal investigators, etc. Different nations and nationalities have been more or less successful at creating psychic agents, limited by access to training by often uncooperative masters in the land of mists or by local genetics (the defection of Ireland from the Empire was a bad blow for the British psi-corps, given the higher percentage of the gifted among the Irish rather than among the more mentally stolid Anglo-Saxons), and of the percentage of people inherently gifted with psychic talent, most need training and close contact with existing mediums and psychics to actually bring their powers into active use. The world’s leading nations when it comes to psychic talent and training remain Tibet and Bhutan, where the secret training methods of the Elder Masters produce the world’s greatest talents (which has allowed these nations to maintain a tenuous independence: aside from the dangers of psychic assassination, the arch-adepts know where all the bodies are buried).

Powerful psychics can read minds or compel obedience through hypnosis: once they have established a mental link through hypnotic trance, they can, from half a world away, influence people, send thoughts or sounds into their heads, move objects in their vicinity, or put them in trances. Once a top-level psychic has got their claws into someone, although spending all ones time in an Andresen Box (somewhat like a Faraday cage, only also interfering with Aetheric energies) will protect you, to permanently break the link the assistance of another powerful psychic or spirit is needed. Other psychics, with the aid of a medium, can shape ectoplasm into quite solid if temporary creations which mimic living things – sometimes dangerous things – while they last. Government “spookers” are greatly feared, and many wealthy and powerful individuals will only meet with them while sitting in an Andresen Box or over the videophone. Many licensed psychics are in private practice, employed in jobs as varied as the healing of nervous disorders or psychic archeology (determining the history of an object through reading its “psychic resonances.” This can be dangerous, especially if the item in question was used as an instrument of murder or torture).

There is perhaps an excessive public fear about psychics: usually, for a psychic to establish mental control requires lengthy exposure, and the sort of psychic that can mentally suborn someone unwilling in broad daylight, so to speak, is generally rarer than rubies and to be found in some ancient temple or behind six layers of government security rather than accosting someone in the street. Nevertheless, some wealthy people have begun to hire licensed and vetted psychics to serve as bodyguards to their minds as well as the usual sort for their bodies: as psychic professionals grumble, it is foolish to guard from the very unlikely case of high-powered psychic attack by giving ongoing close access to someone with lesser but still potentially dangerous abilities who may be as vulnerable to corruption as any other human being.

Indeed, of late it seems psychiatrists are more dangerous than psychics: given the increased prominence of hypnosis in psychological treatment, and the use of the mental projection screen to view hidden traumas and forgotten fears, scandals of blackmail and mental manipulation of wealthy clients have been the latest Big Thing for news media sensationalism. (Given that most psychiatrists can’t read eachother’s minds, the vetting procedures of psychiatric and psychologist organizations is less efficient than those of similar organizations for psychics: and even in those bodies, there have been occasional corruption scandals).

Of course, throughout history, strong self-trained psychics and secret societies set up to cultivate psychic powers have engaged in acts felonious and worse, secretly battled by strong spirits and more beneficent groups of seers and psychics such as the Hidden Masters of India and Tibet. Nowadays national licensing boards and government special operatives also work as “psychic police” hunting down rumors and traces of dangerous unregistered groups and individuals, although much remains still hidden to official authority in the West.

Harry Houdini was never a psychic. But since he died, no medium on this side or spirit on the other side seems to be able to find him…

Some psychic processes and technologies seem like magic to the uninitiated, and there remain some ancient secrets of the psychic sciences lost to modern humankind. Many mysteries were known to the ancient Egyptians, and to the Atlanteans before their exile: there may be ancient spirits dwelling in the land of mists which know of such things, but by the governing conventions of the spirit realm they will not communicate such potentially dangerous knowledge to mankind. A single instance of these foul ancient secrets was discovered by an archeologist which used it to try to murder a rival: baffled, he fled back to Egypt, only to find himself in the hands of the Dagger of God, an ancient Muslim society dedicated to defending the faith against unnatural powers. It appears that they decided to make use of his learning, despite its blasphemous nature, if the reports of agents and officials of the British crown being attacked by things that should be long dead are anything to go by.

Technology has marched on, in some ways similar to our world, in others very differently. The application of technology to psychic and spiritual phenomena is a new science, but an advancing one. Spiritual and psychic photography of ghosts and spirits is becoming a mature phenomenon, and recent advances have been made in mechanical means of communication with the afterlife without the use of a medium: ectoplasm can now be mechanically extracted from mediums and stored in lightless containers charged with psychic energy, and used for various purposes – for instance, a very sensitive ectoplasmic “receiver” can detect any pressure or contact by a spirit, and convert it into an electrical signal, while a keystroke can release a burst of ectoplasm which can be easily perceived by the spirit.

So far only a sort of morse code communication is possible, but enthusiastic inventors are talking about some sort of ectoplasmic “screen” onto which the spirit will be able to write letters. Many low-level spirits seem fascinated (Professor Challenger is particularly enthused about getting his thoughts down on physical, lasting paper), the higher-level ones seem oddly noncommittal, and talk a lot about Life’s Purpose being about preparing for the future stages of existence, not messing around with gadgets. They are even less enthusiastic about recent successful efforts to contain dangerous ghosts in ectoplasmic networks, insisting they be released to be dealt with professional spiritualists and mediums and helped to pass on rather than “caged like beasts.” (Scientists, very annoyed at losing the opportunity to study ghosts close up, have protested against the support given by governments to the Spiritualist/Spirit demands).

In Germany, ghosts are mere “noxious psychic phenomena” and creations of human minds: they have developed a rather massive aetheric generator which when put in a “haunted house”, puts out destructive vibrations so unpleasant to an earth-bound spirit that it is eventually forced to flee into the misty deeps of the lower levels: “the negative energies have been dispersed”, says the official report. (Generally, such reports are kept out of the public eye: although the German leadership reluctantly accepts the existence of psychic (NOT spiritual) phenomena, it prefers that the general public thinks of it as little as possible).

Medical science has benefitted from spiritual healing, which although of limited use against, say, fast-working tropical diseases, is of great benefit against various problems of the nervous system, degenerative diseases, and some forms of cancer, spiritual and psychic energies being able to boost the body’s ability to heal itself. (Efforts to mechanize spiritual healing have shown limited progress: indeed, the efforts of one Dr. West (of New England) with terminal patients and stored ectoplasm had results of a distinctly negative nature).

The sciences of Atlantis have brought the thought projector screen in common use in schools and offices (no need for power point). Flying machines remain propeller-powered, although the largest 16-propellor super-ships travel as fast as 600 miles an hour and carry as much cargo as six OTL Jumbo jets. Airships of the dirigible sort remain plentiful. Synthetic food production has helped decrease hunger across much of the world (although powerful agricultural lobbies have largely prevented the production of synthetics as anything more than a relief medium for the very poorest). Nuclear technology has not as yet achieved any powers as lethal as the atom bomb, but there is little interest in still greater frightfulness than what already exists – the disintegrator has seen to that.

Disintegration technology was developed relatively simultaneously by Sarducci in Italy and Bohr in Denmark in 1929: some claim that Theodore Nemor of Great Britain may have developed a working model as early 1925 judging from some papers of his found after his mysterious disappearance – some attribute said disappearance to the effect of a disintegrator ray – but most pooh-pooh this idea, noting that the idea of etheric networks of force, the basis for the reassembly of disintegrated matter, arose as a result of the cross-fertilization between aetheric and spiritual sciences and the consequent scientific investigation of the “apport” from ’26 onward.

Disintegration technology has since spread around the globe. It has fortunately turned out to be not quite as irresistible a weapon as initial foreseen: the ray requires a projecting and a refocusing element, so an attacker needs to position heavy equipment on both sides of an enemy to scatter their molecules, and rather severe difficulties in focusing the disintegration field exist if there is no line-of sight: this makes disintegrator-wielding forces vulnerable by bombardment by artillery over the horizon, which nowadays can “spot” enemy forces with the aid of trained psychics, and rather defenseless against airplanes. Furthermore, in the 1940s the technology was developed to create a form of protective “screen” of interfering aetheric currents able to neutralize the effect of the disintegrator (although requiring equipment of such size and power requirements as to make its use impractical so far save fixed defensive positions and the largest of seagoing battleships).

Still, the disintegrator is unpleasant enough, as was seen in the Third Sino-Japanese war in the late 30s, in which Japanese forces equipped with disintegrators took on Chinese forces which to their irritation had been equipped by the Russians – rather uninterested in Japanese dominance over China – with disintegrators of their own. Several armies on both sides were entirely reduced to atomic gas as pissing-in-their-pants troops desperately maneuvered to get their disintegrators aligned and in place first – the Japanese having better leadership and mobility, the Chinese the advantage having knowledge of the land and a defensive position, allowing them to conceal one of the disintegrator poles in a convenient place beforehand – and in one case both armies were pretty much wiped out simultaneously. After the Japanese got to the point of wiping out ala Carthage several Chinese cities in an effort to terrorize the enemy into submission, the Council of Nations finally moved to place a total embargo on the combatants, forcing the Japanese to accept a negotiated peace which left them rather unhappy, but also pissed off the Chinese, leading many to think it was probably fair. A great number of conventions and international conferences have since tried to tame the disintegrator, but nobody is willing to give up the technology.

Indeed, the disintegrator has turned out to be more important as a peacetime tool than as a weapon, being of tremendous value in mining, tunneling, road-building, and more sophisticated uses such as garbage recycling and materials refining. The new Korea-Japan undersea rail tunnel, or the Channel Tunnel between France and Britain, would have been perhaps impractically expensive without the disintegrator. And then there is transportation: although problems with line-of-sight and transmitting through the bowels of the earth make transportation of complex materials impractical over a few hundred miles, and trans-Atlantic trips remain a dream of the future (there has been talk of creating an “artificial satellite” as a transmission link) if you want to go from, say, London to Berlin in a real hurry, travel by disintegrator is the thing to do. It remains a bit pricey (after some disastrous premature efforts by the Russians to implement a mass transit system, any setup licensed for human travel tends to have quadruple redundancy and a ferociously thorough maintenance schedule), but it is now a major venue for business travelers and the transport of perishable or high-value (as in eminently thief-attractive) products, and there are many promises of a genuine teleporter for the masses any of these days now. Currently there are negotiations between the US and Russian governments to create a system of relay towers across the Bering straits, creating a staging system which would allow a lengthy but uninterrupted trip to Europe.

The existential worries about a transporter-type device that would exist OTL are here absent: the spirits and mediums have given their assurances that the soul remains attached to the aetheric “matrix” of form and the same person emerges at the other end as entered. (Indeed, from the POV of the psychic, the most unpleasant part about a disintegrator battlefield is all the disembodied but not yet truly dead spirits, too dispersed and widely scattered to be reassembled, but not yet in the land of mists, hanging around for days or weeks until their aetheric matrices entirely fall apart).

Transmutation of metals – say, lead into gold – has been rediscovered three times since Raffles Haw, in despair over human nature, destroyed his equipment and notes. Each time it has been successfully suppressed by the local government, due to the likelihood of global economic catastrophe if the method became publically available. (Of course, the method of suppression varied: the Japanese inventor is buried in a shallow grave, while the American one was massively bribed and is currently working for the government as part of a continuing effort to make the mass production of radium from iron economically practical).

The discovery of the Earth’s actual nature took place thanks to the disintegrating of a shaft some ten miles deep through one of the thinner portions of the planetary crust by the (in) famous professor Challenger in 1931, whose curiosity had first been aroused by a report of a mysterious “rain of jelly” after a volcanic eruption in China in 1922. Dropping a multi-ton steel drill into what later theorists have suggested was a rather sensitive aether-sensing organ led to an outraged screech that was heard in France, a geyser of tarry, stinking goo that reached a height of half a mile about the shaft, the closing of the shaft with such force as to leave a 200-foot heap of rubble above its exit, and volcanic eruptions and quakes world- wide. Human casualties were low, but Challenger was sued for damages by so many people and governments that he was forced to go into hiding after 1932, until his shuffling off the mortal coil in 1943 (reportedly of apoplexy after reading a particularly idiotic “popularized science” article) allowed him to once again bait and insult his opponents from the relative safety of the spirit world. The Earth appears to be thickening its crust in the area of the assault, at least judging from the alarming two feet per year uplift taking part over a thousand square miles of English countryside, which has already substantially modified the local topography and hydrology.

Studies of the poles have located vast, disk-shaped structures hundreds of miles across underlying them, which are believed to be some sort of organ absorbing the aetheric energies as the world-beast moves through space. Studies with new and sensitive aetheric instruments have confirmed the existence of some form of aether “current” in the Polar Regions: other instruments are being trained on the other inner planets in hopes of detecting some signs of similar processes. Opinion varies widely re the giant, gaseous planets, with some holding them to be a different form of life, others feeling that they are what the Earth was formerly supposed to be – lifeless common elements. Some rather strongly worded international laws have forbidden any digging below eight miles, although recent studies indicate that Challenger was just lucky (or perhaps knew something?), for the general thickness of the planetary shell appears to be over fifteen miles. New and more powerful methods of sonic echolocation have begun the process of mapping out the interior of the world-body and its complex internal voids and structures.

Psychics world-wide suffered a mental shock and a sensation of stabbing pain (most often in an eye) during the event, and since then considerable efforts have made by the psychic community to establish contact with the world-beast, if it is a beast (some small cults have formed which worship it). There hasn’t been much success, best efforts merely reporting a “fundamental note” in the psychic background which may be created by the vast living thing: some suggest that the world-beast may simply live on so different a time-scale than human beings that it’s thoughts – if it has thoughts – take place at so much slower a pace than human ones as to be entirely incomprehensible to someone with human perceptions. (The swiftness of its reaction to Challenger’s, um, needling seems to argue against this, but many claim that these should be understood as automatic reactions rather than some consciously directed). The inhabitants of the spirit realm claim ignorance on this subject, but some old spirits do smugly point out their having intuited the living nature of the world centuries or millennia ago.

The fact that the world seems to subsist on Aetheric energies has led many to theorize entire ecosystems of Aetheric life, and a greater study of the relationship between spiritual phenomena such as ectoplasm and aether: it is considered suggestive that spirits refuse to materialize near the Poles, referring to a dangerous “suction.” Does the planet eat ghosts, or only their material manifestations? Are there such things as space ghosts? (Presumably not heroic types wearing capes and black hoods).

Such theories, aside from producing a great deal of bad fiction and ponderous scientific theorizing, has led to closer attention to the edge of space: but getting there in this world is not without its dangers.

The high-altitude microorganisms which form the basis of the stratospheric ecology, typically known as “air plankton”, are found world-wide, capturing floating dust and ice particles in their fine webs of filaments, feeding off the intense energy of the high-altitude sunlight, and perhaps the minute particles of Aetheric life that drift down from the vastness of space. However, a number of factors, including air currents, the location of fluxes in the planetary magnetic field lines, availability of nutritious dust and frozen water particles, all means that the density of such life, and that of the higher forms of stratospheric life they support, varies with location. What are termed “Air Jungles” as per the 1923 usage of the early discoverer Joyce-Armstrong are scattered about the globe, with borders that are frequently in flux as the atmosphere is agitated by serious meteorological events.

The situation is of course somewhat more complicated than a simple matter of “jungles” and “barrens”: a thin scattering of life is found everywhere, and the ecology of the denser areas varies widely: the Putamayo Efflorescence above Ecuador and Columbia is a rich ecosystem, but possesses no inhabitants than need worry the balloonist or the cautious aviator (cautious for the risks of collision, not attack!), while the Joyce-Armstrong Drift was notorious for the ferocity of its local predators before their extermination at the demand of an alarmed British public. And of course there are vertical variations: lifeforms encountered at the 40,000 foot stratum usually differ substantially from those at 60,000.

Air Jungles usually are at heights of 35,000 feet or above, varying in height as the density of air changes with daily temperature: the lower layers of the Joyce-Armstrong Drift generally vary between 38,000 and 42,000 feet. Some air jungles may separate into largely unconnected strata some thousands of feet of elevation apart. Generally only a few highly specialized air-plankton feeders are to be found at heights over 65,000 feet, and even air-plankton become rare at over 80,000 feet, where the by then extremely rarified atmosphere provides little protection from the raw aetheric forces of space.

The great majority of stratospheric life tends to be highly tenuous and vaporous in nature, adapted to a life of permanent floating: while many are little more than living balloons or collections of soap-bubble like cells, some of the more dense-tissued species have developed large floatation bodies which buoy up their more substantial feeding and fighting organs. The development of psychic abilities, feeble in most terrestrial forms of non-sapient life, is quite developed in many stratospheric life forms: to signal potential mates over vast distances far less conducive to carrying sound than the Oceans’ waters: to detect the approach of prey or predators hidden in the vastness of sky: and in many species a form of self-psychokinesis comparable to a levitating Medium, which allows movement through the air without the expenditures of body tissue and chemical energy that something like bird wings would require. Some of the larger species can move at speeds one would consider impossible for such soft-bodied creatures: a Segmented Airsnake was clocked at over 250 mph over Brazil in 1939.

It is a widely circulated myth that some upper-air predators use mental hypnosis to lull humans into becoming prey: this is false, the nervous system of humans being far too different for such specific effects to be induced without millions of years of co-evolution. At most, stratospheric predators can sense the mental “noise” of humans at a distance.

The dangers of stratospheric predators has been greatly exaggerated by books and other media, and an overreaction to such tragedies as Joyce-Armstrong’s last expedition to the heights has led to the mass extermination of large predators in many areas. Although generally too decentralized in body plan for bullets to do much, almost all of the larger predators use auxiliary floatation bodies vulnerable to rupture, and can be torn apart by the shock of explosive devices: pretty much all examples of the Joyce-Armstrong Drift’s Greater Purple Amorph ended as a gooey purple rain fouling people’s yards and laundry lines across western England. (The most solid part of the Amorph, the Genital Horn – which the repressed Joyce-Armstrong had assumed to be a “beak” – is known to have caused at least two fatalities falling onto motorists and pedestrians from over 40,000 feet). Similar fates befell the Orange-Spotted Amorph above south Germany, the Multi-Mouthed PseudoDirigible over Kansas, and others: leading to ecological disasters, movements of species out of their previous niches, and rains discolored by some species of air-plankton overbreeding when harmless but large and alarming-looking microlife feeders were likewise shot or burned out of the skies.

Only after a generation of wasteful destruction have people come to see the need to protect and conserve these air jungles for the enjoyment and scientific learning of future generations. After all, it’s not like anyone is going to be living there, nor are there any raw materials to be exploited. A stratospheric lifeform with dozens of times the bulk of one of the great whales may not mass more than a few hundred pounds all told, making for a rather poor fisherman’s investment.

Since none of the larger species have been seen below 30,000 feet, and none at all below 22,000, world aviation standards keep “cruising altitude” to a standard maximum of 20,000 feet, with certain exceptions for extreme high-altitude locations such the Tibetan plateau. This is not so much due to fear of attack – the modern enclosed, steel-framework 400-passenger plane would plow right through a Greater Purple without even slowing down – as to avoid, firstly, severe damage to the stratospheric ecology, and second, the risk of a crash due to the engines becoming clogged with the gelatinous tissues of dead stratospheric life. (Indeed, an Amorph’s Genital Horn or a Bunyip’s Equatorial Struts could take out a window or a propeller).

Increasingly, guided tours by balloon or airplane to various Air Jungles are popular with the general public, and many have gawked at the sight of a flock of Sunspheres float by like a collection of iridescent 250-foot soap bubbles, or watched the mating dances of thousands of Chromatic Airsnakes. In the case of more dangerous species showing up, of course there is always a professional hunter on hand, who will attempt to keep such specimens at bay non-lethally by shooting out one of their floatation bladders, or using explosive flares – those who aren’t alarmed by the concussion will be scattered by the flame (some stratospheric life forms use hydrogen to help stay aloft and are rather flammable).

All this is of substantial interest to folks in the spirit realm, having their terrestrial links with (normally) ground-bound human beings, had no idea about this high-altitude ecosystem. Thanks to the new Ghost Banking System, spirits have been buying the services of mediums to take trips to the upper atmosphere and serve as a window, so to speak, on the scene.

Currently, investigations are being carried out by balloonists at extreme altitudes (over 70,000 feet) to attempt to capture the semi-material substance of still somewhat theoretical aetheric life: as yet only known as a result of subtle interactions with normal matter, “goblin flesh” (as dubbed by some media skeptics) appears to have some elements in common with ectoplasm. Cameras designed to detect spiritual and aetheric phenomena have so far only been able to capture mysterious blobs and spots of luminescence, apparently at very great heights.

While the life of the great heights is increasingly well known and familiar, as yet the life of the terrestrial Abyss – the profound cave systems lying beneath a number of nations and unsuspected by most until the 1920s – remains poorly documented and studied, mostly due to the sheer difficulty of movement within then. The overturning of the entire science of geology by the discovery that the earth’s “crust” is actually a protective accretion of a planetary animal has allowed for the understanding of phenomena that would have been considered baffling earlier, such as the fact that there is a habitable porous layer in the earth’s shell at a depth of four to five miles, save in areas where the planetary circulatory system/patching system raises the temperature to the boiling point. In those few areas where human explorers have successfully penetrated, there appears to be an ecology based on bacterial life multiplying prodigiously and feeding off of complex minerals and chemicals oozing up from deeper within the world-body. Whether these bacteria count as parasites of the world-beast, perform some form of symbiotic function, or are simply harmless free-riders like the lice which consume human dead skin remains uncertain at best.

The first formal “discovery” of a Terrestrial Abyss was by coal-miners in the US state of West Virginia digging an exceptionally deep coal mine, and breaking into a void of immeasurable size. Eventually, several men with electric torches were lowered by cables to a depth of several hundred feet below the roof of the cave, where they reported a “sort of swamp”, bubbling, rich with fungal growths, curious coralline structures (later determined to be of bacterial origin) and rather repulsive odors. Large, pallid and eyeless insects were observed in disgusting numbers. The exploratory expedition came to a rather abrupt ending when something vast, eyeless and scaly emerged from the muck and dragged two of the explorers under, leading to some rather heated calls for the cables to be pulled up.

As modern miners and drillers use disintegrators to cut ever deeper into the planetary shell, more Abysses have been penetrated, most spectacularly when a major gold-mining project in Russian Siberia led to nearly three square miles of the surface caving in and dropping into an unsuspected vast void. Increasingly, sonic echolocation is being used to find and map these subterranean worlds, although resolution difficulties means that even under the populated continents such maps are spotty and partial.

Although for many life scientists the most interesting part of the Abyss is its lightless, bacteria and chemical-reaction based ecosystem, the general public finds most interest in the larger species, especially the predatory ones. Some preliminary studies indicate that the Abysses do not form a single planetary network, a fact strongly supported by the development of quite different ecosystems in areas relatively geographically close, and variations in the quality and composition of the atmosphere within. The Blue John Gap Abyss, with its fairly open forests of colossal fungi bustling with giant naked rats (stalked in turn by blind mammoth-sized bears) is very different from and almost mundane compared to the MacTavish Abyss beneath the Highlands, with its almost impenetrable thickets of fungal tendrils and squirming pseudo-vegetables, drilled through by the Reticulated All-Mouth (a species estimated to have diverged from any surface life back in the Cambrian period, or even earlier). In fact, some forms of life of the Abysses are believed to not be products of surface life which has worked its way down, but parasites or symbiotic life from the world-beast itself, working their way up.

Exploration is hampered by partial or complete flooding of much of the underground world, frequently bad air, by often dense tangles of bacterial, fungal and pseudo-vegetable life, and by a variety of predatory life adapted to eternal darkness and in ferocity and cunning often exceeding the lifeforms of friendlier and more spacious climes. And then there are aggressive fungi and bacteria: indeed, since the outbreak of Junji Syndrome in Honshu (believed to be a disease of subterranean origin) there have been calls for a moratorium on the opening of any previously unexplored abysses. (Of course, sometimes it works the other way: a largely isolated Abyss beneath Oklahoma was devastated ecologically by the introduction of the common cockroach).

Although various giant reptiles survive in subterranean abysses, the only large-scale dinosaur-centered ecosystem on earth exist in Maple White Land (recently renamed Cardoso’s Land by a nationalistic Brazilian government after an obscure Portuguese explorer who emerged from the jungle raving of giant monsters in 1784). It has been declared a nature preserve by the Brazilian government, which rounded up and moved the local Indian population elsewhere in 1927, with an uncertain number of casualties. Of the other hominid species located on the plateau, the ape-men, there only remained a small and dwindling number of enslaved children and females, the Accala Indians tending to kill off the males when they got old enough to be dangerously aggressive. Currently a few dozen survivors (disease having further thinned the ranks) exist in an extensive complex at the Brazilian National Zoological Park, essentially a zoo exhibit, although also a center of scientific research. Positions for the study of the ape-men or “Challenger’s Hominid” or “Yahoos” are avidly competed for, in spite of the dangerous nature of the job (the ape-men are at least as physically powerful as chimpanzees, considerably closer to humanity in intelligence, and do not like being locked up at all. About the only plus in being attacked by one of them compared to a chimp attack is that the ape-men usually just try to crack your skull or snap your neck rather than bite off your genitals).

The strange prehistoric beasts of Maple White/Cardoso’s Land are an even bigger draw for scientists, and the Brazilian government is often subject to pressures or bribery from foreign governments eager to see that their scientists get the best access: such pressures arise from current limits on access, after some rather unfortunately specimen-happy visitors brought about the extinction of some of the rarer species (the Brazilian government indignantly denies rumors of private hunting parties paying millions for the chance to bag one of the more gigantic reptiles). There is a massively fortified front base built at the mouth of the cave system which provided initial access to the plateau, and more structures at the cliff base: there is now a ornithropter landing pad on top, and an elevator system to take visitors directly to the top is being built. In spite of limits imposed by the government, enough dinosaur eggs have been smuggled abroad and hatched that many of the world’s great zoos now have dinosaurs at various stages of development, although due to the difficulties of transport no adult specimens larger than a 2-ton *iguanadon have been transported abroad. An American millionaire inventor however has Plans, and is currently negotiating with the Brazilian government for the right to capture and bring alive back to the USA a live specimen of Bufosaurus Horriblis (the vaguely toad-like carnosaur abomination that is the largest predatory species in Cardoso’s Land).

As study of the local species continues and comparisons with fossil specimens elsewhere are made, it increasingly appears that the species native to the plateau are simplified and deviant forms, the result of millions of years of isolated development in a confined (and shrinking: large regions of the plateau have eroded away over the aeons) environment. Many species have no real equivalent in archeology: in the lake, giant amphibious rays, the fifty-foot plus water snakes, and the three-eyed ichyosaur-like creatures, while on land, the iridescent-skinned terror toads, who hunt their prey by jumping on top and crushing them with a combination of weight and massive talons, and whose strangely decentralized nervous systems make them almost unkillable save by poison or an explosive bullet to their deeply buried, cushion-sized hearts, seem highly divergent from any of the known carnosaurs.

A variety of primitive mammals and birds also inhabit the plateau, having perhaps reached it in earlier eras when it was more accessible, including giant predatory flightless birds, rhino-sized elk, enormous armadillos, and such oddities as the Toxodon (unaccountably described as a “giant guinea pig” by the pig-ignorant writer of the first popular account of the region). Scientists remain somewhat baffled by a general tendency towards giantism rather than the dwarfism of larger species often seen in isolated and island environments: some have suggested an unknown environmental factor. (The *Iguanadons are now estimated at two to four times the mass of known fossil specimens, while the *Stegosaur is estimated to mass as much as eight times as much as the largest known fossilized species).

For whatever reason, the Pterodactyl will not leave the immediate vicinity of the plateau, and if taken abroad, will unerringly fly back to Cardoso’s land or perish in the process: this has not prevented the Berlin Zoo from raising several specimens successfully in captivity, where they inhabit what is boasted as the world’s largest indoor heated birdhouse, for the disgusted admiration of the viewing public. There have been some proposals to raise the larger vegetarian species of dinosaur as food animals, but study indicates that they have very long lives – and long periods of maturation, making raising them a rather long-term investment at best.

The most mysterious species on the plateau, um Blanco, the White One, has never been successfully captured. Living in a dense swamp swarming with poisonous reptiles, the white, phosphorescent creature is only seen at night, moves with seeming ease through the muck and mire, and emits a strange musky aroma. Nobody has ever gotten close enough to get a good look, photos show a white blob, and it is generally described as larger than a cow but smaller than an elephant. Nobody knows if there is more than one, since nobody has ever seen more than one at once. With scientists finally given permission to shoot the crap out of it in 1933, the White One simply disappeared, and was long judged dead until it appeared again in 1940: since then, nobody with a gun has managed to get as much as a glimpse of it. It is noted that those who do poke their way around the swamp with guns have an oddly high disappearance rate even for this monster-haunted plateau.

The Brazilian jungle has some species which do not exist in our world, such as the Black Puma, which grows as large as eleven and a half feet in length from nose to tail tip, surpassing by over two feet the largest jaguars (although their longer tail and lighter build means that they do not greatly surpass them in weight). It is perhaps the most vicious and relentless predator on the planetary surface, far cleverer than the lumbering reptiles of Maple White/Cardoso’s Land, and hates human beings as if they had done ‘er wrong. (Most people, though, would consider the 100-pound Giant Rat of Sumatra, with its disgusting feeding habits, the nastiest of the earth-bound omnivores).

The most definitive single event of the century so far was the Great Mortality of 1913, caused when the solar system – and with it, the earth – passed through an ether belt unsuitable for anything with a nervous system, which over a period of some hours led to irritation, mania, finally exhaustion and passage into a deep coma among humans and to paralysis at least for anything with nerves and muscles (amoebas and sponges were cool with the whole situation.) However, after a period of about seventeen hours, the earth passed out of the ether belt, and most of the victims revived ten hours or so after that: with deaths, however, numbering in the tens of millions, from falls, train crashes, wrecked ships, and most of all, fires, in which many, many cities were reduced to ruin, most notably New York, since rebuilt in a positively pulp-SF Art Deco style.

(A hyper-oxygenated atmosphere could compensate for the effects on nervous action: by such a method the (in)famous Professor Challenger and a few comrades rode out the entire event, as did four other separate groups of ingenious individuals world-wide in spite of Challenger’s boast of unique perceptiveness. Several hundred invalids and hypochondriacs with readily available oxygen also made it through the crisis without entering coma: the hypochondriacs, not surprisingly, universally doubled down on paranoia afterwards).

The terrible brush with universal death led many to (temporarily) adopt more sober, restrained lifestyles, and led to a great increase in interest with the possibilities of an afterlife, which helped bring about the astonishing spiritualist discoveries of the 20s which cumulatively changed people’s thinking even more than the Great Mortality. It also led to a tremendous new investment in the study of aether and the aetheric forces, in hopes of spotting such threats in advance and taking protective measures.

The Great War of OTL was unsurprisingly butterflied away (although it is perhaps silly to use the term “butterfly” when referring to such a cosmic hammerblow). The global economy took years to recover, revolutionaries overthrew the Czar and established a leftish republic in the post-catastrophe disorder, a fanatical new religious movement boiled over in Arabia, and religious groups everywhere made a great deal of preaching hay out of the notion of a “divine warning.” Indeed, the post-Mortality resurgence in old-fashioned blood & thunder religiosity would make the reaction to Spiritualism in the 30s considerably messier than it would otherwise have been.

In the immediate post-Mortality era, a new era of international peace was loudly hailed, and various international bodies were set up, including the UN-type World Council of Nations. The Council was initially a more effective body than the League of Nations OTL, but it’s power has waned over the last decade as, increasingly, divisions have risen between the nations where the reality of spiritualism has been accepted and those where it is still rejected. Some people look back at the period between 1913-1928 (when the first burnings of Spiritualist churches took place) as a lost era of peace and hope, never mind that the European powers did not include ending colonialism as part of a “sober” and “thoughtful” way of life.

The 30s were a difficult period: as scientific proofs of spiritualism became commonplace in every major nations, and spiritualist churches and organizations swelled enormously, those who were unable to adapt their beliefs to the new revelations began to organize against what was seen as a demonic trick (the tremendous growth in the number of those mastering psychic skills was, of course, seen as black magic). Outright revolution broke out in some countries. Much of the Islamic world rejected Spiritualism outright, while in Christian nations the reaction was more mixed, with some trying to adapt Christian beliefs to Spiritualist realities, others rejecting or embracing Spiritualism more whole-heartedly. In spite of this, conversion rates have been brisk, scientific proof of an afterlife being a tremendous hook, although a lot of hostile people lack, ironically, the scientific know-how to see how solid the experimental results actually are.

Britain, the epicenter of the Spiritualist movement, is the closest thing to a Spiritualist nation, with at least the basics of the situation being agreed on by almost all of the intelligentsia and a majority of the elites. There are still rumblings of discontent from a sizeable proportion of the population which still thinks it’s all bosh or a demonic plot, although those in the second category are at least reassured that this means the Last Trump will be pretty soon now. The government is currently a bit hung up on colonial affairs: although the general hostility of the dead towards colonialist and racist ideas argues for an end to colonial rule, the truths of Spiritualism need to be spread, and would Britain not be shirking religious responsibilities by abandoning backwards people to Islamic or Pagan preachers? India at least, where the Muslims have reacted violently against Spiritualist preaching and Hindus with an annoyed “don’t teach your grandma to suck eggs” attitude, will soon be fully self-governing: whether it will be willing to remain within the new, federalized Empire idealists plan remains uncertain. (Indeed, it is unsure whether the South African Boers, and perhaps half the population of Australia, will want to remain within a “spiritualized” Empire).

In the US, the particularly strong resistance to the new Spiritualist message in the Midwest and South (that the inhabitants of the land of mists had nothing good to say about racism or segregation didn’t help) led to the Second Rising (of the South, joined by some plains states) in ’42: although ultimately smaller in scale and even less successful than the Confederate effort, it was ultimately too bloody to write off as the farce history supposedly brings after tragedy, and reconciliation has been slow: five Southern and one Midwestern states remain under martial law, and terrorist attacks against Spiritualist churches and research institutions continue. France, after a short period of ultra-right military rule, has turned sharply left and in the words of Ministry of Information head Sartre, “finished the work of the revolution.” Both France and Russia have busily set about dismantling all organized religious institutions on the basis of their demonstrated inadequacy.

The Catholic Church is in disarray, the Pope trying to steer a middle path between outright rejection of the evidence and jettisoning Catholic dogma, and bleeds followers to the uncompromisingly anti-Spiritualist anti-Pope in Austria and the pro-spiritualist anti-Pope in Brazil. (Latin America remains an area of political and religious turbulence, with governments changing and new religious movements springing up seemingly weekly. The US, inevitably, meddles, which doesn’t help).

Currently, the world can be said to be divided into the religiously inclined anti-spiritualist nations, the socialist nations (accept the discoveries of spiritualism, but not necessarily much of the spiritualist philosophy, and highly anti-established religion), the pro-spiritualist nations (usually only partially and tentatively at this point), and those nations which don’t see what all the fuss is about (most importantly China, which just folds spiritualist practice into the grab-bag of Chinese religions and philosophies, where the High Masters generally know the truth already and the lesser sages and swamis patronizingly explain to Europeans that this is just another layer of Mara they need to learn to see through). The New Holy League of Spain, Portugal, Greece, Poland, and Germany (there was a religious revival after 1913, and it’s all “Ein Reich, Ein Volk, Ein Gott” nowadays) stands firm against this devilish and possibly Jewish trickery, and makes threatening noises at the French, Scandinavian and Russian leftists (France is rather more militant than Russia nowadays). The Romanians want to join up, but the League members are dubious about them Orthodoxers. (Austria-Hungary didn’t make it through the 30s: Council of Nations peacekeepers struggle to keep a fresh round of little wars from breaking out among its fragments).

Some members of the League also reject the whole “planet is a living thing” theory, although not the Germans, who are currently drawing up plans to exploit its flesh as a potential natural resource. Indeed, although part of the Holy League, Germany suffers from a strong resistance movement to the current religious-minded government (Catholics and Lutherans, kissed and made up to oppose the common enemy), centered in the professions and the sciences, but also among socialists and young radicals of various tribes, technocrats, spiritually talented psychics, and others, all of who feel that if Germany is to achieve National Greatness it must confront reality in an unflinching manner.

The Ottoman Empire has lost most of the Arabian peninsula to the Armies of Righteousness, spearheaded by an alliance between the Wahabbi and the Dagger of God: violence and unrest spread from there as far east as Indonesia (increasingly a tail wagging the Dutch dog) and west to Morocco and beyond. The men of the Dagger of God do not have merely brute force (and mummies) on their side: they too have their psychics, trained with drugs and the mystical dances of the Sufi to open their inner eye (alas, some open their inner eye a bit too wide and are “corrupted by Shaitan”: such are, er, discharged from the program).

While China is relatively blasé, Japan is a bit split-personality on the subject, with a great deal of psychic and spiritual research being carried out under government auspices, while the general public is still encouraged to believe in the divinity of the Emperor: there is a rather formidable underground of mediums and psychics, which seek to transform Japan into a more open and democratic society on the advice of the spirits.

Now a member of the international community, the Republic of New Atlantis was only rediscovered in 1929. It lies at a depth of 26,700 feet in the Maracot Deep, off the coast of West Africa between the mainland and the Cape Verde islands: its total population is less than 7,000, making it the second smallest nation on Earth (as yet, all the tiny island nations of OTL have not gained their independence from colonial overlords). They are descended from a small population of less than 100 who took refuge in a high-tech “ark” designed by a wise man and prophet who foresaw the catastrophe: indeed, eight thousand years after old Atlantis sank, the country is in fact still largely confined to the bounds of the massive building, although it has been greatly expanded by digging downwards into what is now the ocean floor. Due to a as yet undetermined natural phenomenon, the weight of the water at the bottom of the trench is to some extent counteracted, so the water pressure is merely inconvenient rather than utterly crushing, and the Atlanteans can get about their business outdoors with relatively light protective diving suits. (Without having to work in the dark, either: in this world the ocean floor is phosphorescent at these depths, a product of the decay of the globigerina ooze that coats the bottom).

Over the last twenty years, there has been a fruitful technological exchange between the surface and the Atlanteans, who had managed to preserve many of the bits and pieces of their ancient super-science even though their population was too low to maintain a scientific establishment. From the Atlanteans the surface has gained the thought-projector screen (which turns ones imagination into visible images), new forms of electrical power storage, advanced methods of synthesizing complex molecules and even food stuffs from more primitive materials, the almost unbreakable glass-like substance known as “vitrine”, a new form of gas with tremendous lifting power (thus the continued flourishing of the airship), some tremendously sophisticated environmental control systems, and a somewhat inefficient form of nuclear power (due to the limited quantities of heavier elements drawn from sea water, this is used only as a backup emergency power source: for everyday purposes, the machines of New Atlantis are run off good old-fashioned coal, which has been dug, age after age, out of a by now huge pit-mine a few miles from the ark). In turn they have received from the surface radio and television, computing machines, and above all…weapons.

The lower water pressure has allowed the development of a local ecosystem of rather remarkable richness, species normally only found at rather shallower depths coexisting with abyssal forms, from the tiniest purple sea star to 200-foot long, 100-foot wide flatfish: from this the Atlanteans harvest a rich variety of life, which supplements the many synthetic foods they create using an advanced chemistry. On the other hand, it also makes their lives rather dangerous: they have to deal with eight-ton killer crayfish, even larger sea scorpions, wolf-sized carnivorous crabs, thirty-foot sting rays, a ten-foot toad fish capable of swallowing a man with a single gulp, the little red black and red Hydrops Ferox, the swarming piranha of the deeps, a blind red eel with a lethal bite and toxic slime that can kill you though your skin, the forty-foot electrical sea slug known to the locals as the Krixchok, able to lethally shock at over a hundred feet, and the twelve-foot hagfish that will suck your innards out like a hungry child with a milkshake. And that’s not to mention the Great Sea Serpent, up to 200 feet long and ten feet thick through their longer vertical axis.

The most dangerous of all are the strange, half-gaseous creatures known as the Praxa, whose green radiation kills the cells of anything close to them, and for whom the only response used to be flight and concealment within the fortress of the Atlantean ark. Nowadays, the dissolving effect of focused disintegrator fields can destroy them at a range beyond the lethal effect of their radiation, and now the Praxa avoid Atlantean territory. They do not appear to be mere beasts, but the actual level of their intelligence remains unknown, as their reason for removing the eyes of those they killed.

Similarly, the arrival of modern weaponry designed by surface scientists has greatly increased the ability of the Atlanteans to deal with the other carnivorous monsters of the deep. Some of the old folks are unsurprisingly complaining about how young folks nowadays have it too easy and have become soft now that they no longer face the level of danger their ancestors, armed only with vials of fish poison and electrified tridents, had to deal with. Thanks to the various improvements in their conditions, the current 7,000 is a substantial increase over the 5,000 of 20 years ago, a number that had remained almost static for millennia: currently a major effort is being carried out to build a second self-sustaining “ark” a few miles from the old one.

The capital of Old Atlantis lies a few miles from the ark, and is nowadays busily swarmed over by archeologists, the art and architecture of the ancient Atlanteans inspiring a number of new fashion trends (much to the annoyance of the religiously and culturally conservatives, who grumble that we shouldn’t be imitating a damned people punished by gods). Even the cursed temple of the Lord of the Dark Face is now being pored over, now that its immortal evil guardian is dead (outside some knowledgeable people in the spiritualism business, most take the story of his appearance and defeat with largish grains of salt). Interspersed with archeologists are a number of secret agents and government scientists looking for hints of the lost Atlantean sciences lost and forgotten by the New Atlanteans in their struggle for survival: after all, if war breaks out between the Spiritualizing nations and the holdouts of the Old Faiths, some sort of card to trump the disintegrator will be needed…

As tensions grow, people wonder if the sheer fearsomeness of the disintegrator will be enough to discourage new wars: after all, the very fact which was to bring peace, that there truly is an afterlife, has made believers rather less worried about risking their lives. Currently a somewhat informal alliance exists between socialists, the British, and “moderately spiritualist” nations such as the US to contain anti-Spiritualist True Believers such as the Holy League and the Arab Armies of Righteousness, in spite of disagreements on politics and economics. The Anti-Spiritualist nations, in turn, grumble that they are being encircled and choked off.

Many currently pin their hopes on the Germans seeing a new revolution and a return to reason, but there are other problems looming. For one thing, there are some important philosophical and theological divisions within the Spiritualist movement. There are those who come to Spiritualism as a new religion, a new faith with precepts to adopt and follow. And then there are those who come to it as a science, to be tested and analyzed, and who see the land of mists as a new world to be explored rather than as the mystical home of the soul, and will not take the vague glories spoken of by the higher spirits at face value: with them stand those who are in no mood to be lectured or talked down to be ghosts, no matter how fancy their pedigree, and those who believe in scientific and technological progress and are annoyed at the talk of how their ideas are “distractions” from spiritual progress, and those who wonder why many scientists have so far not progressed beyond the first couple heavens, and those who tire of the spirit’s lack of clear advice on solving earthly problems and insistence on their relative unimportance, and those who “would strike the sun if it insulted me.”

There are people who study spirits, and negative vibrations, and ectoplasm, and think about how to drive spirits away rather than how to attract them: how to catch them: perhaps (as a purely scientific speculation, of course!) how they might be harmed. The Japanese government is considering plans to train its entire population in spiritual disciplines so they go directly to the first non-terrestrial level when they die: and then organize to pursue Japanese interests in the land of mists. The Russian government wants to bring socialist organization to the Other Side, the US thinks the place could use some more democracy and greater upward mobility, an Argentine radio preacher who thinks the land of mists is in fact Limbo in which people are stuck due to their lack of Catholic faith is exhorting his followers to carry the Good Word into the misguided afterlife, etc.

Many dedicated “miracle workers” in the anti-Spiritualist nations, Muslim Imams or Christian priests or Jewish Rabbis, who seek to strike down the foul apparitions created by the Spiritualist are effective because they have psychic abilities of their own, although they of course attribute their abilities to God. And in some cases, they may be right about the external source of their powers, although it may not be God…

They are seen, most often by children, and sometimes photographed. They are glittering little people with wings, although their appearance varies somewhat from nation to nation (the British varieties are particularly twee). They are mischievous. They appear and disappear, and at times are seen only dimly and translucently. They speak rarely, and if they do, it is in riddles.

They are not what they seem.

The planetary being has traversed the cosmos for aeons, and there have been other thinking things before man. The civilization which died long ago did not leave ruins, since their science did not involve mere machinery. Like other dead species, they left a ghost. An unhappy shadow of a great but fallen race. A mocking and malevolent spirit.

They crawled.

They grow stronger. As the spirit and physical worlds grow closer, as psychics and mediums multiply, the ambient energies which feed them grow. And that which is long dead looks enviously at that which lives.

They are the Fairies.
The Fey.
The Fair Folk.
The Unseelie Court.

Up the airy mountain
Down the rushy glen,
We dare n't go a-hunting,
For fear of little men

-William Allingham

76. THIS PREVIEW HAS BEEN RATED PG

(A news show, the weather segment. The weatherman stands in front of the projection of North America, which seems to be outlined by a fuzzy white line.)

Weatherman: “The unusually dense and unseasonal fogs which have appeared at dozens of locations along US shores have baffled experts.”

(The view cuts away to a bearded, eye-glass wearing gentleman. At the bottom of the picture the words “Richard Molesworth, Emeritus Professor of Climatology and Oceanography” are displayed. )

Professor Molesworth: “Frankly, gentlemen, we’re baffled.”

Reporter: “Do you think this may be an effect of global warming?”

Professor Molesworth, looking annoyed: “We can’t rule anything out at this point, but it’s hard to think of a causal connection.”

(We return to the studio)

“Apparently, Ann, these fogs have appeared not just along US coasts, but elsewhere all around the world.”

“That’s fascinating, George. Now over to Lucia Montes in Los Angeles.”

(A beach scene. An attractive newswoman stands in front of a milling crowd of people in beach attire. The background is swathed in thick fog, through which the ocean can hardly be seen).

Lucia: “As you can see, the unusual weather has not prevented many beachgoers from coming out today. In fact, a great many people have come outside today simply out of curiosity about the…”

(Suddenly, there is some kind of disturbance in the background. There are screams. The camera swings to one side – there is a glimpse of a dark shape hopping or bounding past. It shakily swings back to Lucia.)

Lucia: “So-something is coming out of the water. Things moving, fast – can’t really see in the fog...someone seems to have fainted, or fallen…or…”

Cameraman’s voice: “Look behind you!!!”

(We see the camera, swinging back and forth between the reporter and the fog-obscured sea. The ocean is bulging monstrously, rising up over some unseen shape.)

(There is a pained grunt. The camera falls to the ground.)

Lucia: “Oh my God…”

(Shrieks, confused noises, a hideous roaring. The camera shows sand, fog, a pair of running legs. Then something huge and dark and scaly comes down in front of the Camera. A second later, only static)

(Soldiers at a briefing. The officer in charge looks sweaty, uneasy.)

A Soldier: “Sir! Pardon me, but you haven’t really made it clear who we are fighting in Los Angeles.”

The Officer: “Frankly, we don’t know _what_ we are fighting, soldier. And I use what rather than who rather deliberately.”

(Some sort of important command center. Lots of electronic gear, screens with displays of the US and other parts of the world, people in uniforms running about.)

General-type with lots of medals: “I’m afraid we are overstretched at best. The enemy has launched attacks at twenty coastal cities, as well as emerging at several cities in the US heartland, having apparently moved up the Mississippi river undetected. We can expect no help from abroad: intelligence indicates they have launched simultaneous attacks on fifteen other major nations, including Germany, Japan, China, France, the UK and Russia.”

Important Looking Civilian: “My Lord. Just how many of them are they?”

General: “Our latest estimates are several hundred million, not counting their, err, “pets.” And they keep revising the estimates upwards.”

(Back in the briefing room)

The Officer: “Your job is a rescue mission. You will be retrieving a man who has what we believe to be valuable data on the enemy. He, and a few others, are as of latest reports holed up in the University of Southern California, Los Angeles…”

(Some of the soldiers we saw earlier, gearing up.)

Another Soldier: “A big-ass flamethrower for every third man? Shit. I purely hate fighting monsters.”

(A helicopter, going low and slow between buildings. Fog hides everything more than a hundred feet or so away. Some of the buildings look like they have been torn open, their innards spilling onto the streets.)

Fearless Leader: “Why are we flying so low, officer? With instrument flying we should be able to maneuver in the fog at a safer height.”

Pilot: “This isn’t a normal fog. It messes with electronics something fierce. Also, we’re less likely at this height to run into – ah.”

(The helicopter jerks sideways. Soldiers complain in various scatological and R-rated ways.)

Pilot: “One of those.”

(Fearless Leader looks in the direction his finger points. Nearby, draped over the top of a building, are slowly squirming green ropes – which hang impossibly from the sky, a hundred plus feet up to the edge of vision, and beyond…)

(Soldiers cautiously proceed through foggy streets. Everything seems slick and moist. Some battered cars lie on their backs. Fearless Leader pauses, summons his second-in command.)

Fearless Leader, whispering: “Did you see something…move on top of those roofs ahead?”

(The camera follows their gaze to the roofs of smallish office buildings, bulking dark against the fog).

Experienced but Sick of War Second in Command: “Well, I think…”

(Two, three dark shapes bound through the air from one rooftop to another, leaping like frogs. Neither the shape of their limbs or that of their bodies is human)

EBSOWSIC: “…we are definitely in Indian country now.”

(Another soldier, looking pleased)
“Hey, they’re like zombies! Shoot them in the head, and they stop trying to get up!”

(Soldiers, retreating with covering fire down a misty street. As they pass the mouth of an alley, something black and slick and shapeless shoots out and snatches a soldier away like the tongue of a chameleon seizing a fly.)

(A darkened office. A tall, spindly academic type is arguing with Fearless Leader, who is looking rather stressed.)

Academic: “We have to leave them behind. They’ll only slow us down, and we must get my materials to your superiors.”

Fearless Leader: “I’m not abandoning them to those…things. If need be, we’ll split into two parties.”

(The academic positively snarls. He spins to a nearby desk, where sit a black attaché case and a book with a dark, lumpy binding. He jabs a finger at the book. We see it has what look like Arabic letters on its leathery cover, highlighted in gold.)

Academic: “This book is worth more than my life, officer. It’s worth more than their lives, or that of your entire platoon. And combined with this…”

(He raises the attaché case.)

Academic: “They are worth more than several battalions.”

(Several soldiers slowly back up. Each has a flamethrower going full blast. Each has an expression of profound horror and disgust.)

(We pull back from a shot of the Academic’s blank, sagging-jawed face. He is pinned to a wall by a spear, curiously shaped and encrusted by organic-looking growths. The EBSOWSIC is crouched in front of the open attaché case, an expression of puzzlement on his face.)

EBSOWSIC: “What the…”

(He lifts out a curious object, seemingly made of greenish, shining soapstone. It is five-pointed and looks a bit like a stone starfish.)

(The remains of the platoon pause at a corner, looking down the foggy street. Why they have paused is revealed by the heavy thump we hear next. The soldiers pull back around the corner, peering cautiously.)

(There is another thump, and then another. And then something steps out from behind one of the buildings in the distance. It is hideous, warty, slimy, vaguely frog-like, scaly and vaguely fish-like, with great bulging black eyes and long arms ending in oversized webbed, clawed hands that almost drag on the ground. It is also over seven stories tall.)

Designated Female Soldier: “Fuck. They went and got their big brother.”

(Darkness. Luminous green letters appear on the screen).

“I cannot think of the deep sea without shuddering at the nameless things that may at this very moment be crawling and floundering on its slimy bed, worshipping their ancient stone idols and carving their own detestable likenesses on submarine obelisks of water-soaked granite. I dream of a day when they may rise above the billows to drag down in their reeking talons the remnants of puny, war-exhausted mankind -- of a day when the land shall sink, and the dark ocean floor shall ascend amidst universal pandemonium.”
- H.P. Lovecraft


BATTLE LOS ANGELES: DEEP RISING I

77. Dharmic Universe

A Universe mainly Ancient Hindu in nature, with some Buddhist and Jain overtones.

The world is a circular flat disc. The Americas,  Australia, and Northern Europe don't exist, and Africa is much smaller (or thinner), though the ratio of land to sea to is the same because of the huge enlargement of India (dominating 40% of the world's landmasses) , South-East Asia, Greece, Tibet, and China. Earth's climate is a bit different; most of planet is as hot as, and wet as India. A hundred miles of sea far east of the Eight Islands of Nihhon(1) and west of Aspar(2), lies a wall 10 miles high of scales. This wall, it turns out is an actual living serpent enclosing the world. The Serpent rests on top of four Elephants (who cause all sorts of natural disasters when they occasionally shake), who in turn rest on a truly huge turtle. Below the turtle are realms of darkness and the underworld, the abyss. Horrifying creatures live there, wild Ashuras. Terrible demons exist there, and below the darkest point of the underworld, exists the burning fiery plains of Hell, the literal bottom of the universe (you can dig deeper, but recent science speculates that dirt simply appears only when an observer comes to view it). Surrounding the earth, are other planets, which exert very slight (but statistically noticeable) influences on people's lives. Above the Earth, a Brilliantly bright Chariot driven by Daevas (or Gods) drags 'Surya', or the Sun (which is a living creature, although regarded as a Daeva, Surya has a consciousness completely different from Humans and Daevas, leading some scholars to classify Surya as a Mahadaeva, more later). Chandra (the Moon), Mangala (Mars), Budha (Mercury, not to be confused with Buddha), Brihaspati (Jupiter), Shukra (Venus), and Shani are all Daevas which fly around in floating palaces above the Earth.

There are quite a few more sentient creatures in this world than our own. Humanity is a bit different, instead there are five different species of humans, that diverged as recently as 400,000 years ago (in order from most intelligent and docile, to least intelligent and most wild) : Brahmans (Homo Brahmanus), Kshatriyas (Homo Cashatria), Vaishya (Homo Vaisa), Shudras (Homo Shudra), and Pariahs, or Wild Men (Homo Agrios). Humans of OTL are most like Vaishyas in general. Despite not be the most intelligent of the different humans, Vaishyas are the most common (throughout the world, Vaishyas are generally 60% of the population). Almost all human societies have been lead by Kshatriyas (though Brahman are far smarter, they're brains are like computers, they're pretty weak physically, not good at being in charge, and would rather just sit in a meadow and meditate or write poetry), and have used Shudras as slaves (though slavery is at last disappearing in most of the world, many Shudras work in poorer conditions than that other humans for less pay). Pariahs have resisted joining the other humans in society, instead trying to fight for their tribal ways of life against a seemingly inevitable march of civilization lead by better organized and more intelligent creatures (Pariah tribes still hold out in a few pockets in Sthanaka(3), a few islands south of Lanka(4), and in the wild mountainous lands of Assam and Shan, but now they're being integrated into modern civilization).

Tigers and Elephants have intelligence and language comparable to humans, though they are far less civilized (Tigers, violent and impulsive, kings of the jungle, like Kshatriyas, while slow, methodical, and thoughtful Elephants get along with Brahmans). There are a few tiny Elephant kingdoms in the World, and a Tiger one, though Elephants and Tigers mostly live in Human-dominated kingdoms. Garudas, who appear similar to Humans except for their Eagle feathers, wings, and beaks, live in the deep Jungles east of Bharat(5) and the jungles of Sthanaka, where they have a few kingdoms. Monkeys, though only somewhat more intelligent than in our world, can speak. Nagas, or Serpent-Men, are common throughout the lands east of Bharat. Ashuras and Daevas (Demons and Gods, respectively) have legendary powers to warp space, time and all sorts of things. They live anywhere from 10,000 years to 2 billion years (and as a result, tend not to remember much of the affairs of mere humans). Though they are in constant warfare with one another, they tend only to rely on humans in the form of offerings and worship, and they rarely directly interact with humans or visit Earth. High above earth, is where most of the Daevas live. Several mountains are made of an unbreakable metal and extend into another dimension inhabited by the Daevas and all sorts of bizarre creatures (though using them to travel there involves climbing upwards for hundreds of thousands of miles). The cities of the Daevas gleam with strange lights, and are filled with huge palaces. These sacred mountains are Mount Meru (which leads to the greatest of the Deava cities, Sudassana), Mount Sargamantha (Mount Everest), Mount Chhogori, Mount Kangchenjunga, Mount Kailash, Mount Olympus, Mount Sinai, Mount Fuji, and Mount Tai. Ashuras and Daevas are also both huge diverse groups of many different species. Above the Daevas, are the Mahadaevas. The Mahadaevas seem to be vast formless energies, though they can take a form. Modern day scientists say that most things in the universe are partly made up of one of the Mahadaevas. Within the Mahadaevas are the Trimurti, the great all-powerful beginning, middle, and end, or Brahma, Vishnu, and Shiva. The Trimurti, are all things affected by the passage of time, but are also separate consciousnesses capable of manifesting themselves. If Brahma, Vishnu, or Shiva were to manifest themselves, they would instantly destroy any humans around them, and reduce even the more powerful Daevas to shriveled wrecks, slowly melting into a puddle on the ground. But they can take the form of a human or animal (though one with Daeva-like powers), as a so-called Avatar. Vishnu has so far done this nine times since the beginning of this universe. Shiva is currently living in the sacred city of Sudassana as an Avatar. And of course, there are all sorts of other animals below humans in intelligence: Sharabha (Lion-Birds), Gandaberunda (two-headed birds),  and all sorts of Elemental spirits.

Religion is a bit different with the gods a bit more visible and obvious, and religious fighting is not so much as 'Our god is real, yours is a lie', it is 'Our gods our both real, but ours is better than yours'. Whether Bharatic, Yavanan(6), Hakhamanisian(7), Kambujadesan(8), or Synian(9), all cultures worship the same gods. Most religions are simply the worship of one particular god. Three organized religions not devoted to simply worshipping and feeding the gods are Buddhism, Jainism, and Lokayata (though classified by this world's standards as a religion, Lokayata is a very Materialistic non-spiritual religion). Some of the Gods have even been persuaded by humans to become Buddhist or Jain. Modern Science has proven the existence of a soul, though it's still impossible to distinguish between two souls or to know where a soul goes once it has passed.

Radiological studies indicate that the Universe (and Earth) is perhaps 4.32 billion years old, though some of found what appear to be traces of countless previous universes, and other universes smudging ours at the edges. It is widely accepted that it has no inherent cause, though some believe it to have been created by the most secretive, powerful, and neutral of the Mahadaevas, Brahma. Recent genetic studies indicate that humanity was created in India and spread out from there. All five species of modern human are found in almost the exact same proportions everywhere on Earth.

Modern Human History started following a slightly different course about 5100 years ago, when the 'Ayrans' began to migrate out of India (here, the original homeland of the Indo-Europeans was India), at about the same time that plants and animals were domesticated in the Indus Valley. The Aryans spread out of North-Western Bharat into the rest of Bharat, into Hakhamanisia, and onward into the Central Deserts of the World, and the Deserts of the Gorkhas, then onward into the Land of and the many islands of the Yavanas. They invaded the great northern steppes of the World. Crossing into the Deserts of Shinsheng, and the Great mountains of Bod, they founded many great Kingdoms (including the Kingdom of Yaksha, with its brilliant city of Alakapuri). Everywhere, civilization was first started when the Aryans invaded. Only Syna, Goryeo, and the Eight Islands of Nihhon were able to resist the flow of Aryan invaders, though their cultures were hugely influenced by the Aryans. East, in the jungles of Kambujadesa, Aryans continued to spread for many centuries. Around 2700 K.Y. (years are dated after the start of the Kali Yuga, or 3101 B.C.), the Hakhamanisians created a great empire (but it doesn't look so great, considering how much larger all of the Bharatic states were), that conquered the Middle East and Northern Sthanaka (Ancient Mesopotamian and Egyptian civilizations never formed).

The Greatest Kingdoms of the world though, were in the massive landmass of Bharat. Panchala, Kosala, Gandhari, Kuru, Anga, Vrijji, Chola, Avanti, Surasena, Pandya, Travancore, Kalinga, Karnataka, Rashtrakuta, and of course, the Greatest of all, Magadha blossomed. Science was a bit different, considering how it was so interwoven with religion, meditation, and yoga. Mathematics was far more advanced from an earlier point than in our world (binary code was invented before any practical application), but advancements were not readily applied to improving the world. The Yavanas spread around the rim of their sea, and the whole world was much more interconnected from an earlier date, given how Synian and Yavanan Kings regularly made pilgrimages to Bharat.

Around 4300 K.Y., scientific revolutions took off in the Yavanan Kingdom of Thenasai(10), and in Kosala. Over the next few centuries, the world was in conflict between the United Empire of Yavana (Thenasai conquered the rest of Yavana, and Sacalana(11) and Aspar),  and the League of Bharat (which contained most of the Bharatic states. Hakhamanisia was divided into two rival Empires, one allied to Yavana and the other allied to the League. The uncivilized lands of Deep Sthanaka and the Southern Islands were colonized by one side or the other(or by neutral Syna). Communication (though governed by different laws than in our world) became possible over large distances. Magicians were able to transport hulking iron ships across great distance, and artificial lighting (though not through electricity) became a phenomenon. Several huge and costly proxy wars in the Kingdoms of Annam, Luang Prabang, and Burma ended in Kambojadesa's intervention on the side of the League. The 'Great Struggle of Humanity' reached its highest point when neutral Anga brought a Pro-Yavana King to the throne, and some of Spiritual weapons that Yavana received from sympathetic Daevas were brought into the country (spies from the League released this information). This provoked a huge outcry amongst some of the Daevas who were paying attention to human affairs, and soon the Gods were shipping larger and larger quantities of spiritual weapons to Earth. With negotiations in Syna, the conflict was somewhat disarmed, and many of the weapons were returned back to the High cities of the Daevas (despite many Ashuras attempts to heat up the conflict and turn the tide in their war with the Daevas). Later, in 4873 K.Y., the Empire of Yavana was overthrown in revolt. The new King tried to negotiate with the League, but the League of Bharat invaded the essentially powerless Kingdom of Yavana. Aspar and Sacalana were freed, as was the Yavanan portions of Sthanaka. Anga collapsed into a bloody mess, and a long war was drawn out in which Hakhamanisia was reunited.

The Daevas have shared records with humans, of countless times before in the current universe's 4.32 billion year history, of countless previous civilizations that existed, usually before being wiped out by supernatural creatures.

In the current year, 5115 K.Y., the world has changed a bit. All of the Colonies have been freed. Large empires have broken up into smaller nations. Magic is common. Keeping Shudras as slaves as been abolished in most countries(it is now not entirely as acceptable as it once was to kill them off every time they lead another poorly planned revolt), though in Kambojadesa and Sthanaka, slavery is still common. The whole world can be traversed in a few hours, if you're rich enough. There is a far greater gap between rich and poor in this world than our own. Every nation is a Kingdom, with a monarch. Some of the more forward thinking nations in Bharat have powerful parliaments too, though. Space Exploration hasn't really happen like in our world. Gravity is the same everywhere, making rockets not really work. And there aren't any landmasses worth colonizing, given the lack of standard planets. A century ago, a scientist in Yahva (12) discovered the Multiverse, and many governments are busy dealing with exploring other strange worlds (some bear no resemblence to their own, one is a world where Yavana and Bharat destroyed each other and helped bring down civilization, and one bears a striking resemblance to our own round globe), though most people never hear anything about the discoveries of far-off realms of existence.

Bod is a series of kingdoms and theocracies run by bizarre (even by this world's standards)Hindu and Buddhist cults that is loosely united in an Alliance.

Deep, deep down in the dark realms of the Underworld, a new problem for the modern world stirs. Ashura devoted Terrorism. Demons have convinced some humans (and taken control of some more) to attempt to cause as much harm and destruction in the world. It's becoming increasingly difficult for governments to deal with terrorist attacks from citizens controlled by the Ashuras. Many governments have asked Daevas to help out, given the mutual enemy in Ashuras. Some governments hope to implement mind-control programs of their own to ward off terrorist attacks (a possibility in a not so democratic world).

Television and Radio exist in different forms (they mainly play Bollywood-like movies, and BBC-like broadcasts), people flow across the world in Chariots drawn by horses, and millions of poor people live starving in huge slums. A Museum is being built in Travancore to showcase different universes, everything seems to be made up of atoms (though there are thousands more elements than in our world), and music is quite different. Sexuality is a bit more fluid (gays are more accepted), though there are still huge gaps in prosperity between genders. There is no idea of privacy, and corrupt governments and gods observe most people throughout the world. The Monsoons killed a million people around the world last year (good riddance, say those worried about overpopulation), the largest temple in the world is being built in Kosala, scientists are busy proving that the universe is an illusion (as are space and time), the tallest human building in the world is a Buddhist temple in Burma, and computers are used only by the Brahman.

1. -Japan
2. -Spain (from the Greek Hesperia, to the Indianized Aspar)
3. -Africa
4. -Sri, that is, Sri Lanka. About five times larger than in our world.
5. -India
6. -Yavana is Greece, Yavanan is Greek
7. -Persian, Hakhamanisia is Persia
8. -Khmer
9. -Chinese
10. -Athens
11. -Italy
12.     -Java

78. Ancient and Unspeakable Ones

John Hodgman's amusing end-of-the-world book, That is All, www.amazon.com/That-All-John-H… includes among other diversions a list of 700 Ancient and Unspeakable Ones who will return to wreck havoc until the Century Toad splits the planet in two. Most are very lightly described, and for my amusement I have been writing short reports on some of them, which I have decided to share.

With apologies to Hodgman, to whom all credits, plaudits, and moneys are due.

1. REPORT: CTHULHU CARL
First reports emerged from impoverished neighborhoods, run down industrial cities, old train stations. Reports of people glimpsed being dragged aboard cargo vans of moving trains or down alleys by a hulking man in ragged, derelict clothing, with a scarf and high collar concealing much of his face. Among the various disturbing events of the time these reports were largely lost in the shuffle, but Abomination Control took notice when the computer flagged mention of “tentacles” in one report, in which the mystery perp’s scarf was displaced in a struggle, exposing, in the witness’ own words, “crawling, writhing, wet worms, no, tentacles, all over his face oh God they squirmed..”

It was eventually determined that the Abomination was skipping around from location to location by flying at night (slowly, heavily) with leathery wings which sprouted from its back, after it was caught on smartphone while passing over the parking lot of a 7-11, which relieved worries that the Abomination in question was a teleporter. It eventually emerged that “Carl”, as It called Itself, was attempting to set itself up as some sort of divinity of hoboes, wandering the mean streets, riding the rails, and frequenting former jungles with a rather pathetic ignorance of the fact that the Hobo lifestyle had largely ceased to exist, It’s Hobo argot laughably outdated. Still, It worked at it, punishing those who disrespected him by devouring them whole, and rewarding the faithful with swigs of a powerfully hallucinogenic rot-gut dispensed from an ever-filled bottle in a paper bag.

Authorities finally caught up with it outside of Akron, Ohio, interrupting it’s consumption of a drug dealing under an overpass. By this time during the Slow Catastrophe Abomination Control had learned that bullets usually were rather ineffectual, and so the interruption was carried out with shoulder-launched missiles, followed by flamethrowers. The resulting greenish-black flaky material began to evaporate into a green gas, and although Disposal Team managed to gather much of it with vacuums and hydrogen-rated storage tank, the last of it had vanished from confinement within two months in spite of best efforts and practices. As of current date, there have been multiple reports of a mystery “murder hobo” wandering the roads and rails of Eastern Europe, but International Control has decided that a single-incarnation, low-visibility Abomination responsible for less than a hundred deaths is a low-priority target and future disincorporations can be left to properly informed local authorities.

2. REPORT: NICK NOLTE
It proved a considerable surprise when actor Nick Nolte was revealed to be the current incarnation of an Abomination, turning into a hideous feathered lizard-man with a beard of snakes on live television and announcing the end of the world. Several thousand viewers went insane, and hundreds of thousands were severely shaken and required in many cases psychiatric aid. Thank goodness for Cable TV’s fragmentation of the viewing audience!

Nolte has been spotted at many locations around the globe since, often riding a colossal flying serpent-thing with gaudy feathers and silly little hands and feet. Outbreaks of madness and hysteria usually follow these appearances, as well as rains of blood, plagues of boils and women giving birth to snakes and lizards. Efforts to shoot him down by the militaries of various nations have so far been ineffectual, since he apparently only appears in a largely non-material form, nearby explosions causing grotesque but temporary and apparently harmless swellings, shrinkages, and distortions. So far, Nolte has not been observed in unpopulated areas where atomic weapons might be employed, and tends to turn into a shimmering mist and simply disappear if followed by plane or helicopter.

Nolte will occasionally vomit up bloody, six-foot tapeworms as he flies by. These are material enough, apparently immortal (cutting them apart just leads to more tapeworms, and they do not seem to need to eat or breathe) and constantly murmur unspeakable horrors in what observers will claim to be a version of their own native language, sometimes in the voice of dead relatives. They should be closely confined, since if they get loose, they tend to try to crawl up the ass of sleeping people.

Nolte will also occasionally interrupt TV programming to make further pronouncements of doom. Experiencing this is often bad for ones sanity and always bad for morale, so viewers are encouraged to immediately mute the TV and close their eyes at the first glimpse of his scaly phiz. In case the mute does not working, fingers in ears and loud humming is recommended.

3. REPORT: SOMETHING ALAN
People have reported meeting an odd, bald man who engages them in rambling conversations after introducing himself. Nobody quite remembers what he talked about later, and other people claim not to have seen any such bald person. The one thing the witness will remember is the bald man’s name, which will be something Alan – Fred Alan, George Alan, Ted Alan, Bruce Alan, etc., and comparably everyday names in Arabic, Chinese, etc. However, over time, the witness will begin to grow uncertain as to the actual first name of Alan. Was it actually Fred? Or was it Bob? Or maybe Frank or Louie? Or Bill or Jim or Ed or Bernie or Steve?

The witness, now known as “the victim” will become increasing obsessed with remembering Alan’s first name, claiming it is “just on the tip of their tongue.” Before long work habits suffer, sleeplessness sets in, and grooming drops off. In cases where the name was written down during the early phase of seeming certainty, the victim will claim that the name is incorrect, and eventually that it is not their writing and that some sort of hoax is being pulled on them.

Eventually, after three months, the victim is essentially comatose, unable to say anything save slowly muttering “…Alan….Alan…Alan” and must be supported intravenously. So far the process has proven impossible to interrupt, and the only defense available has been an effort to educate people on the risk of bald, garrulous strangers: Something Alan does not appear to people who already know about him (or rather It). As of current date, there have been several thousand reported cases of Something Alan.

4. REPORT: CHOK-UTHUG’UL, THE SCOREKEEPER
This uniquely annoying abomination was not identified as one of the Ancient Unspeakable Ones for some time, since It appears only in dreams and people were often reluctant to report such dreams and uncertain as to whether it was Abomination Action or just their own insecurities.

The victims report finding themselves sitting in front of a huge desk, behind which sits a massive shape somewhat resembling a one-eyed liver in a suit, who inspects a huge book open before it. They report feeling not so much terror as nervous tension, as if waiting for an annual assessment report from their boss. This grotesque will sigh sadly, shake it’s amorphous above-the-collar appendage, and begin to speak.

The being (whose name, Chok-Uthug’ul, is written in jagged lines on a shiny nameplate sitting on the desk) will then proceed to report on their lives. It will explain (usually) how badly they are doing, how little decent sex they are getting, how little money they are making, how few people they are impressing, the low resale value of our car, how tedious their conversation is, how shitty the food they eat is, and how they are currently very likely to die with very little improvement. Frequent comparisons are made with all the people who are doing better than the victim. At the end, with further grim head-equivalent-shaking, Chok-Uthug’ul will give the victim a score for their life so far, which is variously a number, a percentage, or a letter grade, and in a few cases a grade of alcohol (usually something quaffed by the most improverished and desolate of winos).

Victims are left deeply depressed, and often indulge in self-destructive drinking, drug use, etc. in efforts to make themselves feel better. Others engage in high-risk behavior in attempting to change their situation, in some cases attempting fraud, robbery or rape to improve their “score.” It is perhaps odd that with the world possibly coming to an end in spite of all our struggles people should be so concerned with this notion, but it is usually the case that contact with Abominations is counter-indicated for continued sanity.

A very few successful people have received favorable scores. They tend to become increasingly smug and self-satisfied, although this is usually not particularly noticeable.

The number of people visited by Chok-Uthug’ul now numbers in the millions.

5. REPORT: THE WEEPER
The Weeper sits in the middle of Rio Habour, Brazil, and sobs and weeps and moans. It does this continuously, and it is loud enough to be audible pretty much all over the city. It also is, even sitting down, nearly half a mile tall. It has therefore been decided by the authorities to leave it alone, as long as it doesn’t do anything else. Possibly if the current flow of people out of the city reaches the point where a total evacuation is possible (and the world doesn’t end in the meantime), nuclear weapons might be tried.

The Weeper is black, slimly, multi-limbed, many eyed, and grossly corpulent. It arose from the water as a slow bubbling of gelatinous horror which eventually solidified into its current form six months ago. Since then it has never ceased to weep, and sob, and groan. It produces 450,000 cubic meters of tears per hour. Its tears are acidic and have killed all life in the bay, and smell of damp soil. The Weeper itself smells like onions, which is noticeable all over the city when the wind is right.

6. REPORT: TOG-AGGOTH, THE 87TH PRESIDENT
Tog-Aggoth (“Brian” to his friends) has been a minor notable for a while, as an inspired raconteur, a major donor to charity, and a man of unmeasured but immense private wealth, distributed in banks world-wide. It is only recently that he has come forward as Tog-Aggoth the Ageless, one of the Ancients whose coming was foretold, but not, he assures people, one of the bad guys. He claims to be, in spite of his agelessness and transcendence of the flow of time, quite human, and has provided proof in the form of hair and skin samples which indeed are quite normal in their genetics.

Toth-Aggoth is a tall, thin, bony man, standing some six foot five, with pale, finely wrinkled skin, snow-white hair, long-fingered, knob-knuckled hands, and very white and somewhat too widely spaced teeth. In spite of an appearance of old age, he is as energetic as and possesses senses apparently sharp as a man in his thirties. He claims to have no memory of being any different than he is now as far back as he can remember, which is four to five thousand years, or as far forward as he can remember (two to three thousand).

Currently Tog-Aggoth is doing TV spots and speaking appearances, demonstrating a glib and sophisticated speaking style and a mastery of (so far observed) fourteen different languages. He assures the public that in at least some futures humanity will survive, and indeed he will become the 87th president of the United States (a somewhat different political organization by that time) some two and a quarter centuries into those futures. (He self-deprecatingly jokes he’s getting a little early campaigning in).

When questioned as to how he could be elected as a US president when his birth was long before it came into existence, Tog-Aggoth notes that like the early presidents, he was “grandfathered in” by virtue of having been living in Virginia at the time of the declaration of independence.

Tog-Aggoth has been quite helpful with advice, has warned Abomination Control well in advance of various dangerous new threats, and made numerous suggestions as to how at least some of humanity may survive the ongoing Slow Catastrophe. He has also revealed a great deal of fascinating historical detail. However, many of his actual statements are somehow more disturbing than helpful, such as his noting that since he only inhabits histories he is comfortable with, if he disappears we can assume that we are one of the versions of ourselves that don’t survive. His evocation of innumerable histories is dizzying and crushing in its vastness, and implies choice is meaningless, since some version of our future selves must suffer through all possible outcomes. His lectures on the nature and history of some of the many horrors now battening on humanity can be downright soul-crushing, and some social scientists and philosophers wonder if the overall effect is more negative than positive.

Most of the future science he has shared is useless due to the “lack of tools to make the tools to make the tools” issue, and is any case usually impossible to prove right or wrong due to inability to create the necessary test conditions; some call him a fraud and a charlatan, although he has never been caught in a lie in cases where he can be tested. It is certainly the case that a good documentary record has been established tracing his previous existence back before the mid-18th century, although some remark on the fact that nobody noticed his abnormal lifespan before he made himself publically known. (The fact that he moved a lot may account for this).

Various efforts by Abomination Control to have Tog-Aggoth confined as a potential menace or rendered to an Abomination Control research center have failed. Being well-spoken and very rich offers a considerable degree of immunity, and in any event Tog-Aggoth has told AC agents that since he knows the futures, why should he choose to inhabit ones where we succeed in capturing him? (He also claims AC “sadly misapprehends him.” As usual, it is difficult to say whether this is meant to be reassuring or not).

Some members of the chattering classes speak of a Tog-Aggoth “cult” in reference to the increasingly large crowds follow him around in hopes of being “taken with him” if he disappears from this world. In fact, Abomination Control has records of at least 200actual cultic groups which seek hidden meaning in Tog-Aggoth’s speeches and lectures. At least as many other groups claim he is the Antichrist.

7. REPORT: TOGATHA
Togatha is Tog-Aggoth’s sister. She usually remains in his shadow, standing by but not speaking during his appearances, or staying at home in one of their three extensive mansions in New York, Paris and the Hamptons. She is known in the antiques business as a collector of odd and esoteric prehistoric artifacts. She does not give interviews, and when questioned by reporters her answers are short and to the point. They are, however, also often slightly odd, like answers to questions one might hear in a dream, and people often ponder her answers as if they were some sort of deep Buddhist Koan. Seemingly simple answers to standard questions have been known to later inexplicably cause dry heaves, uncontrollable sobbing, or hysterical laughter.

Togatha is almost as tall and even thinner than her brother, and is almost skeletal in build, although always elegantly dressed. Her too-wide smile and red nails are things of subtle horror, and often haunt the dreams of people who have been in close proximity to her.

8. REPORT: TOG-NAMATH, THE PRODUCER
Even Abomination Control was unaware until a couple months ago that Broadway producer, sports promoter, owner of the Eureka Octopi football team and talent scout Joe T. Namath was actually Joe Tog-Namath, brother to Tog-Aggoth and Togatha, the relationship being revealed during an appearance on the Today Show. Unlike his siblings, Tog-Namath is rather obese, if still pale and wrinkled. He is known for the most impressively obscene jokes, wildest parties, and most esoteric flop plays on Broadway, and apparently neither of his siblings thinks much of him, given their tendency, when questioned about him, to become evasive and noncommittal (in the case of Tog-Aggoth) and even more puzzlingly obscure than normal in the case of Togatha.

Tog-Namath swears ignorance of the future (he would have to, or be in danger of innumerable charges of game fixing) but proclaims his “bro” knows what he’s doing. In the meantime he suggests people try to enjoy themselves, buys drinks for everyone in the room, and drops hints about his newest oddball theatrical play, which he claims will be ready for Broadway “well before the world cracks open” and will “expand the heck out of people’s minds – if anyone bothers to show up, anyway!”

Some half of Tog-Namath’s plays are conventional, and at least break even: the other 50% he has produced are all odd, esoteric, mystical, and experimental productions he claims to make “for the balance, man” and which every few people seem to have actually seen, and for record of nothing but a few disjointed fragments of video exist. There are many odd stories about these plays, but the reports of disappearances, onstage deaths, angry apes attacking the audience, disappearing theatres and actors going insane have proven very hard to follow up on. Rumors of all sorts trail after “Joe’s” 50-year career off and on Broadway, and Abomination Control agents continue to struggle against the cloud of unknowing that seems to surround him. For instance, there are over 30 reported cases of illegitimate children fathered by Tog-Namath, but so far none have been found, although in several instances places where they lived and then moved from without forwarding address have been located, and while people who met them have been interviewed, few descriptions have added much to West Virginia resident Joe-bob Elvis Parker’s pithy “Sorta funny-lookin’. Somehows.”

9. REPORT: INDRID COLD
Indrid has been reported as a tall woman of uncertain race and dark complexion, often wearing a turban and a coat. Her eyes are an icy grey, and people report feeling an intense chill when she walks by. She does not usually communicate with people, but walks at a brisk, near-running pace through the streets of cities over 45 degrees north as if with a definite destination, eventually vanishing down some side street or passageway. Within 24 hours, the city she has walked will be hit with a blizzard: as winter has advanced, these have steadily increased in strength and intensity, by now approaching “100 year storm” levels and paralyzing major cities for days.

Some people have been intrigued enough to follow after her and try to engage her in conversation. More aggressive and inopportune efforts often result in the pursuer dropping dead shortly of hypothermia, but some have managed to talk to her and get away with no more than a bad chill. She calls herself Indrid, she is in a great hurry, she in not interested in a date, she doesn’t have a phone, she must catch the wave at its peak or things will go very badly, and the storms will only get worse if stupid people continue to distract her. It is generally recommended that people should break off communication with her at this point.

A month ago in Toronto, she was intercepted by an Abomination Control team and when she refused to stop, was fired upon with portable missile launchers. It is unclear what happened next, but surviving team members - all suffering from severe frostbite – report an “explosion” of icy wind and snow radiating from a central point, as if an opening had been made into a “world of cold”. Those who failed to run (and then limp, and then crawl) away fast enough were frozen solid. Eventually the effect ended, leaving a mass of ice apparently cooled to close to absolute zero filling an area of around 9000 cubic meters, and freezing to death the inhabitants of the adjacent buildings. There followed a period of three days of extremely savage weather globally, after which Indrid Cold was spotted in Sapporo, and weather globally returned to normal, or what passes for such at present.

Currently, active operations against Indrid Cold have been suspended until more effective measures can be determined.


10. REPORT: MR. SMART-TOOTH
Mr. Smart-Tooth first came to the attention of Global Abomination Control when he began broadcasting (in French and Japanese) from somewhere under the Pacific Ocean. Initially believed to be some sort of crank rogue broadcast, it has since been determined to be coming from somewhere below 6,000 feet of water, although the location changes frequently and has never been narrowed down to an area of less than 10,000 square miles.

Mr. Smart-Tooth claims to be a super-intelligent shark, a “brain-shark with 100 brains”, and his broadcasts usually tend to be lengthy monologues about how he will destroy all mankind, all other Ancient and Unspeakable Ones, and make himself sole ruler of the world, and eventually, the cosmos. Most of his plans seem to do with mutated sea life and coral and sea-weed based technology, and tend to be incoherent and full of curious leaps in logic and non sequiturs. They are also often interrupted by sudden changes in topic, which Mr. Smart-Tooth blames on some of his brains occasionally Not Getting With the Game Plan.

Although initially worrysome, Mr. Smart-Tooth is generally categorized as one of the more “low-risk” Abominations, given the improbable nature and exceedingly shoddy construction of his plans. Although there have been a number of incidents related to his plans, such as the mass horseshoe crab attack on Coney Beach, the blockage of the Mumbai sewage system by giant seaweeds, the attack by shrimp-filled and propelled (and rather fragile) zombies on Manila, and the formation of a giant floating fortress of coral in the Atlantic (which has since beached itself in Namibia), most of his predicted coups have not come off, and of late Mr. Smart-Tooth’s broadcasts have become increasingly paranoid and incoherent, laced with accusations of some of his own brains plotting against him. Still, Abomination Control maintains a close lookout for all plans and plots boasted of in his speeches: if he ever does succeed in creating his army of flying Mega-jellyfish-sharks with Giant Sand-Flea parachuting commandoes, casualties could be heavy.

11. REPORT: BING BONG
This rather unusual abomination has apparently only one purpose in life, which is to ring people’s doorbells and then run away. It is never seen approaching, indeed never approaches a doorbell that is being watched, so Abomination Control has had no success in setting traps, but it has been glimpsed running away, a spindly being covered with bristly dark green fur, with arms and legs disproportionately long in relation to its torso, very long, spidery fingers, and a rather small head that does not seem to have a face. It bounds away over the rooftops with great agility, and generally vanishes entirely after leaping high in the air.

Analysis is of course hampered by the fact many people get their doorbells rung by human hooligans, but it is fairly clear that Bing Bong has pestered many millions, requiring it to pretty much continually ring bells day and night, and indeed to simultaneously ring bells at several locations at the same time. In the vast majority of cases, each victim has been doorbell pranked only once, but some have been visited multiple times, and in the case of a few unfortunates, they were pestered almost hourly for days and weeks, finally having to either establish permanent guard services or disconnect their doorbells. It is unknown what causes Bing Bong to lavish extra attention on certain individuals.

Although Bing Bong has never been more than annoying, his actions have caused an unfortunate degree of doorbell vigilantism, and a number of people have found out that putting up signs saying “Danger! Do not press doorbell!” does not entirely legally exculpate them from possible consequences of running a lethal charge of electricity through their ringing mechanism.

12. REPORT: THE CENTURY TOAD
The Century Toad, the supreme God of the Mole Men, is supposedly a giant toad the size of Texas which lives at the center of the Earth. Since the center of the Earth is super-pressurized iron at 7,000 Kelvin, this seems unlikely, but there _has_ been some odd seismic activity seemingly originating at the Earth’s core. Efforts to get the Mole Men to lead AC members through their secret tunnels to the supposed location of the Toad have so far fallen through, perhaps understandably since the point was to smuggle atomic backpack weapons to the Toad’s location.

The AC and other international agencies continue to research the Century Toad: since the Toad is supposed to split the Earth open after other cosmic disasters and Ancient and Unspeakable Ones destroy the surface, it is understandably a subject of some concern.

13. REPORT: THE HUMAN CENTIPEDE
Found eating from a dumpster in Shanghai, the Human Centipede at first inspection appeared to be three human beings surgically attached head to ass, but after an attempt to separate them led to the deaths of the two individuals in the “tail”, it became clear something unusual was taking place. In both cases a secondary system of digestive tubing had developed to carry food from the stomach of the front body to those behind it, so actual coprophagia was not taking place, while new veins and arteries had developed to carry oxygen from the front to the back. The skin-covered eyes had become vestigial, and new connective tissue had grown over the linkages between bodies one and two and two and three. The “head” was largely incoherent, and unless held upright continued to crawl on all fours. The truly disturbing development took place after the “head” of the centipede had been held in confinement by Abomination Control East Asia for two weeks: one of its guards was found in its cell, naked, with his face firmly planted in the “head’s” ass. Skin had already begun to grow over the join.

The guard was successfully separated surgically, the more advanced transformations not having yet begun, with no damage save severe psychological trauma and a serious bacterial infection. When questioned, he claimed to have felt a tremendous compulsion to go into the cell and take a closer look at the “freak”: he claimed to have no memory of taking his clothes off. After a couple more incidents, the Chinese authorities decided to give the centipede what it wanted in the form of two condemned prisoners: the centipede is however apparently capable of further extension, since a member of staff soon tried to become number four. Currently the situation has been brought under control by rotating staff every three days and mandating a month-long interval between on-site duty: this is expensive in terms of personnel costs, but seems to be effective in keeping its influence from catching hold.

The “head” is increasingly uncommunicative, aside from occasional exclamations such as “please kill me” or “please let me die”, and mostly just makes odd clicking or buzzing sounds. Further changes have been noted, with the teeth falling out and being replaced by large fangs, and the former legs undergoing a modification of the joints to allow for more effective and speedy crawling. Some sort of stinger-like organ has begun to develop on the tongue.

On October 3rd, the Human Centipede began to lay eggs.

14. REPORT: THE HUMAN MILLIONPEDE
On September 11, the entire population of Scottsdale, Arizona over the age of 2 formed a Conga line and marched north. Moving in a slow and meandering fashion, they have so far only recently crossed the Canadian border. About 5% of the marchers, most very young or very old, have died en route, but their by now often badly decomposed bodies continue to walk. All are severely dehydrated and emaciated by this point, but less so than they should be naturally, even taking into account substantial efforts to feed and hydrate them as they walk. Marchers are glassy-eyed and uncommunicative, although they will eat or drink if it is brought to their mouths, and mutter endlessly in some sort of unknown language. The fingers of each marcher by this point have taken root in the flesh of the one in front of them.

Initial efforts to separate out marchers, by force and surgical methods, led to failure as the separated went into convulsions and died, while the line closed up and rejoined. (It is to be noted that all members of the line will express disapproval of such activity with inhuman screams, trying to bite, and administering surprisingly athletic side-kicks). Thanks to the use of ancient Egyptian anti-demonic herbal infusions obtained from Book of the Dead II: Die Harder, it has become possible to separate out marchers while keeping them alive, although they remain so far in a cataleptic state. Currently there is substantial debate as to whether to bring in all 202,154 living walkers to medical care (possibly impractical due to the limited supply of Tanna leaves) or to allow the march to continue so their ultimate destination can be determined.

15. REPORT: THE HUMAN UNIPEDE
This exceedingly gross entity has been reported in restrooms, outhouses, port-a-potties, etc. since early July. It is blood red, slimy, wrinkled, and hairless, and bounds about on a single centrally located leg. It has a very long, black tongue and skinny, delicate hands and arms. It appears to be an obligate corprophage, and is usually busy doing exactly what you would think. It is impossibly flexible and passes easily in and out of toilet pipes in the most alarming way. Shooting it is not recommended, since it does it no real harm and you really don’t want to deal with what squirts out. Currently the Unipede hasn’t killed anyone, although it has (literally) scared the shit out of a bunch of people (being licked in the ass unexpectedly can be rather disturbing to your peaceful restroom-goer). Currently the most problematic result has been a global increase in toilet-training problems, as little kids sense that their parents also fear the toilet (quite irrationally, in a statistical sense: the Unipede is nowhere near as ubiquitous as, say, Bing Bong). The Japanese call it an Akaname, but what do they know?

16. REPORT: DAN AND RICK, THE STINK BROTHERS
Dan and Rick were initially mistaken for more conventional bums, but as reports circulated across Europe of a pair of incredibly foul-smelling tramps which left an indelible stink behind them, it became clear they were something both more and less than bum.

They have been photographed, elderly but solid-looking, with tangled masses of grey-black hair matted with dirt, crumbs, and God knows what, faces almost black with grime and of uncertain racial background, fingernails with mold apparently growing on them, and filthy, ragged clothing which appears to be worn in multiple layers, of which the outermost is the least (if still very) offensive; bits of black, greasy “stuff” often drop down their pants legs or out from under their jackets, possibly the sloughing-off of the innermost layer: analysis continues under full biowarfare security protocols. They converse loudly and almost constantly, addressing eachother as “Dan” and “Rick”, which is about the only comprehensible part of their conversation, aside from their occasional demands for “spare change” in the local lingo: about half of their normal conversation consists of words from no known language, the other half of words randomly taken from at least a dozen languages. They often pull bottles from their innumerable pockets for a swig, or bits and scraps of food often in a noticeable state of decomposition.

What really sticks in people’s minds is their smell, which is incredibly foul and has stimulated a rich variety of simile and metaphor on the part of witnesses which have encountered them. Worse is the fact that if one touches them skin to blackened, greasy skin (say, when giving them change to GO AWAY), the smell will never entirely leave you, and although nobody else can smell it, it will be faintly present for as a yet indeterminate time: no victim so far has reported any improvement, and many have to be restrained after a while to avoid scrubbing their skin off. This is the result of peaceful encounters: thugs and punks which have offered physical violence to the stink brothers soon become as unbearably malodorous themselves, to everyone, and usually attempt suicide to escape from the odor within a couple days. Areas where the brothers stay for extended period soon become foul, and there are now many park benches, spots under highway overpasses, back alley rag heaps, etc. that have become (even more) unsuitable for human occupation.

Containment may be difficult. Corralled by German police using animal control tools to push them into a police truck without actually touching them, they broke out overnight from their cell, the outer wall crumbling into greenish-gray sludge and the cell becoming unbearably fetid, a smell which soon spread to the entire police station, rendering it uninhabitable. EC toxic waste regulations make it difficult to legally blow them to bits, a consideration which was rather strengthened by the Sebis incident, in which overenthusiastic local militias set them on fire with flamethrowers after riddling them with machine gun bullets: the two brothers burned very merrily, but continued walking onwards, setting much of the town ablaze and producing such vast volumes of poisonous black smoke as to force a general evacuation: the town was later written off as a total loss. Some theories hold that nuking them might simply spread their odor to the entire planetary atmosphere, so restraint is called for in future encounters. (Two “incredibly stinky” tramps, wearing fresh if already dirty rags and bald heads starting to grow in with oily-looking stubble, were later reported in Moldova).

Current plans involve high-pressure hoses and very large quantities of detergent and bleach.

17. REPORT: FANG-FACE AND BABY FANG-FACE
The creature in question, first encountered on the outskirts of Aberdeen by Abomination Control operatives, is a shaggy humanoid some seven feet tall with some resemblance to both the ape and the wolf, with a mouth full of oversize fangs, a roughly six-inch overbite, and impressive eyebrows. It is normally accompanied by a chubby, stubby-limbed miniature of itself, some two feet tall. The creature possesses enough agility to leap across rooftops, superhuman strength enough to pick up and toss a compact car 20 feet, and remarkable regenerative abilities to the point of being able to continue to live with most of its torso blown to bits and pick up and reattach limbs shot off. It also shows a certain nauseous plasticity – not to mention, a disregard for the basic facts of relative physical dimensions - in the way is capable of impossibly enlarging its mouth to swallow people (and in one case, a cow) whole.

Fang-face is also often quite friendly, cheerful, and even chatty, and will only kill, kill and devour, or devour alive people who annoy it. (Fang-Face and Baby Fang-Face do not appear to have genitals). Admittedly, what exactly will annoy it is often unpredictable, and it has eaten people for shooting it, for screaming loudly and persistently, or just using obscene language in its presence. An unprovoked Baby Fang-Face would be downright darling if it did not occasionally bite fist-sized chunks out of people at random.

This does not apply in the case Fang-face sees itself a mirror, after which it will go into an animalistic, feral state in which the odds of being de-headed or disemboweled greatly increase. After a few minutes, Fang-face will return to normal, apparently with no consciousness of what has happened, and will often pick up a conversation where it left off, even if the person in question is now missing their head.

It was eventually determined that Fang-face and Baby Fang-Face only manifested themselves when moonlight was present (not a full Moon, anything above the thinnest sliver did it) and when the Moon set or the Sun rose, turned into a fairly normal human being and toddler, both of which upon intensive interrogation claimed ignorance of their alternate selves. Efforts to imprison them proved ultimately ineffective – even a mile of rock overhead failed to prevent the transformation once the Moon rose, and Fang-Face proved capable of gnawing through eighteen inches of steel vault door within three nights.

Later incidents demonstrated that Fang-Face and Baby Fang-Face were, rather than cursed humans, more in the way of a semi-gaseous, non-physical entity possessing and transforming humans and moving from one body to another upon death. Fortunately, their disembodied forms possess enough materiality to be contained, and since the sealing of their current hosts in twenty feet of solid concrete encapsulated in a foot of gas-tight sealant, no further Fang-Face incidents have been reported.

In spite of intensive and in some cases unconventional interrogation of all surviving participants in its creation, the relationship between Fang-Face and a 1970s cartoon remains obscure.

18. REPORT: THE SNEEZER
If you are alone or in a small group and hear a particularly loud and sudden sneeze, do not look up or around or into mirrors for the next 10 seconds; indeed, it best to close your eyes. Ignore any post-sneeze snufflings or scratchy noises, or if anyone else in your group disregards this warning, ignore the screaming. The Sneezer only exists briefly after its sneeze as long as it is not looked at: if looked at, it will persist until the last person to look at it is dead. The Sneezer will only appear in locations where nobody is looking at its point of appearance, so it does not appear in crowded locations. The Sneezer is not recorded save as a fuzzy blur by film or cameras. It will appear in enclosed locations and other locations it could not appear by normal means: forensic evidence from the crash site of India Airlines 221B indicates that it may have appeared behind the pilots in the cabin. Judging from recordings and ear-witness reports of victim’s screams, plus forensic examination of bodies, the Sneezer has fangs, claws and a truly disturbing tongue with something of a drill-like function: the stains it leaves behind indicate sliminess.

There is speculation that the sound the Sneezer makes as it appears is not actually a sneeze, but it certainly sounds like a sneeze.

No matter how loud and startling, do not react to the sneeze.

19. REPORT: THE VOICE FROM THE REFRIGERATOR
This particular Abomination is neither containable nor combatable, but fortunately seems of limited scope. As part of the Report the Odd, Live to See Tomorrow initiative, millions have reported hearing a keening song of despair in the hum of their refrigerator, most often when opening it for a midnight snack. In spite of initial skepticism, extensive testing and double-blind tests have confirmed that something is intermittently changing the sonic profile of most home refrigeration appliances, transforming a normally unnoticeable background noise into a song of utter, if tuneless, sorrow. The problem can often be solved by whaling on your refrigerator with a hammer until its acoustic properties have changed, although this does not guarantee that the sound will not return later, or that your refrigerator will continue to work. Simply avoiding it after 10 PM greatly reduces the chance of being depressed by your fridge: there are also the options of earplugs or moving the appliance into the garage, or at worst moving to a diet of dried or canned foodstuffs. It is strongly recommended that one avoid trying to “tough it out”, since this approach can lead to people sitting and sobbing for hours in front of an open refrigerator, and if nobody intervenes, to suicide, often by squeezing oneself into the fridge and closing the door.

20. REPORT: GHD’L, THE QUICKLY DESCRIBABLE
Ghd’l is essentially a 90-foot long eel with human arms and the head of a wolf and a tendency to snatch people off the decks of small boats at night: otherwise there’s really not much to him, or it maybe. One might also note that Ghd’l smells like a cross between herring and wet dog, or that he/she/it sometimes can be heard howling in the night over the black Ocean, but such facts don’t really add much. So far, various efforts to harpoon or otherwise eliminate this mildly dangerous creature have proven unsuccessful: Ghd’l appears to be cunning and elusive, if not otherwise very interesting.


21. REPORT: COLIN, THE QUICK TO JUDGE
This entity mostly is known for its communications over the internet, in which it will, with a snarky and mean-spirited sense of humor, make snap judgments on people’s morals, ethics and intelligence based on their statements, internet pseudonyms, and occasionally web page design. What distinguished “Colin” (as it identifies itself) from regular internet trolls is that when Colin colorfully curses people which have particularly offended it (say by fighting back), for instance saying “weasels should chew off your nut-sack”, or “shrivel up and die” a manifestation of genital-hungry Mustelidae [1] or progressive irreversible dehydration will likely rapidly follow. Anyone attracting Colin’s attention on the internet should shut off the computer and avoid returning for a while to the site on which contact took place: misfortune apparently only takes place if the victim reads Colin’s responses. This had led to an unfortunate degree of cyber bullying by normal humans pretending to Colin; such disagreeable behavior has lately died down, though, possibly due to stronger new laws against impersonating an Ancient and Unspeakable and almost certainly due to the fact that Colin tends to track down those who impersonate It.

Predicting who will draw Colin’s wrath is difficult, since Colin’s judgments of people’s actual behavior and ethics tends to be less than 50% accurate and Colin appears to possess a largely blue and orange morality to begin with. It is to be noted that toadying to Colin is a poor strategy: in cases where Colin claims to like people, they end up with lumpy purple warts on their foreheads, “the mark of Colin.” Colin claims to be “a high lord master of the outer dimensions” and “master of the interwebz”, the latter being at least supported by the fact that password access seems no barrier to posting to whatever site It pleases.

Abomination Control has attempted to track down and eliminate Colin by tracing his computer logons, which usually take place in libraries or offices after closing hours, or through unattended home computers. So far Colin has managed to avoid capture or destruction, fleeing through unknown means. It has been glimpsed by janitors and security guards, which report seeing a white, bloated creature with something of both the toad and the ape, with protuberant yellow bulbs for eyes and a huge slobbering mouth. Keyboards are inevitably rendered sticky and gross.

[1] Some of Colin’s attacks, such as angry weasels, _can_ be defended against with proactive preparations (say, weasel-proof pants).

22. REPORT: JEFFREY, THE FIRST TO SLITHER
Jeffrey O’Connor of 212 Weston Park, Crouch End, London is often referred to as “the first to slither” by virtue of being the first reported worm or snake-like Abomination to appear. Jeffrey turned into a 30-foot worm or slug-like creature with a flattened and distorted but still recognizably human face halfway through the televised soccer game, and after eating the family dog, slithered out of the house, down the street, and squeezed his way into a storm drain. He later grew to the point where he got stuck in a sewer main and was immobilized (causing dozens of toilets to back up) and was dug up and extracted in pieces, which remain alive and are distributed between a dozen labs for study. Unfortunately, before that happened Jeffrey appears to have spawned, leading to the infestation of mini-Jeffreys that continues to plague London in spite of all extermination efforts. (That these creatures are Jeffrey’s offspring rather than a separate problem was confirmed by Jeffrey O’Connor’s mother in law, who stated “They’re definitely his. I’d recognize that vacant, cow-like expression anywhere.”)

23. REPORT: JOHN KERRY, GOD OF THE UNDERWORLD
It is uncertain (and hotly debated by his living relatives) whether John Kerry is actually an Ancient and Unspeakable one, but his mansion in Louisburg Square did collapse into a thousand-foot deep pit glowing with sickly blue flesh-rotting flame, and the dark passage at the bottom leading to deeper abysses does form the “mouth” of a huge stone carving of Kerry’s face. The sinking of some exploratory shafts indicates that the tunnel does not exist save when approached through the pit, which is something of a problem given that so far it has been impossible to get human personnel through the pit without lethal necrosis, and automated rovers are torn apart by glowing skeletons as soon as they enter the tunnel. Said skeletons are prevented from leaving the pit by US army artillery stationed around the rim, but this does not stop the pit from emitting a sulfurous yellow mist which has pretty much destroyed property values for the Beacon Hill neighborhood. Of late things have grown more ominous with the discovery of a Greater Boston Metro Area-wide rash of grave robberies, in which the bodies haven’t been dug up, but rather pulled further down into the earth. This has coincided with a rash of reports of bad dreams from all over the northeast coast, in which people report being visited by a partially skeletonized but still recognizable John Kerry, who tells them that he is the Real Deal and hope is on the way and promises a lifetime of service and terrible strength. The use of atomic weapons, along with the total evacuation of Boston, remains a real option.

24. REPORT: THE NAMELESS GOD OF BLOCK ISLAND, RHODE ISLAND
The God of Block Island appeared rather abruptly some weeks ago and after destroying the ferry and making giant spiny black vines overrun the airport, has made itself the god-ruler of the small local population, which as a result of punishments, human sacrifices, and apparently cannibalism directed at “surplus”, has shrunk from over 1000 to about 300. Observations have been made from a distance by telescope: infiltration of the island has proven impossible, due to the God apparently being immediately aware when anyone new sets foot on the island, and also the manhole-cover sized crabs that lurk in wait right offshore to repel intruders and prevent escapes.

The population now apparently lives off fishing and strange fungi and blackberries which the God has made to sprout everywhere: there is some indication that fields are being prepared for growing some sort of crop in the spring, which would seem to indicate a confidence in the long-term survival of Block Island, and with it the Earth, oddly out of place in these rather apocalyptic times. A temple is being constructed from local rocks, grotesquely carved poles erected, and surprisingly dully nightly rituals carried out.

The God Itself is some thirty feet tall, with four heads, four arms, two torsos, and five legs, covered with mustard-colored mucus and howling incomprehensibly out of its gaping, fang-filled maws, although its subjects seem to get the message somehow. Missile strikes have proved somewhat ineffective, the God and pieces thereof simply sinking into the Block Island soil and arising fully regenerated within minutes, while usually some of the local hostages are killed in the process. This angers the God, and leads It to strike the shores of Massachusetts, Rhode Island, and Long Island with storms, rains of dead fish, swarms of stinging flies, unseasonable frosts, and icky mold. It is theorized that by unleashing enough firepower to sink Block Island beneath the sea, the God will lose its anchor point in this reality and will be banished, but since the God currently seems uninterested in expanding its rule beyond the island, so far such measures have not been sanctioned. And, according to observers with an interest in nature, the bird life is really flourishing under the rule of the God.

25. REPORT: JEEPER CREEPER, AKA “THE DEVOURER OF JUSTIN LONG”
If it has a name of its own, it has never revealed it, so it has become known as “Jeeper Creeper” due to its similarity to the creature appearing in the movies “Jeepers Creepers” and “Jeepers Creepers 2”, (some survivors of its early attacks in fact referenced the movie). This bat-winged humanoid abomination is normally composed largely of decaying human tissue, which it replaces regularly with bits and pieces taken from human victims. It differs from the creature in Victor Salva’s amusing work in that it continued in its depredations well after the 23 day limit, and was occasionally chatty, with a tendency towards such unpleasant humor as prank-calling the Abomination Control home office.

Jeeper Creeper was subject to a nation-wide manhunt in the US after it ate Justin Long, star of “Jeepers Creepers”, as it explained later, “for shits and giggles.” It was finally cornered in San Angelo, Texas, where while trying to crawl away from a punishing firefight, it was immobilized by a valiant citizen driving on top of it with his Ford Canyonero. It currently is under Maximum Extra Super Security containment, with Its body, weak and largely skeletal after the human flesh was debrided, currently divided up between several lock boxes to minimize the effectiveness of any attacks. (The bits are all individually motile, but there’s only so much a single upper arm or foot can do. Personnel are warned to avoid direct flesh-bone contact, however, since they can sprout tiny gnawing teeth. The head’s fangs are kept in a box of their own).
Several attacks, presumably efforts to free Itself, have been carried out on Abomination Control security locations by bone and flesh constructs apparently under Jeeper Creeper’s control, varying from flying bone daggers to many-limbed horrors made of a great many human bones and scraps of flesh cleverly stitched together: so far, none of these attempts have succeeded.

A continuing problem is locating the bodies of the many victims: a few Creeper “nests” have been found, decorated with elaborately cut and stitched remains of dozens of individual victims, but this appears to be only a fraction of the total. Jeeper’s head is currently uncommunicative, due to lacking a tongue (It isn’t allowed one since it somehow converted the last one into a bunch of little tentacles used in an escape attempt).

26. REPORT: CHARLES AND RAY EAMES, THE MINIMALISTS
Closely resembling the long-dead famed designers in architecture, furniture, etc., this inhuman pair can be distinguished by their almost entirely black, white, and grayscale coloration, and the fact that they never blink. Their extreme anomaly is usually not noticed, however, at the time, save by those who have trained themselves to notice the Unthinkable: at the time, most people are aware of their being oddly “pale” and bloodless”, but only afterwards become aware that there was no actual color to their faces at all. People are warned to not let them into their house no matter how persuasive they may seem, and to never read their “minimalist manifesto.” Their presence in a house, even briefly, can lead to creeping “Minimalization” in which ornament, extra furnishings, homey disorder, comfortable furniture, etc. all slowly vanish as the home becomes a shining futuristic space with an excess of solidly colored geometric objects best inhabited by boring robots, and causing no end of existential terror to its inhabitants. In severe cases a house may become a thing of pure geometry and color, with spatial properties not conducive to human sanity. A severely infected structure should be burned, or if no longer burnable by earthly flame, crushed and then contained in concrete, because it will eventually start to infect nearby structures, cars, children’s playgrounds, etc.

Much worse can occur if one actually reads their Manifesto: what happens to a human being who becomes Minimalized is not pretty. “A pale, shining thing” – “a form made entirely of angles” – “a mere sketch of a human being” – “a man-shaped hole in the world” – too close a contemplation of the results can be a serious cognitive hazard. Currently victims are confined to isolated care units and cared for by staff with specially designed goggles, although increasing difficulty in communication between them and the staff and increasing Minimalization of their living quarters has led to proposals of their confinement under high-security conditions.

The duo have been quite active, popping up in locations around the globe wherever housing is more sophisticated than the grass shack, and spreading their ideas by pamphlet and internet posting in spite of all efforts to censor such information. They have also apparently taken part in the production of a movie, which was fortunately seized before it could be distributed, and have apparently helped inspire some new furniture designs which cause back pain and mental dissociation. Current standing orders are “destroy on sight”, but they have proven annoyingly resilient to violence. Bullets seem to pass right through them: high explosives are more effectual, but they simply seem to shatter into innumerable tiny geometric black and white forms which then fly away in all directions. Currently an effort is being made to weaponize the Black Staff of Eibon in an effort to banish them, but the high dissolution rate of test users has been so far discouraging.

27. REPORT: UKDL, THE TRIPLE-JOINTED
That it is called Ukdl can be determined from a brief passage in Von Addams große Buch der das Unaussprechliche, and that it is triple jointed can be determined from the fact that it’s immensely long and thin arm can be seen to have three joints as it emerges from the sea or low-lying clouds or openings in the Earth, extending itself as much as several hundred meters to grab a handful of people (or sheep, or cows: Ukdl is not picky) and drags them back to an unknown but probably mastication-centered fate. So far it’s sporadic and globe-wide appearances, and the apparent lack of a physical presence during other times, have prevented a hookup with local national or AC military assets, much to popular frustration. Efforts to locate Ukdl with the aid of psychics were temporarily suspended when one high-level asset was lost when Ukdl’s arm came out of a walk-in closet and grabbed her, but a new initiative is underway, somewhat hampered by the fact that actual psychics are very hard to fool into believing that the backpack nukes are actually “telepathic enhancement devices.”

28. REPORT: THE TERROR IN THE LINCOLN MEMORIAL REFLECTING POOL
First reported by tourists looking into the water (those of them which eventually stopped screaming), the Terror is an embarrassment to the US government, which finds itself unable to eliminate an Abomination situated right in the capital. (Admittedly the whole US government has been evacuated to a safer location high in the Colorado plateau, but it’s the principle of the thing). Descriptions of the Terror are somewhat unclear, but apparently it has a great many eyes, mouths, and tentacles, and the tentacles have suckers which are sometimes mouths and sometimes eyes and sometimes the screaming faces of dead people. So far the Terror seems uninterested or unable to leave the pool, and its tentacles have a reach of only about 150 feet, tops, making it a fairly low-level threat aside from the terror thing.

The pool is now apparently bottomless, briny and quite impossible to drain: the use of depth charges having proven ineffective, the government has erected a 20 meter steel chain fence covered with opaque tarps just outside of tentacle range and largely tries to ignore the issue. A system of closed circuit cameras focused on the fence, not the pool, and automated guns allows for the destruction of the occasional horrible, unearthly sea-thing which crawl or flops out of the pool, and heavy artillery and missiles are aimed at the area in case the Terror ever decides to leave the pool. Overflights are forbidden since a commercial flight passed close enough for some passengers to see something which sent them into fits (one of them tried to escape through the exit door while the plane was still in the air.) Visits to the Lincoln Memorial, which sits just beyond the fence line, are down and there have been some suggestions of moving the building. Of late, perhaps due to the Terror attempting to amuse Itself, thousand foot high black waterspouts, creepily alive-looking, have been forming over the pool and then collapsing, drenching the immediate neighborhood with smelly seawater.

29. THE UNQUESTIONABLE WISDOM OF THE HIVE MIND
Formerly known as “Wikipedia”, this entity appears to have gained malign consciousness early in September, when people began to report Wikipedia articles had somehow become much more convincing. This was merely annoying in the case of people who now believed in the existence of previously unknown or nonexistent countries, living entities, and historical events, but was very bad in the case of articles describing the hideous fates awaiting all humanity and the need for worship and human sacrifice and self-mutilation. Other articles, describing hideous ritual magic and ways to tear holes in the fabric of space-time, were potentially even more dangerous.

Millions were negatively impacted to a greater or lesser extent before measures could be taken. Attempts to shut down Wikipedia, including the destruction of physical servers, proved futile, and given the universal accessibility and cognitive threat of the entity, things might have gone much worse for humanity, if not for the fact that the Hive Mind remains bound by the fundamental characteristics of Wikipedia, most notably it’s editable nature. Therefore, the threat is maintained within tolerable levels by constant edit wars, which take a serious toll on the editors, since it is difficult to edit without reading what you are editing, and your average editor only last two weeks before succumbing to some form of memetic contagion and becomes suicidal, mad, or a Cultist (the last two being nonexclusive categories).

Abomination Control urges the public to avoid using Wikipedia at all, but if one must look something up for your term paper or must know the name of that girl who starred in that movie, stick to relevant articles, do not click on any suggested links no matter how interesting they may seem, and never, ever, click on “random article.”

On the positive side, articles on countries either strongly nationalistic or inspiring strong such feelings in other countries, aside from alarming prehistoric digressions, are now entirely accurate and bias free.

And some more Hodgman ( www.amazon.com/That-All-John-H… )Ancient and Unspeakable Ones.

30. REPORT: ANONYMOUS
Anonymous is both nameless and indescribable, and indeed cannot be named anything but “it”, “the nameless” or “anonymous”: any other name applied to Anonymous will be rapidly and permanently forgotten. Those who have seen it report a “presence”, but are unable to give a name to it or any of its attributes. Nor can they describe which way it was going or where it came from. Anonymous is most tracked through absences: people who are too close to it lose their names – not only do they forget their own names, but so does everyone else, and if their name is written anywhere, people become unable to process the information when they look at it. (Citizens who suddenly lose their ability to remember the names of friends or relatives are to report this to their local Abomination Control office: efforts are being made to make sense of Anonymous’ seemingly random pattern of appearances in hopes of tracking Anonymous). In many cases the person will forget the names of other objects or concrete concepts, and in worst-case encounters will lose labels for everything, effectively losing the ability to use nouns, although they can still communicate to some extent with the use of verbs and adjectives.

31. REPORT: DEVIL DOG, THE DOG FROM HELL
Reports on this entity are variable, with different individuals reporting different visual characteristics: it is always a large dog, varying from roughly German shepherd sized to that of a pony, but at times it is reported to be black (regular or a shape so black that no details can be distinguished) at others white or with coloration similar to a Husky; it’s eyes have been reported to be yellow, red, blue, or black voids, to glow and to not glow. Teeth may be reported as normal dog teeth, reptile-like fangs, or oversized human teeth. Film or photographs show a roughly dog-shaped, jagged, angular, skeletal thing, burning with blue flames. Whether this is its “real appearance” or not remains a disputed question. Devil Dog is nocturnal, spends the night wandering around urban or rural locations, and disappears at dawn. It has been reported world-wide.

Devil Dog usually only physically attacks people if they closely approach it or its wanderings intersect their position, but physical attacks are the least of it. If the Devil Dog looks into someone’s eyes, that person or one of their immediate family will drop dead for no discernable cause after a random period of time: initial analysis of death times indicates that the period may be a random fraction of a year, but data is not yet sufficient. [1] If Devil Dog has gazed into your eyes, one can apparently keep ones loved ones safe by running at Devil Dog: if Devil Dog is approached within three meters, it will tear you to pieces, and nobody who has perished in this manner has later lost relatives to DDSDS[2]. Seeing the Devil Dog’s eyes is not fatal in itself if the Dog does not in turn look at you, but simply looking at the Dog, whether the eyes are seen or not, will bring on a series of gruesome nightmares in which the Dog chases you down and devours you alive, with the time for which the nightmares continue seemingly dependent on how clear a look one got: some people have been suffering for months. Similar if somewhat less severe effects result from studying film or photographs of Devil Dog.
Devil Dog is apparently non-material, in spite of the effectiveness of its teeth, physical violence being ineffectual, but it can be forced to disappear early and not appear until next night with sufficiently bright light or intense ultraviolet, and seems to dislike spherical or curved objects, usually not attacking really fat people and shying away from soccer balls or the like. This may be related to the fact that Devil Dog, in those instances it is observed appearing, seems to emerge from within angles, whether that between two walls or intersections with sharp-edged corners. (It usually does not enter into houses or buildings unless the door is open, but at times has materialized within someone’s house at the angle between two walls, and exited by passing through an interior angle and emerging from an external one.) Currently attempts are being made to trap Devil Dog in a special spherical container, or as the more immature members of Abomination Control insist on calling it, “the Pokeball.”
[1] Apologies to the SCP people, but they were stealing from actual myths themselves in this case.
[2] Devil Dog Sudden Death Syndrome.

32. REPORT: TONKO, THE HOARDER
This creature appears in the form of a pallid, blotchy-skinned old lady with vaguely Asian features dressed in “street person couture”, muttering to herself and pushing a shopping cart full of grocery bags. Some of these grocery bags are knotted closed and have a swollen or inflated look. In the daytime, she is often seen in grubby stores buying minute purchases and insisting on them being double-bagged. The actual contents are usually tossed into nearby dumpsters and the bags added to the collection. This would not normally come to the attention of AC, save that a CCT camera in Hong Kong showed “her” being harassed by a couple roughs: she then seemingly inflated, while the young men staggered and collapsed. She then blew out into a couple of bags and knotted them shut.

Examination of the bodies showed them to still be alive, but exhibiting no mental activity above the most basic, comparable to long-term coma victims with severe cerebral cortex degeneration, although nothing actually physically wrong could be detected. Tracing former appearances revealed dozens of such cases, and it was determined that the coins with which It made Its purchases tended to dissolve into puddles of gritty slime after a few days. Further studies indicate that It generally only “sucks out the souls” of those who attack or harass It, although occasionally it takes the consciousness of sick and elderly street people. On the other hand, the fact that Tonko usually appears in poor and dangerous neighborhoods at night seems to imply an effort to attract “prey.” Tracking Tonko is impossible, since It disappears at intervals by walking straight into solid walls and not appearing on the other side.

As long as no hostility is shown, it is safe to talk to It, although by and large It is quite uninformative: Tonko can speak idiomatically the language of whoever talks to her, but tends to mumble, go off on incoherent if vaguely terrifying tangents, and randomly switch to incomprehensible languages. About all that can clearly be determined are Its name, Tonko, and the fact that It is collecting things for a “rainy day.” Violence is not recommended at present: due to Its exclusively urban manifestations and constant mobility, weapons of mass destruction are impractical, and lesser weapons such as RPGs are stopped by what appears to be a force field, such attacks being rapidly followed by the soul-sucking of personnel involved in the attack. (Running is useless, since Tonko will just push its cart into the nearest wall and emerge from another right in front of you). Self-sacrificing experiments with knives and handguns seem to indicate Tonko is rather larger on the inside than on the outside, and may lack anything resembling blood.

The contents of Its shopping cart are apparently just the tip of an iceberg, and Tonko may have been active much longer than the 2012 Apocalypse season: agent “Tsien” (actual name kept private) of the Chinese security forces managed to patiently befriend Tonko to the extent of being shown her “collection” and led through a wall. He emerged from another wall several miles away and an hour later suffering from severe hunger, thirst and the effects of cold and damp, claiming that he had been lost for several days in a vast maze of cold, damp passages apparently made of mud and piled high with bags, boxes, purses, jugs, bottles, sacks, baskets, small amphorae, etc. before Tonko found him again and chided him for “wandering off.” He claimed that a small percentage of these containers, but still “countless thousands”, contained something which moaned or shrieked or gibbered softly. He was reticent about describing what happened when he tried opening one of them, but later while feverish he spoke of something with “bubbled” and “flowed” or “flopped” on the ground, something “white” and “rotting yet moving.”

The infection which killed him and three of the hospital staff is as yet unidentified.

33. REPORT: JOSEPH PILATES
This mysterious and nameless entity, also referred to as The King in Gym Shorts, operated by showing up at sessions of aerobics, yoga, pilates, etc. and claiming to be a substitute for the usual instructor (none of which, or their bodies, have ever been found) and promised an “exciting new routine.” It took on a human appearance, although nobody has ever been clearly describe “him” beyond “middle aged, but fit”, details varying wildly. Those who took part in the classes would begin a series of stretching and bending exercises, simple at first but increasing in complexity and difficulties: however, the instructor would be enthusiastic and supportive, and before long the members of the class would find themselves stretching and bending further and more easily than ever before.

At some point, the doors to the place where the exercise was taking place would become impossible to open, essentially cutting the exercise area off from the outside world until the conclusion of the “session.”Later, after the instructor had left, the doors would return to normal and very exercised participants would be discovered all still in the same room, being quite unable to get up or even move aside from some slight twitching, their bodies distorted and their limbs bent and stretched and folded back on themselves in ways that normally would be impossible for human anatomy. Photographs of the scene show that the bodies of the participants form some sort of geometric pattern on the floor, but whether this indicates some sort of mystical ritual or just some sort of horrible art work remains unknown. In some cases massive surgical intervention has allowed some of the victims to return to something like a normal life, but in most severe disabilities are permanent.

A massive information and warning program world-wide seems to have led to abatement of “workouts from hell”: much to government and AC relief, being informed that nobody wanted to do its program did not lead to any massacres, but “Pilates” simply departing immediately. In a few cases brave fitness folks tried to stall it by starting the program while others secretly called the Police and Abomination Control, but The King in Gym Shorts always slipped away before authorities arrived. The “man” hunt continues.

Addendum: in mid-Novemember, “Pilates” began appearing in the role of a substitute gym teacher in High, Middle and Elementary schools.

34. REPORT: SIGMUND THE SEA SERPENT
Sigmund is a sickly green in color, with multiple long tentacles around It’s head, a growth of seaweed-like green tendrils extending down it’s back, and great bulging googly-eyes. It can rear up to heights of some 35 feet and some inches above the water, but its actual length is unclear, it’s body trailing off for an indefinite distance. It can appear out of any body of water bigger than a kiddie pool.

Sigmund will attempt to lure people to join It on a “magical adventure” in exchange for wealth, treasure, or magical gadets like a propeller beanie allowing one to fly, but one should attempt to excuse oneself. If you are able to come up with a sufficiently convincing excuse to beg off, Sigmund may simply leave, but in spite of Its demeanor of good-natured goofyness, Sigmund is in fact clever and insightful into human behavior, and if not satisfied, you will be kidnapped by some of Sigmund’s minions in the name of “fun, fun, fun”, renamed Cabin Boy (apparently Sigmund is gender-blind), and taken aboard a moist and reeking flying boat. It is recommended that people contacted by Sigmund attempt to stall long enough for local authorities to arrive.

Few of those who have gone off on these adventures have survived to return, and those who return often return with bizarre and horrible injuries and terribly disturbed sanity, but from scattered reports these usually start as wacky fun in a cartoonish reality, but grow increasingly strange and disturbing as time progresses. The adventures usually involve some sort of contest between Sigmund and It’s minions and either a group of hideous tentacled monsters with reality-warping abilities vaguely resembling Sigmund, or a thin, long-toothed humanoid dressed in black called John Ooze. It becomes increasingly hard to tell who is the “good guy” in this situation as everything becomes increasingly dangerous and distorted, with Sigmund becoming eventually almost impossible to look at and John Ooze turning into some sort of horrible half-machine octopus or a giant stinging insect.

Sigmund’s minions include (and this is a far from a complete list) a talking lion-like creature whose normal mouth is replaced by a giant sucking hole as the trip proceeds, the bearded and monstrously bloated “captain”(which usually spends his time locked in a coffin), a clown (which always dies sometime early in the trip), the terrifying Housekeeper, a bloody red skeleton, an increasingly putrefied and uncoordinated skinless dog , and the monstrous Happy Brothers.

Sigmund has on several occasions been caught while manifesting itself by local military forces and Abomination Control, but so far has proven hard to kill, having survived being burned alive, decapitated, and blown to bits. Efforts by the Trans-Dimensional Corp led by Keziah Mason III to penetrate Sigmund’s dimension have so far led to the horrible transmogrification of a number of personnel, but as yet no successful off-Earth interception of Sigmund.

35. REPORT: THE PALE WORM OF MONSALL HEAD
This particular Ancient and Unspeakable one is not currently menacing anyone, since it was discovered sealed in an improbably huge block of amber in the basement of the Boston museum. White, bloated, and with terrible staring red bulbs of eyes, the Worm was put on public display for a while, but Abomination Control has since succeeded in having it moved to Security Site C, where the block of amber has in turn been sealed in fifteen feet of steel rebar-reinforced concrete inscribed all over with the Elder Sign. Cultists warn that this will not help when Its Time Comes Around at Last, but you know. Cultists.

36. REPORT: THE CAT IN THE WALL
More exactly, the Cat in the Wall of the Three Stags’ Head Pub, Wardlow Mires, England. It starts whining and howling around midnight and keeps it up till dawn. This in of itself would not make it an Ancient and Unspeakable one rather than a rather annoying haunting, save for the fact when a hole was cut in the wall in an attempt to see if there was a physical source, it was discovered that there was more than one cat. Removing part of the wall revealed an intergrown mass of black, writhing cats varying in size from mouse size to dog size, all howling and shrieking in perfect chorus. Investigatory borings revealed the mass of cats extended at least 80 feet beyond where the outer wall should be before the tunnel collapsed and filled up with more cats, with one of the investigative personnel swallowed up beyond retrieval. After a massive cleaning job to remove the debris from the excavation the wall was resealed and people tried not to think too much about it, although the report from the investigation, which included the fact that the aforementioned debris began generating new cats after a while until it was burned, led the UK government to retarget certain nuclear assets on Wardlow Mires.

37. REPORT: DICKFISH, THE RIVER DWELLER
A giant, hermaphroditic penis-shaped fish covered with multiple extensible piercing spermataphores and a life-cycle too gross for this report writer to go into [1], Dickfish first appeared in the Chinese Yangtze river system, from where it somehow fled to the Congolese river system when things got “too hot”, and finally moved to the US Mississippi basin, where it was finally destroyed, apparently, with massive depth charges: it has at least not reappeared. However, the fallout remains, with extensive regions of Canada and the US, central Africa and continental East Asia infested with the Spawn of Dickfish. Rather going into the really, really disgusting details, the writer urges you to just stay out of the water.
[1] Imagine starting with “massive penis trauma” and working your way downhill from there.

Addendum 1: the tourist bureau would like to point out that Dickfish dislikes chlorine and salt, so oceans, well-maintained swimming pools, and the Dead Sea are OK.

Addendum 2: all fisherman who catch what they believe is Dickfish spawn are urged to under no circumstances touch it without heavy protective gloves, to never eat it, to never let any other living creature above the size of the adult US squash bug (Anasa tristis) touch or eat it, and preferably to rapidly burn it using plenty of accelerants which can be squirted on with no risk of accidental contact. (Destroying Dickfish Spawn is more important than any mere third-degree burns, Mr. Lack of Sense of Proportion).

38. REPORT: TH’YL-KJULL, WHO VOMITS JUDGEMENT
Th’yl-Kjull looks mostly like a floating partly deflated balloon the size of a skyscraper made of scabs and open lesions, dotted with bulging eyes and with multiple dangling insectile limbs. It tends to fade randomly in and out of existence, and is often only dimly seen. In this form it is non-material and hard to effect in any way, but on occasion it’s many eyes will focus on someone, and it will become more solid, real and visible (and hideous). Th’yl-Kjull will then vomit huge amounts of dark green slime out of its sagging, shapeless slit of a mouth, liberally coating it’s victim (and, on average, half an acre) with the slime. The victim will then fall into a deep coma-like state which will last a day and a night (bystanders not targeted by Th’yl-Kjull will not experience this, merely having all their body hair fall off, their skins bleached, and their wardrobes ruined).

Victims will during their coma period undergo tribulations depending on their sins and their perception of the same: people who deep down believe they should be punished for their misdeeds will experience the punishment their believe they deserve, while those who do not feel guilt will be punished for their actual criminal or cruel acts as they think other people should be punished for them.

In those cases where victims experience a jail term, they will experience the entire length of the term, as much as hundreds of years, but will not physically age as a result, although mental damage is often severe: where punishment is lethal, or permanently crippling, the victim will physically reflect the act, with a trip to the guillotine accompanied by their actual head detaching from their body. In the cases of victims with particularly sadistic or masochistic imaginations, the results do not bear viewing.

(Since many victims have been guilty of nothing more than severe self-hatred, some suggest Th’yl-Kjull lacks a proper understanding of the human mind. Others suggest Th’yl-Kjull is just a dick).

Since it fully materializes to attack, Th’yl-Kjull can be damaged at this time, and although so far damage has been limited to blowing gooshy holes in it (which will have regenerated into new configurations of warts, lesions, and eyeballs by the next time It appears), this does at least seem to delay It’s next manifestation. Chunks of Th’yl-Kjull should be avoided, since contact with them often leads to hideous, warty mutations and distortions of the flesh. The public can take steps to help themselves: Th’yl-Kjull can be dealt with simply by staying out of Its drift path, since it never targets people more than 150 meters from directly beneath It. Stay alert for any Abomination warning and sirens and check your phone, TV, or computer for details.

Attached to Th’yl-Kjull’s side is a smaller, saggier blob about the size of a New Mexico State Fair hot air balloon, with thin droopy tendrils and bleary looking yellow eyes. According to the ancient texts, this is Mh’yl-kjull, the conjoined twin of Th’yl-Kjull. Occasionally it will undergo convulsive working of its shapeless mouth, ending by spitting out thin streamers of grayish ooze, which when they do actually hit anyone lead to severe, painful guilt trips, often over such things as forgetting to wish someone happy birthday.

39. REPORT: MADAM PSYCHOPOMP
This being, in the form of a tall, zaftig woman in a turban, has been spotted at various locations holding forth on the coming BLOOD WAVE which will supposedly flood most of North America, and has even appeared on public access television twice so far. It is unclear how she obtains speaking venues, but people do speak vaguely about her being “very persuasive.” Given the various reports of assorted horrors omnipresent in the media where not censored, she seems so far to have been lost in the background noise: no new panics have so far been traced to her actions. Indeed, one audience member in Illinois reported her as “much more entertaining than the usual preacher. She made the end of the world sound kinda thrilling.”

Being a creature of the harbinger or herald type, she is not in herself particularly dangerous if not physically attacked [1], so Abomination Control has so far not sanctioned destruction attempts. She is accompanied by a thin and rather dyspeptic looking male companion apparently of the doormat disposition, which of late has begun to develop what appear to be small antennae and signs of faceting in his already bulging eyeballs. Closer attention is being paid to him to make sure he isn’t going to start injecting people with eggs or something. Reportedly he goes by the name of Cyrus Abbott (Esquire) although so far no records have been uncovered of an actual person of that name answering to his description.

[1] Madame Psychopomp was shot in the head by an audience member in Michigan with a poor grasp of how to deal with Abominations. Although the shooting merely left a small hole in her forehead (gone by her next reported appearance), she was apparently sufficiently annoyed at him to glare at him until he underwent spontaneous combustion, leading to a mass exodus of the audience. Nobody else was burned and indeed program guides were found undamaged in adjoining seats.

40. REPORT: MacOOZE, THE KILTED SLIME
This Abomination appears to confine its actions to Scotland and the Hebrides. It manifests Itself as a vaguely humanoid form some nine feet tall made of black slime, wearing a kilt the ghastly colors and strange geometries of which have driven people to madness. It will often accost travelers in lonely places out on the Moors and engage them in lengthy conversation, speaking only the most impenetrable dialects of Scots. Unless one is fluent enough in this speech to know when to heartily agree, it is recommended that one simply try to look intently interested and nod and go “hm” a lot: it is easy to misunderstand and respond inappropriately, and the Slime is rather short-tempered. If one is successful in this strategy, eventually the Slime will sigh gustily (and with a most foul swamp odor) and after an involved goodbye, sink into the ground and vanish.

If one slips up and angers the Slime, it may hit you hard enough to break bones or even kill, and if truly furious it apparently either removes or dissolves human heads (the forensic evidence is unclear); surviving a violent encounter, however, may be only the start of your problems if the slime gets on your skin. Those so marked slowly but irreversibly turn into Scottish stereotypes, speaking a dialect comparable to the Slime, insisting on wearing kilts on all occasions, and becoming ever more hostile to the “Sassenachs”. This occurs no matter the initial race or nationality (or gender) of the victim, and black Jamaicans or Chinese tourists are immediately recognized as “true Scotsmen” by their fellow affected. When questioned about their encounter, they speak of the Slime as a fellow Scotsman by the name of McOoze, and become quite offended at suggestions that “he” is in fact an Abomination. Of late some long-term victims have begun to build giant wicker men, which is never a good sign.

When dealing with a Slime encounter, if the Slime reaches into its own torso and pulls out a bloated leathery sack bristling with long, hollow bones, stick your fingers in your ears and run like the wind: the bagpipes are much, much worse than the kilt.

41. REPORT: T’UTH, THE GRIPER
T’uth is the One who stands perpetually at your shoulder, complaining endlessly. Do not bother trying to spin around, for It will still be behind you. Do not look over your shoulder, for that way lies madness. Other will not be able to see or hear T’uth, but they will be able to see your second shadow, the one that looks like an octopus crossed with a combine harvester.

T’uth has an opinion, almost always negative, about everything in the universe, and wants to share it, although Its presence on Earth means that at least 50% of the time it speaks on terrestrial annoyances. Its opinions are lengthy and closely argued, for hours at a time. Plugging ones ears, listening to loud music, or destroying the eardrums does not help. The only ways to escape are to either kill oneself or go so deeply into madness or catatonia that one is no longer able to hear. T’uth will then go on to another victim.

The end will of course come much quicker if one lacks the ability to fall asleep while someone drones on tonelessly and endlessly on about what’s wrong with the political system on Spica VII.

So no one else may suffer, 85-year old widower Avraham Katz of Tel Aviv has put up with T’uth for two months, far longer than anyone else has been able to without losing their sanity. When asked how he does it, Avraham replied “you never knew my wife.”

42. REPORT: THE VERY LARGE BOIL
Essentially a fifty-foot inflamed-looking spherical membrane containing a slowly oozing mass of pale pus, It’s only other distinguishing features are a clouded eye the size of a basketball, and a snaggly yellow tooth sticking out of a puffy slit that might be a mouth or a butt or something. It gets around by rolling, and it constantly telepathically moans and grumbles as it does so, often stopping to complain to people how sore it is and how it wishes someone would help it out by lancing it.
One might think this being is a tempting target to abomination control, but the Book of Ekke Ekke Ekke Ekke Ptangya Zoooooooom Boing warns “When the Perilous Pustule is pierced, lo! There shall be much weeping and pointing of the fingers, for Its Foul Exudations shall overtop the mountains, and thirty score myriads and ten shall be rendered most icky.” It is therefore recommended that it be left alone as it rolls around Eurasia, since it generally does no harm except when it accidentally rolls over people who aren’t paying attention or just scares the pants off them.

A public education program on the perils of the Boil has been widely circulated, since the Boil tends to occasionally disappear and show up again some ways away and therefore cannot be constantly tracked and accompanied by protective forces. The main concern is of course that some member of the public will try to lance the Boil on their own initiative. Fortunately, the membrane is quite strong and thick if translucent, and so far several efforts by disturbed or just really stupid people with knives, small arms, and in one case a chainsaw have failed to break through. Current least-bad disposal plans involve luring it into the Taklamakan using a Mil Mi-26 heavy life helicopter carrying a sufficiently impressive-looking giant pointy metal spike.

43. REPORT: SKREE’YT, THE ANNOYING BABY AT THE BACK OF THE PLANE
Increasingly on pretty much every flight that continues more than two hours, a particularly loud and annoying child will begin crying. People who check on this will discover a new row of seats now exists behind the formerly last row, and in one of them will be Skree’Yt.

Skree’Yt takes the form of a large, loathsomely fat and wrinkly blueish-white and warty baby, usually sticky with unmentionable substances and with a full diaper, howling loudly from It’s wide and toothless mouth. Its eyes are closed and never open. The smell and noise become such over the course of a long flight that if there is any extra seating at all (and sometimes even if there isn’t any) passengers sitting in the first few rows in front of Skree’Yt will try to move forward. Indeed, some airlines have been deliberately underbooking to keep seats free to deal with the “Skree’Yt problem.”

Picking Skree’Yt up and singing and walking up and down, etc., rarely works and even in those cases where he does quiet down contact with Its foul and gelid flesh and oozing emissions is only for the most strong of stomach. [1] And you have better not gag while taking care of It, since if you jostle Skree’Yt badly enough or otherwise cause It discomfort, well…it is in fact easy to get rid of Skree’Yt. Just hurt the Annoying One and It will vanish. But so will you. If it is not disturbed, Skree’Yt will vanish with no human casualties, along with the extra row of seats – and thankfully, the smell – once the last passenger has left the plane.

(Rules-lawyering is not recommended. In the case where a drug lord on a private jet threw one of his subordinates onto Skree’Yt, both the thrower and the throwee vanished along with It Which Stinks up the Cabin So Bad. )

[1] And often leads to nasty fungal infections.

44. REPORT: LORD FOREHEAD LANTERNSTALK
Or so Its name translates from ancient Akkadian. This creature was detected by sonar in the Ocean deeps below 12,000 feet, and appears to be a somewhat eel or snake like entity roughly a mile in length. Its head appears more piscine than reptilian, with a long, sloping front and a long under-slung jaw like some of the deep sea fishes, and a bulbous growth on a forehead stalk, perhaps a light-generating organ. It has not been inspected closely by anyone who has survived, although judging from some screamed radio reports Its 200-foot long head lacks eyes. Given that It is rarely still and Its slowest “cruising speed” exceeds 100 miles an hour, with occasional bursts of speed into the supersonic (which maketh the deep to boil like a pot), approaches with remote controlled vehicles have not been a success either.

Lord Forehead seems relatively unaggressive: sure, It has dragged some ships to the bottom in Its dripping coils, and the mysterious “green glows” seen in the waters on five previous occasions, which caused hundreds to conga dance into the Ocean and drown may be LFL-related, judging from sonar records . Still, It isn’t as relentless in Its plaguing of humanity as other Ancient and Unspeakable Ones, and the biggest problem It causes is that wherever it goes It seems to produce Sea Serpents, whether through some sort of reproductive process or simple generation from raw elements is uncertain. Up to 150 feet long, aggressive, and carnivorous, the Sea Serpents have become a serious menace to fisheries and fishermen alike: although entirely mortal creatures and dispatchable by means of anti-whale explosive harpoons, they have become numerous enough to become a serious menace to boats with decks less than 25-30 feet above the waterline, and incidentally made possible the NRA’s successful suit to make explosive harpoon launchers a personal self-defense weapon. It is hoped that the Russian and Japanese whaling fleets, which have re-equipped to pursue this new prey, will succeed in bringing this problem under control. Sea Serpent sushi is already a glut on the Tokyo market.

Lord Forehead Itself has been hard to target with nuclear submersible weapons: there was one successful hit early on, which sent It to the bottom to much cheering, but the necessity of “multiple taps” when dealing with Abominations had not yet fully sunk in (blow up the “corpse”, and then blow up the pieces, etc. until not even dust is left), and LFH simply regenerated and was back cruising the seas and generating sea serpents the next day. It has been more elusive and even harder to pin down since: patrols by nuclear torpedo boats have failed to draw it nearer in spite of various techniques tested to rile up Ancient and Unspeakable Ones, such as playing classic jazz-off key on loud underwater speakers.

And now the reader knows why people don’t really care that much about Ghd’l.

45. REPORT: THE FLOATING HEAD
The Floating Head was first reported in Thailand, and in Its subsequent appearances has not shown up outside the East/Southeast Asia region, ranging from Japan and north China south to the Wallace line. The entity is purely nocturnal. Emitting an eerie glow, it appears like a humanoid female head, but with a mouth distorted by oversized fangs and cat-pupil eyes: an improbably long neck, over fifteen feet by best estimates, dangles or writhes and coils beneath the head. The Floating Head usually attacks by immobilizing its prey with its constricting neck and then sucking the victims guts out through the mouth (the fangs cut through lips and teeth if the victim is stubborn about keeping it shut), and in the case of pregnant women, their wombs through the vagina. On occasion it will just take some chunks of meat out of someone and leave them alive but mutilated, or pursue children and bite them slowly to death or near death. Able to become intangible when not feeding, the Head is unaffected by bullets, but fears fire and bright light and will withdraw or vanish if approached by them. Some ancient Ghoorian symbols and the Elder Sign, if made of the proper green soapstone, will also repel it. It cannot pass through solid walls, but can squeeze through very narrow cracks.

The Head is sentient, and occasionally talks to its victims in their own language, in a sibilant, mocking voice, or whispers to people through walls at night. It appears to have a serious grudge against almost all of humanity, leading many to suspect that like Al Gore or Annette Funicello, It once walked the Earth as a human being. White phosphorous bombs are being distributed in areas where it has been seen to appear, in hopes of catching it by surprise.

46. REPORT: MURKY NIS
Nis is a formless, gaseous entity resembling a large cloud of dark fog, distinguishable from normal dense fogs by its putrid and penetrating stink, which will linger for days after It has passed. From the point of view of outside viewers, Nis condenses from the air, spreads to cover a couple square miles at most, drifts along at a mile or so an hour if there is a wind, and disperses again after a few hours. Within, the situation is more complex.

Those caught in a Nis event are recommended to stay indoors and bar your doors and put up the protective shutters (and if you don’t have them, what the heck are you doing? You should have gone to Wal-Mart when you had a chance, they sell cheap sets with installation instructions and tools!). Going outside and looking outside for any longer than the brief interval needed to check to see if Nis has dispersed are strongly dis-recommended. Time is oddly distorted within Nis, and your Nis experience may last as little as half an hour or several days. Interruptions in electricity supply are likely, and radio communications are often out. If it turns in that you are in for the long haul, relax, breathe through a filter mask or at least a wet cloth as much as possible, and if necessary crack into your emergency supplies, this counts. (And if you don’t have an emergency food and water supply, the writer of this report does not know what to say. Honestly, it’s like some people want to have their brains sucked out).

Going outside during a Nis incident is very dangerous. In maybe 30% of cases the person will stumble out of the cloud, after minutes or hours of experiential time, with usually [1] no worse consequences than the need for many, many baths (clothes will probably need to be burned) and perhaps lasting terror about how long it took them to complete what should have been a half hour walk at most. There are indications space as well as time are distorted, and in the majority of cases, the person becomes permanently lost within Nis, no matter how familiar their surroundings, and vanishes when it vanishes.

Often they will encounter companionship of sorts, which will work to dissuade them from leaving in a most physical manner. These are referred to as the Nislings, and apparently are either people who were lost in Nis at earlier times, judging from clothing remnants on the few cases that have been captured, or animals weighing over seven pounds that have also been lost (dogs and cats are usually smart enough to keep indoors, unlike certain humans I could talk of). They have been seen through peepholes or upper windows by those who have undergone a Nis event, and are always to some extent decomposed, in many cases very much so. Their stench resembles that of Nis Itself, but far more concentrated. They do not talk and generally don’t attack to hurt or feed, but simply grab hold of their victims and drag them off into the fog. Generally they are no threat to a properly barricaded house, but look out for Nisling moose.

Nislings vanish when Nis disperses, but if dragged in some way out of the mist (sometimes they come close enough to the edge of the Nis cloud to be dimly visible, and then efforts can be made to, say, harpoon them) they will undergo accelerated decay, leaving no more than bones and a pool of slime after an hour.

Nis is one of those Ancient and Abominable ones which appear to be able to stand nuclear explosions or perhaps is just manifesting portions of itself from another dimensions: two separate efforts applied in cases where Nis had appeared in a thinly populated area only delayed its next appearance slightly. Efforts to find “non-traditional” methods to contain or destroy Nis have yielded some useful clues, but no solid results as of yet. So once again, check your Abomination Safety for Idiots guide, idiots, and stay alive!

[1] Those who stay indoors, even for days, generally never suffer anything more than an annoying rash that goes away in a few days, but those who have spent hours stumbling around through Nis do sometimes come down with something a wee bit like necrotizing fasciitis.

47. REPORT: THE SLEEPER AT THE GATES OF TIME
The Gates of Time were found behind a bunch of boxes in the cellar storage area of Hassan’s House of Dumplings in Baghdad. They were generally not noticed until recently, when a careful tracing of the mini-earthquakes that have been occurring with increased frequency led investigators to the eatery. People were puzzled by the fact nobody had noticed an eight-foot door of black metal covered with complex ancient Sumerian astrological symbols, but the owner said it had always been there and who really cared since it didn’t have a keyhole and didn’t open? Upon closer inspection (namely, a lot of excavation) it was discovered the gate was a solid slab only six inches thick (which in the case of magic doors, really means nothing), apparently indestructible and immovable. (So much so that the Gates are currently immovably fixed some six inches above the ground due to excavations below them).

It took rather longer and not until after Abomination Control had brought in two psychics, a dowser, and an old man from Helsinki whose trick knee acted up in the presence of Abominations before people really paid attention to the dog they had been stepping over all the time they had been inspecting the gate.

The dog (which, again according to the owner, had always been snoozing there) upon actual examination turned out to be rather unusual, being of indeterminate breed, an odd shade of puce, and with four nostrils. It was also sleeping in a depression in the floor, which turned out to be because it weighed over eighty tons in spite of being no larger than your average Alsatian. Attempts to move it with hydraulic jacks led to whining noises and an order of magnitude increase in the strength of the Earth movements, and were abandoned.

These various data led people to conclude that Abomination Control had discovered the legendary Sleeper at the Gates of Time, which will open at the End of the World. What exactly will happen then is unclear, although it apparently involves Time Ghosts and will be unpleasant. In the meantime, the Sleeper will wake to Indiscriminately Devour anyone attempting to open the Gates before the proper time: since researchers remain un-devoured in spite of various efforts to take samples and otherwise investigate the Gates, apparently such efforts do not count as trying to open them. Due to its location in a crowded city, and the fact that the world hasn’t come to an end yet, for now extreme measures have not been taken, although the Sleeper is closely monitored, Hassan’s House of Dumplings having been moved to a new location with more seats and an upgraded hot-oil fryer. Of late the Sleeper appears to be chasing rabbits and the frequency of mini-quakes has continued to increase, now accompanied by small rains of frogs and the occasional scorpion with the face of Saddam Hussein.

48. REPORT: THE MASS WHICH WAS ROBERT CONRAD
Robert Conrad began growing soft, squashy warts and moles all over his body fairly early on during the current Megapocalyspse, which soon grew to obscure him entirely. Conrad is currently a gelatinous grey mass covering two hundred and seventeen acres of Nevada desert, heaped up in mounds up to sixty feet high, where he was shipped after growing too large for the research facility he was formerly confined. Constant slow ripples pass through the mass, and occasionally tentacle-like growths emerge and are then reabsorbed. A radio controlled atomic bomb has been put in place in close proximity. At current growth rates he will cover over five square miles by next August, but since all projections indicate that by then the crisis will be over (whether or not humanity survives), most are not particularly concerned by this datum.

More recently, in the last month or so, the mass which was Robert Conrad has begun opening innumerable mouths, which persist for a while, occasionally talking, before being reabsorbed. Attempts have been made to open communication, which is somewhat complicated by the fact that the mass appears only able to communicate using quotes from The Wild Wild West and Black Sheep Squadron. So far, researchers believe that the mass is quite comfortable, extends best wishes to Robert Conrad’s friends and family, and just wants to be left alone to slowly grow until it consumes the world, although there is some uncertainty as to whether this is exactly correct, such sentiments not have been expressed by anyone on either television show, and there has been much use of analogy. It is also unclear whether or not the mass considers itself to be Robert Conrad, although it has stated that it is both James T. West and Pappy Boyington.

49. REPORT: ERYUR’MOK, THE SULKING SUCKER
This disagreeable entity was first spotted by a local psychic and part time witch doctor in a Nigerian beer hut, sitting in a back corner and sucking someone else’s beer with his proboscis. The general public cannot see it, but it is possible to spot Eryur’Mok by squinting one’s eyes and holding ones breath until it becomes really uncomfortable. It will then remain visible as long as you don’t look away, so breathe, son, breathe. Eryur’Mok resembles a man-mosquito mixture, a bit like Mansquito but with more of a face and sort of goofier. It also wears an uncomfortably tight-looking outfit made of the skins of unknown beasts and an ovsersize pendant sort of thingy on its bare, knobbly chest. It is usually found in bars, clubs, restaurants and other such places, as long as they have out of the way corners and niches where it can sulk.

Eyur’Mok is a fiend suffering from a lack of self-confidence and serious tentacle envy, and if it doesn’t just ignore attempts at communication, it will complain at great length about its lack of astonishing abilities, small size, insufficient eldritchness, and so on. It mostly sits in corners, stealing people’s drinks through unseen sucking, checking on news about other Ancient and Unspeakable ones on its Smartphone, and bemoaning its miserably low position on the A & U pecking order. The one thing one should never do is offer it words of encouragement, since this may lead to a brief rallying of confidence, which in turn lead to Eryur’Mok going on a short rampage, teleporting from place to place and invisibly sucking the essence out of people, reducing them to horrible shriveled husks, until It comes to the realization that at the rate it works, to get to _everyone_ it would have to drain people continuously for fifteen centuries (and in any event It gets a terrible Ghost Headache if it drains more than a dozen people in rapid sequence). Sulking resumes.

Attacks on Eyur’Mok are not recommended: aside from the fact It is normally found in areas with lots of innocent bystanders, they seem to boost Its self-confidence. As per normal procedure, any mention of Its attacks should be kept out of the media, since It is known to frequently Google for any mention of Its name. Agents of Abomination Control who detect Eyur’Mok are recommended to either sit nearby and talk about how cool and mighty other Abominations are, or in cases where this is likely to cause public unrest, simply walk up to Eyur’Mok, give a single sad shake of the head, and walk away.

50. REPORT: HE WHO SLEEPS IN THE TREE AT THE END OF YOUR DRIVEWAY
This entity appears to be exclusive to areas which actually have driveways and trees along them, which somewhat narrows the range of its appearances, but within these limits It may appear anywhere in the world, in a new and seemingly random location every night. It will appear, sometime after full dark, in the tree closest to the street on the left as one faces towards the house, never when it is being observed. (People who try to get around this with cameras will find them prone to electronic failure). A dark and lumpy shape, with sparkly bits, most often described as “like an evil potato, but with legs” will be seen to rest amid the branches. Seeing it will cause a deep feeling of discomfort, similar to a certainty as your plane flies away that you left the stove on. If you watch it long enough, it will seem to swell and pulse. Stop watching before it grows beyond the branches.

Attempting to call the police or Abomination control will fail as your phone and internet go on the blink and you receive only strange and disturbing tweets. It is best not to read these. Even if you can gather the courage to go outdoors and past the sleeper in the tree, the streets will seem unnaturally dark and you will be unable to find your way to lighted roads and Walmarts: houses will be dark and your knockings or bell-ringings will bring no answer, although you may hear whispered, not quite comprehensible conversations. Your wanderings by foot (your car will not start) eventually bring you back to your home. You will huddle in your house, awaiting the worst. Towards dawn a great terror and occasional diarrhea will come, only to vanish as the first faint grey light of dawn is spotted. A cautious peer out the window will show your tree empty, and you may wonder if it was all illusion till you draw near to the tree and smell a lingering aroma of rotten fish and strawberries.

You will be fine as long as you aren’t standing under the tree shortly before first light.

79. Northwest Smith's world

OK, another old-style SF one: the world of CL Moore’s “Northwest Smith.”


One of the mottoes of the Space Patrol is “Three Planets, One Law”, but under private questioning they will shamefacedly admit to a variety of local exceptions and variances that would give headaches to a student of the Holy Roman Empire’s political arrangements.

They call it “The Three Planets” as is it was a unified political entity, but it’s hardly that: even the individual planets are fragmented, the Venusian “Emperor” ruling less than a third of the hot planet, the rest being divided into a multitude of kingdoms and empires and republics and barbarian tribal groupings on the Fever Coast of the Hot Continent, and Earth into five Great Powers and a scattering of great-power toadies and Nervous Neutrals. Mars is theoretically under the rule of one dynasty, as it has been since long before the first stone was laid at Jericho, but the Emperor’s authority is largely nominal in the Drylands and the Polar wastes.

Although there is much “frontier” land among the wastes of old Mars, as well as many mysteries on Venus and even some deuced queer spots on crowded Earth, a more accurate understanding of “The Three Planets” would be “not the frontier.” Venus, Earth and Mars represent civilization of an understandable type, regular trade and commerce, comprehensible science and clean restrooms. In the twenty-second century, the real frontier is seen as fiery Mercury, the innumerable and often poorly explored Asteroids, and the distant moons of Jupiter, the current edge of exploration.

And finally, the three planets represent humanity: all three worlds were settled aeons ago by a common stock, cross-fertilized ages later but still long ago by lost Martian and perhaps Terrestrial civilizations. There are other, stranger strains mixed into the folk of the three planets, odd evolutionary branchings and occasional dead ends, and people who seem to have the touch of worlds and universes utterly unknown. But the majority of all three planets are a common if long-separated stock, able to interbreed in most cases, and for all their cultural peculiarities, family and companions in a universe vast and filled with strangeness.

History has expanded vastly since the young, quarrelsome and energetic civilization of 20th century Earth launched a new era of interplanetary travel. Mars has seen countless civilizations rise and fall over many millions of years, some reaching great heights, but always mysteriously going rotten and descending back into dust. Some of the mysterious, crumbled relics found occasionally in Lunar caves where the sun never shines seem of antiquity comparable. Older still are the curious artifacts occasionally found in the Asteroid belt, which is the remnant of an ancient planet once inhabited by a mysterious civilization: long ages ago it was destroyed by a cosmic bullet, a small world of extraordinary density which came out of the void at such frightful speeds that escape would have been impossible even if the inhabitants of the fifth planet had possessed spaceships (the notion that all human races originally came from the fifth planet is hotly debated.) The old iron core of the fifth planet was knocked into a distant orbit past Pluto, and much of its mass knocked out of the solar system altogether.

Earth, in fact, had a history previously unknown: ancient and only partially translatable Martian records seem to speak of visitors from the third planet, leading Terrestrials to look again into dubious and “discredited” archeology. Strange and almost unimaginably old ruins have been found beneath the Indian Ocean, strange things have come up from the deep Pacific, and fragments of mysterious alloys recovered from the depths of Greenland glaciers, while a supposed “early Sumerian crystal goblet” of uncertain provenance held in a British museum since the 19th century has turned out to be Martian in origins and older than the Ice Ages. Only on Venus does the historical record taper off after a few millennia, and this may have more to do with the local corrosive climate and the quarrelsome history of the planet than anything else: occasionally odd blocks of curiously geometric displaced stone show up in the jungle, eroded travelers on a world which has never known glacial flows.

Earth is crowded, civilized, and not particularly democratic. It is heavily urbanized, and the 30 million inhabitant of Greater New York inhabit a vertical wonderland of bridges and suspended roads criss-crossing a forest of titan steel and crystal pillars over a thousand feet high. The war between Aryan Europa and China has recently ground to a stalemate of exhaustion, each side having lost more than a third of its population and revolution breaking out at home. The other three great powers of Pan-Africa, North America and Ind are not displeased with these results, since there was little love lost between any of them and the combatants, and all three had joined into a “league of armed neutrality” to prevent any expansion of the war into space or elsewhere on Earth. North America in particular hopes through reconstruction aid and investment to bring China under its influence, while spheres of influence in South America and the Middle East are busily being rearranged.

Immigrants from the other planets, drawn by the wealth and energy of Earth, are numerous, especially in North America. When sampling off-planet cooking, it is generally safer to try out Martian rather than Venusian restaurants if you can’t read the menus: one of Venus’s more popular exports to its offplanet sons and daughters is canned frog broth. Governments tend towards the authoritarian and the technocratic: North America is still fairly democratic, but it still has its prison asteroids where a regular ration of the whip is the norm, and powerful men and women who behind closed doors coolly discuss the benefits of genocidal behavior.

The Terrestrial song “The Green Hills of Earth” remains popular across the Three Planets, but was not written by a blind spaceman musical genius, and does not include the lines "We rot in the molds of Venus, / We retch at her tainted breath. / Foul are her flooded jungles, / Crawling with unclean death," which would be considered highly insulting by any Venusian. (Sure, Venus does have flooded jungles crawling with unclean death, but that’s only part of the planet).

The airless Moon is thinly populated, given the far greater attractiveness of Mars and Venus, and is a sort of annex of Earth, only roughly divided into spheres of influence by the Great Powers, and scattered with mining colonies, industries suited for vacuum, low gravity, and no environmental review whatsoever, and a multitude of archeologists and paleontologists investigating the mysterious scattered ruins and buried fossils from an era in which the Moon briefly and paradoxically held an atmosphere.

Venusians are a pale people, white of skin and with large and slightly slanted (no, not epicanthic folds, actually slanted) eyes in various shades of darkness. They are slender and almost elfin, and their hair is most often night-black but sometimes of a variety of colors not matched on earth. They possess a variety of adaptations to their warm, damp climate, including water-resistant skin that allows a Venusian to stand in swampy water for days or weeks without developing a case of trench-foot. There is something of the cat about them, playful yet cruel, utterly innocent-looking as they plan how to screw you over, patient and cool as so many cucumbers and always with the grace of someone who knows themselves to be royalty. One is very lucky to have a Venusian as a friend: one is in deep shit if they only think they have a Venusian as a friend. Venusian women are said to be the most seductive in all the solar system, and Venusian women’s fashions are considered the peak in elegant sexy. There are several Venusian sub-races, from the Hairy Men of the north Polar continent to the hairless, fishbelly-white inhabitants of the Fever Coast, but they are not generally what people think of when they say “Venusian.” Rumors of “fish-men” inhabiting the hot seas are ancient and anciently unproven.

Venus was briefly united under one Emperor, and the current Emperor still claims a planetary suzerainty, but unlike Mars, planetary union has hardly been the norm in Venusian history: although some large empires have come and gone, the herding-cats aspects of Venusian politics have tended to prevail in the long run. This is a reassuring thing to humans, since the various Venusian states have succeeded in catching up with Earth technologically at an alarming rate. (The Terrestrial Great Powers have tried to gain influence over the major Venusian states through divide and conquer tactics, with limited success: the Venusians wrote the book – several of them, indeed – on Machiavellian politics).

Venus is warm, wet, and almost perpetually cloudy. Green lichen-like growths soon appear on any exposed rocky surface. The nights are black with no stars or moon, but some of the local vegetation is phosphorescent. The low-lying continents and innumerable islands are mostly swamp (the dominant Venusian breeds are often disparagingly referred to as “swamp-men”), salt marsh, and jungle, although the North Polar areas have a relatively temperate climate and the interior of the Equatorial continent is mostly filled by the Devil’s Baking Sheet, the hottest, deadliest and most impenetrable desert on any of the Three Planets.

Martians are a varied bunch, as benefits the age of their race, but the major division is between Canal Dwellers, the current imperial race, pink and orange-pink and red-pink, short and a bit pudgy, and the Drylanders, backwards descendants of a race which ruled Mars many ages ago, thin and bony and with skin like wrinkled dark grey-red leather. The Canal dwellers are highly civilized but rather passive, with a certain amused condescension towards “hurried” races like Earthlings or Venusians, fond of their luxuries but also cynically philosophical about the inevitable misfortunes of life. Drylanders are ruthlessly invested in the business of survival, and make up the majority of Martians who take up adventurous careers, legal or illegal, in the grittier parts of Mars and the solar system. In spite of this, they have a strong artistic tradition, and their skills as woodcarvers and weavers are legendary. Less artistically inclined are the almost skeletal nomads of the Great Southwestern Desert, considered scary harsh people even by other Drylanders.

Mars is relatively thinly populated, although there are some fairly large cities at the intersections of the major canal systems. Most of the planet is desert or semi-desert, with extensive salt wastes and icy polar mountains whose highest peaks tend to accumulate carbon dioxide frost, among the foothills of which hardy hunters pursue the most expensive furs in the solar system. Even in the early ages of Martian civilization it was dry, although back then it had a few small and salty seas and much of what is now desert was then grasslands where the ancient Drylanders built their first kingdoms. There is extensive commerce with Earth, Mars exporting a variety of goods – art, luxuries, manufactures (Mars still holds tight some age-old technological secrets which so far terrestrial corporations cannot duplicate), drugs, liquors, etc., along with the trade in Martian artifacts (Mars has so much history that Martians are very little concerned about earthmen digging bits of it up and selling them: one blunts ones shovel on million-year-old paving stones when enlarging the cellar) and the tourist trade. The capital of Lakkdarol is one of the commercial hubs of the solar system, and the millennia-old Lakkmanda Markets are a legend across the solar system, with a veritable literature of songs, poems and stories surrounding them. If anyone in the solar system ever stumbles across the lamp of the Jinn for sale, it most likely will be in Lakkmanda Market.

A number of terrestrial settlements have sprung up in areas the Martian government isn’t bothering with (say around half of the planet), powered by atomic energy and either running a lengthy pipeline to the nearest canal or melting deep permafrost in the extensive portion of the planet with seriously chilly winters. It is generally more popular a place to set up shop than Venus, where terrestrial settlers are watched over by local governments rather more interested in their sovereignty than the sleepy and almost indifferent Martian ruling class, and where your chances of dying of some nasty infection are a lot higher. (On the other hand, those Venusian girls…)

Mars is also the favored spot for people who want to disappear off the radar or stay out of the reach of the Space Patrol and other law enforcement authorities. In the endless miles of desolation, combined with the Martian Drylander habits of hospitality towards strangers and Minding Your Own Business, entire illegal communities spring up, flourish, and die back to emerge somewhere else when they become too “popular”. Some of the most dangerous bandits and pirates in the solar system have their hideouts on Mars (some take up residence in the more corrupt Venusian states, but although the amenities are superior, the bribes are more expensive and the dangers of betrayal higher). The icy polar city of Righa, founded by a member of the vast Russian Diaspora, misspelled by his successors, is the most successful illegal city on Mars, which is to say it has lasted several decades without someone burning it to the ground, and is showing (from the local point of view) discouraging signs of going “legit.”

There are other peoples, some not very human. The wormy yellow inhabitants of Europa have a considerable if peculiar civilization of their own, while the green, blue, puce, etc. inhabitants of Ganymede are backwards races currently being energetically exploited by the inhabitants of the inner solar system. On one of the Black Asteroids (the hard to detect fragments of the cosmic “bullet”) a brown-skinned near-human race contends with a race of weird reptiles (due to their unusual density, even fairly small Black Asteroids may have enough gravity to hold onto some atmosphere). Closer to home, there are the curious, half-blind troglodytes of the Martian subterranean seas, and the peculiar big-headed little men of the isolated city of Xi, not discovered by the Brazilian government until 1953, and an odd, white-haired, thin-boned people who apparently hang out in Tibet along with their enormous sense of self-importance. (Tibet remains independent in this world. These facts are not unrelated). On small towns on the edge of civilization occasionally someone – or something – will show up that can’t be fit into any known category. What is that pig-faced guy at the back of that crowd picture, someone will ask. And the Martian or Venusian will shrug.

There are a few organizations that span all three planets. The Triplanetary Trade Commission (The gold standard is back: due to the lack of trust in each other’s financial systems, the Three Planet’s common currency is the Interplanetary Gold Dollar). The Universal Court, a fairly feeble UN-type institution based on the Moon. And the Space Patrol, which is funded by all major governments and whose officers are supposedly trained in a tradition of service and justice that transcends regional prejudice, but in fact is full of spies and agents from every major government, not to mention interplanetary criminal organizations. Crews are mixed to prevent favoritism, but connections matter. It was founded by, and is currently numerically dominated by, humans, but the Martian and Venusian components have been growing.

The Space Patrol has to deal with a huge area, from the mining colonies in the twilight zone of Mercury to the new settlements near Jupiter. They have to deal with smugglers, space pirates, supposedly legitimate shippers doing shady business on the side, and the occasional Weird Space Menace. And they receive little respect from the hard-bitten civilian men and women who make their living in the very tough business of space travel without the support of a government. And the agents of the Space patrol, often underfunded, often aboard patrol boats bought cheap and unable to keep up with the professional space-criminal’s souped-up craft, hoping that they won’t develop an allergy to the memory drugs needed to memorize (this week) the LLothic dialect of Middle Venusian, with untrustworthy superiors and sometimes subordinates to worry about, reciprocate in full the dislike.

The Space Patrol still pursues Northwest Smith, whose crimes against the varied laws of the Three Planets are rather more numerous than his heroic deeds, although you will never get his fans to admit that.

Said fans include a major portion of the Spacer community. Spacers are a tough and individualistic breed, and create their own little communities wherever they go, slightly contemptuous of groundlings and those who only go into space as cargo. Spaceman’s leathers are the traditional costume: if one can afford it, the favored type is the skin of the Venusian Crested Swamp Behemoth, which is tough, durable, largely stain-proof, Venusian mold and fungus-proof, non-flammable, a good insulator, and has an almost impossible to eliminate odor similar to machine oil, which discourages rich Terrestrial posers from buying and driving the price up. The Spacer’s favorite drink is Venusian segir “whiskey”, served in black bottles, dark red as wine, with an indescribable but not offensive taste and a kick like Vodka.

Aside from smuggling of valuable commodities and space piracy, there are a variety of nasty new drugs, the Three Planets each cross-fertilizing their local criminal societies through access to new and interesting product. And then there is slavery: it remains legal in some places on Venus, theoretically banned by the Emperor but continued in practice in parts of Mars, and on all three planets nastily persisting in the places where great wealth and great poverty coexist. In one of their admitted occasional successes, the Space Patrol over the last couple decades has managed to largely suppress the interplanetary slave trade, which had boomed for a while under the Willard Gang, perhaps the most notorious pirate organization in the solar system at their height.

Mercury, the asteroids, and Jupiter are currently the frontier. Mercury is only habitable in the narrow twilight zone of the tidally locked planet, a harsh environment between the seas of red-hot dust and curiously persistent ball lightning of the hot side, and the starlit ice-fields and ghostly mysteries of the dark side: still, the rich mineral resources attract investors and fortune-seekers. A number of Dark Asteroids have been found with air and some local life, while prospectors seek veins of uranium or platinum, or the rare intact artifact of the lost fifth-planet civilization in the many fragments of a world between Mars and Jupiter. The Belt is a motley place, with many small private colonial efforts, shirt-pocket utopias often brought to an end by insufficient skill with life support system, space pirate strongholds, Space Patrol bases looking for pirates, and asteroid prisons. It also has bigger and more “official” settlements on the larger planetoids, where travelers from the inner solar system stop and refuel and stock up on beef jerky and Red Bull (or, rather, the 22nd century equivalents) before heading on to Jupiter.

Jupiter, in this world of pulp physics, glows with lurid color, providing rather more heat and light for its satellites than the distant sun. Seven of them have some sort of life, although only Europa supports a real civilization, and three are marginal enough that exploration so far is limited. Things are still pretty crude where Earthlings and others have settled, and months of travel away from the inner system, local officials generally make their own law.

Nobody has yet made it to Saturn and returned. There is considerable argument as to whether this is due to it simply being too far for spaceship systems stretched to the limit, or whether there is something nasty about Saturn, natural or otherwise.

Technology is based on cheap and clean nuclear power, and the dominant weapons systems are directed energy weapons, which put one hell of a lot of power into individual hands (the ray or “heat-gun”, ownership of which on Earth is either forbidden or requires elaborate registration procedures, depending on jurisdiction, is only slightly less lethal than “First Generation” Star Trek phasers). Computer tech is generally primitive: there are no AI’s, and spaceship piloting still requires a fair degree of human skill. “Ancestral memory” is apparently a real thing: it is studies scientifically in various terrestrial institutions of learning, although as yet not much useful information has been acquired from the (mostly) dead past.

People with psychic abilities exist, although they are rare. The stronger ones live with danger: like psykers in WarHammer 40K, the ability to peer into other dimensions comes with the danger of something peering back, and taking control of the psychic for their own purposes. Although the general Earth public is skeptical of psychic stuff, various government secret agencies employ psychics, unreliable as their abilities often are, to try to get a leg up on the competition. The Indians have perhaps the most advanced training program. The Chinese effort to force-grow useful mental abilities ended rather badly: a special fortress prison on Yuebing Er (formerly one of the New Siberian Islands) contains some of the fallout.

The North American Government’s Bureau of Non-Planetary Antiquities does not concern itself solely with odd things found in space. It's reputation of being a boring bureaucracy filled with dusty archaeologists is a cover; in fact it deals with odd items in general, artifacts and technologies that might be considered either simply incomprehensible or just “magical”. Currently its best investigators are puzzling over the contents of a package abandoned in a New York restaurant. Apparently a small stone tablet carved in relief with curious symbols similar to ones found in caves on the Moon, closer examination has shown it to be made of an unknown, almost indestructible substance, and that it reacts in an unpredictable way to extended human contact. So far one incautious team had their faces melted off, and a more cautious team still managed to have half of their membership reduced to small piles of dust. Investigations continue, and condemned criminals are being surreptitiously moved from prison to BNPA authority.

The solar system is full of dark mysteries. There are tales of strange peoples and monsters, of magic and old Gods. Martians and Venusians know full well there are things science at best barely hints at: most Earthlings, still in the flush of an era of triumphant science, tend to pooh-pooh such things, but experienced spacers and other far travelers see and hear enough that they are much less willing to dismiss the ancient legends of the other planets – or, increasingly, their own. People and entire spaceships disappear under strange circumstances, or occasionally reappear, mad or dead and strangely changed. There are some moons and asteroids where the Space Patrol will not land under almost any circumstances, for reasons that are named “confidential” and not further elucidated upon. Even the bravest of space pirates and space adventurers tend to follow their example in such cases. Operating largely outside of the public eye, there are people on Mars and Venus that are said by sober officials to be actual wizards and witches, and tales circulate of their strange abilities.

The priest-rulers of the silvery-haired, misty-eyed inhabitants of innermost Tibet are in a bit of a rage. Their memories of the future are less clear than their memories of the past, but they had been sure that the Stone of Eternity would fall into the hands of one of the priesthood – who had then been gunned down in some bar brawl in New York, a fact which had escaped him because none can remember their _own_ death, due to paradox. Now they trawl the future and the memories of millions not yet born to try and recapture it, but the future of the next few centuries remains cloudy, and some whisper that this can only be accounted by through a terrible era of death and destruction lying between the _now_ and the distant, dimly remembered future time when the Moon will be Redeemed…

Strange creatures are occasionally glimpsed. Many ancient myths, it appears, have some counterpart in the realities of the solar system – Vampiric things suck blood or life force itself, strange insect-like beings appear and make mischief and then disappear like fairies or elves. Vast monsters like the dragons of myth crawl through the Venusian jungles, and stories are whispered of a “Circe” dwelling on a jungle moon of Jupiter, who lures space travelling men to their doom and turns them into ghostly beasts. An infinite number of alternate universes exist, says science; some of them peer curiously into this one. Fortunately, cooperation on our side is needed to really get through…

The slimy shape-shifting tentacle monsters are mostly female, or at least appear to be.

There are stranger vampires than those which suck life-force. There are creatures that live off fear, there are things that live off adoration. And then there are the secret rulers of the Minga Fortress on Venus. Carved out of the bare bones of the mountain the capital city of Venus runs up against, the fortress is older than recorded Venusian history, and for all that time it has been breeding women for beauty (mysteriously, apparently without the use of men) and selling the rulers of the Venus – and in the last couple centuries, to the great and powerful of Earth and Mars as well – the Minga maids, the most beautiful and gracious and charming women in the solar system. So beautiful are they that even the worm-like rulers of Europa have begun purchasing them, although reportedly as objects de art, preserved for viewing in crystalline suspended animation, rather than objects of kinky worm sex. (The holders of the city around the Minga fortress, kings or Emperors as may be, historically have been bribed with a share of the loot and free samples).

The fortress is staffed by hired eunuchs and women, very remunerative jobs, as long as one does not fall prey to Vanishing Servant Syndrome before retiring . Who else lives there is unclear: the head of the fortress, the black-robed Alendar, occasionally meets with kings and emperors, and is often accompanied by one or two other black-robed figures that never speak. How new Alendars are chosen, and from what population is unknown, as it is unknown how the inner caste reproduce themselves (presumably with the aid of the female servants, although their apparently lack of need for males for the Minga has led to some creepy speculation).

Who – or what – provides security is also a matter of whispered myth and legend. On a couple occasions, greedy kings and emperors have tried to kill the golden goose. Soldiers forcing their way in never came out again, and when the siege equipment was called in said monarchs died of peculiar ailments before much progress could be made against the fortress’s massive walls. These facts have carefully been suppressed in the histories, but are well known in the Imperial family. Modern weapons probably would be quick, but after three centuries of unbroken Détente the Venusian emperors see no reason to make waves.

Some vampires feed on beauty. And when you are breeding animals for your food, there are always culls and rejects. The Alendar – there has always been just one – and its kin, the black, writhing slime-things which roil the black waters many miles beneath the fortress – feed off beauty, and have always been amused at how much humans have been willing to pay for what they toss away as not tasty enough.

Recently there were some disturbing happenings at the Minga fortress, which went incommunicado with the outside world for a few months. A new Alendar finally appeared and hired a whole new staff. (The bribes to content the local authorities were _massive_. As in, give every member of the NYPD a summer cottage in the Hamptons). He is short, never shows his face, and communicates entirely through written notes.

He’ll get the hang of being human in another century or two.

If he ever returns to the Venusian Empire's capital, Northwest Smith is definitely on the Minga’s shit list.

Beyond immortal slime vampires and sirens, there are gods and things akin to gods. The Gods were more powerful, more real, once; some have become mere abstractions, most have faded, some have perished or disappeared entirely. Others still await. Some sleep in deep places beneath the Earth or Mars, others lurk in pocket dimensions and occasionally intrude on our world. There are gates, some known to the initiate, others secret and stumbled into by the unlucky or unwary.

Some Gods are supposedly helpful. Shar, the chief god in the complex polytheism of Venus, is widely seen as a beneficial deity, and has come to be worshipped by some Terrestrials and Martians as well. But most Martians know Gods are not to be trusted, and that if there is divine power in the universe, it is most likely dark. They speak from experience.

Perhaps the most sinister God of old myth is the elder God of Mars, whose name, Pharol, is nowadays a mere obscenity, representing nothingness and utter oblivion, but once stood above the kings who ruled Old Mars before the seas dried. It is said that He came from the exploding ruin of the fifth planet, where He had ruled for countless ages before. (Some say that the destruction of the fifth planet came because He ruled there so long). His Temple survived being hurled across space to Mars, preserved by His fell might. When Martians came and entered the temple mountain which had fallen from the skies they saw Him and his two children/brother/sister/lovers/emergency food supplies, Saig and Lsa, sitting on their crystal thrones, and they fell to their knees and worshiped.

Black Pharol, as he would be known in later ages, displaced and debased the older Gods of Mars, now almost entirely forgotten. His true name was not spoken by humans, save for the occasional high priest imbued with a fragment of His power: it could not be spoken by human tongues, because it was not composed of sound as we know it but of an immobilizing force, cancelling and devouring all normal sound and vibration, darkening the very air.

His dark eidolon did not move from His throne, since by this era his power had begun to fade, but His spirit travelled across Mars as a cold grey mist, sucking the life from those unfortunate to cross His path: one of His elder names was the Cold Grey God, although the unspeakable Form on the throne of crystal was blacker than midnight. Some say that Martian civilization was permanently blighted, that when Martians grew powerful and numerous Pharol would cull their numbers and bring another era of decline and decay, or perhaps simply grow too greedy and feed too energetically on the spirits and energies of His subjects. But in time the city in which He was worshipped (it’s very name long forgotten)was destroyed by a massive earthquake, burying His temple. As He withdrew further from the world, His power to compel and command grew less, resistance grew, and eventually an Emperor arose who overthrew the power of the Priests of Pharol and banned his worship…

…leading to centuries of civil war and chaos.

Today “Pharol” is a curse, his priesthood a hidden ancient cult divided into many mutually hostile sub-sects, broadly believed to take part in the most ghastly of perversions, of which corpse-eating is one of the more mild. The Gods withdrew, the seers and mystics and those with wild talents say, because the stars became not right and they pulled back from this universe. Some vanished altogether from human ken, all grew weak and were often forgotten. But after all, after summer is winter, and after winter summer. The stars have changed, and some may now seek to return. There are those who still believe that, whatever the wishes and hopes of men, the Cold Grey God will inevitably return one day at the peak of His might, and all three worlds will be enveloped in hungry mists. Some of His followers exist to this day, and amid the decorative Old Martian script that decorates many a Martian dwelling or kick-knack, the meaning of which has long been forgotten, foul symbols of His power hide in plain sight.

(Admittedly, some of his worshipers don’t really want to have their God that close: King Log vs. King Stork, after all).

For various reasons, Northwest Smith is on His shit list too.

Foolish modern wizards and seekers after ancient mysteries seek to regain the ancient knowledge with which the wizard-kings of Old Mars made servants or at least sworn allies of horrors unspeakable: some even dream to one day master ancient Gods themselves. Most of these people are harmless enough, but not the Thule society. For long they have eaten bitterness: although their secret black magical aid saved Europe for the Aryan people, later Fuhrers grew distrustful of their power and in the end brutally suppressed them, calling their practices un-Aryan degeneracy. But they survived, and grew strong in the shadows. Now that the previous rulers have been discredited, the opportunity beacons to take control of Aryan Europa and reshape it in their image…

80. District 9 and After

Ok: hope this isn't too boring. Tried to make some sense of the District 9 setting...

The ship’s computer did its best, really. The sub-space storm that badly damaged a number of essentially systems had also destroyed the control interface, making communications with the overseers impossible. In a relatively sensible maneuver, it proceeded to the nearest habitable planet and parked itself in an area where climatic conditions were most suitable for the Well-Ordered People. Unfortunately, it was too damaged for any sophisticated analysis, and basal programming did not cover what to do in case of contact with a previously unknown and potentially dangerous alien civilization.

**************************************************

1982. Access to the alien ship which had parked itself roughly 200 meters above the outskirts of Johannesburg was of course demanded by all major world governments. It was not like the South African government could conceal the fact, with almost every foreign press agent in the city reporting its presence within five minutes (those few who slept through its early evening arrival usually suffered considerable career fallout) and it being plainly visible by both US and Soviet satellites. While the South Africans spent a few days in nationalist huffing and puffing, some rather heated discussions ensued on Red phones and other private means of communication between the great and powerful. With Brezhnev deep into senility and the mantle of succession still far from firmly in place of Yuri Andropov’s shoulders, the Soviet response was somewhat unclear and muddled: the only thing that was certain was that the Soviets would not tolerate unilateral Western access to the mysterious aliens.

On the first night the ship hovered like a black cloud: the few people who lived in the half-rural setting beneath it had been evacuated, and more not directly under it but close by had fled. Around 3 AM, radar momentarily indicated something moving rapidly between the ship and the ground. Government troops, which had been hastily assembled to roughly cordon off the area under the ship, reported hearing a distant thud: a few claimed to have seen a metallic flash. A local resident claimed to have seen a “flying saucer” swoop down from the main ship, but his bona fides were doubtful. An inspection of the area under the ship by troops with jeep-mounted searchlights revealed nothing, although a more careful examination in the morning revealed a patch of disturbed soil: after some digging revealed nothing of interest, further examination of the site was abandoned.

Arguing and political posturing went on for a few days. The South Africans were secretly threatened with sanctions or even military assault if their full cooperation was not forwithcoming. Publically, the US President made some harsh statements about the dangers of the Evil Empire getting their hands on super science weapons by befooling well-meaning but ignorant aliens, but Reagan was privately a more cautious and compromising man than his Republican Warrior persona, and behind the scenes efforts were made to forge diplomatic agreement.

In the mean time, various panics, large and small, were briskly brewing. Some were horrified by the notion that the aliens would get their first impression of humanity from the racist South Africans. Some wondered if their choice of landing site indicated something ghastly about the aliens themselves. Others of course expected the aliens to begin attacking at any time. People began claiming to have been abducted by the aliens, or having seen the rest of the invasion fleet through their home telescopes. Many loudly petitioned the US or Soviet government to nuke the aliens before they could strike – something being considered seriously by some strategists employed by those governments. (The fact that this would also destroy much of Jo-Berg helped cool such bravos a little). Seeking to raise their ratings, pundits ponderously pontificated re the possibility of alien arrival triggering atomic apocalypse.

In the meantime, the aliens were being rather stubbornly uncommunicative. The ship was bombarded with radio signals, attempts were made to attract their attention with flashing lights, and perhaps inspired by “Close Encounters”, various forms of music were broadcast by loudspeakers. None of these inspired the least reaction. On the third day, a helicopter pilot disobeyed orders and landed on a flat section of the ship: he was fired for his boldness, but this ploy proved as pointless as any other. By the time a Happy Shiny International Agreement was announced on the fifth day, the South African mood could be summarized as what the hell are these aliens playing at?

Under the terms of the Marienbad/Marianski Convention, South Africa would allow full access to the alien ship by foreign “science teams” of up to 500 individuals from the US, the USSR, China, Japan, France, the UK, India, and teams representing the rest of the EC and the non-Soviet Warsaw Pact members. The rest of the world would either have to negotiate to get some of their people on one of the nine teams, or fuck off: after all, it wasn’t like they could nuke the ship, no? The South Africans had managed to make some gains out of the agreement: the Americans and Europeans had pinkie-promised not to place any sanctions on the South Africans for their icky racial laws, while the Soviets and Chinese had agreed to heavily cut back on their support for revolutionary movements and groups to the north. The South Africans, although publically grumbling about being bullied, privately were fairly satisfied: what the hell were they going to do with the alien space ship, anyway?

(And if large parts of the “science teams” were made up of military men, spies, and other types of spooks – well, it was in nobody’s interest to point such things out).

So, afore long, several thousand foreigners and billions of dollars worth of equipment were occupying a tent city around the alien ship, and communication efforts went to a new level.

And again, achieved exactly nothing.

The peculiar behavior of gravity in the area just beneath the ship nearly wrecked one helicopter: within a week of that event, the first spindly tower had been erected beneath the ship to allow scientists to take measurements in situ. And as they say, familiarity breeds contempt, and within a month, helicopters were regularly landing on the alien ship, efforts were being made to scratch off bits and bobs for analysis, several people began loudly banging on the hull with crowbars to attempt to attract attention, and one apparently inebriated British scholar actually fell off the alien ship to his death.

Nearly three months after the ships arrival, the ship was cut open. (It would have been sooner, but there was a great deal of arguing between national groups re the possible dangers, and further delay took place developing a sufficiently air-and-virus tight barrier to place around the area entry would be forced, in case the ship was carrying some sort of plague that had wiped out its crew). The US and Soviet governments already had missiles secretly aimed at the ship, so if anything really nasty came out, sterilization would take place in less than twenty minutes.

Given the extremely high melting point of the alloy making up the ship’s hull, it took several days to cut what appeared to be an airlock open: the barrier stretched as the somewhat denser air inside the ship flowed out, but remained airtight, such a possibility having been prepared for. What the discovery team in their sealed environment suits would encounter within, however, was nothing that had been expected.

Within the ship, several hundred thousand dying aliens, vaguely insectoid creatures, lay in their own filth, many scarcely able to move. As it was eventually learned, the ships’ food-making technology had ceased to function two months ago, and the aliens were simply starving to death, unable to even open the airlocks to leave: the ship was locked down, and nothing except the environmental controls and the antigravity machinery would function.

Of course, things were initially rather sketchy, given the total lack of a means of communication: it was uncertain if the aliens were sick, hungry, undergoing a molt, or what, and even feeding them was a serious risk: could they take human food without being poisoned? The situation was not aided by the fact that the aliens were scared and, given their advanced state of malnutrition, not thinking very clearly: it was impossible to explain why one was trying to remove bits of flesh or blood, and those strong enough to still move were also strong enough to kick like a horse, (and outjump a kangaroo) and more than one “regrettable incident” took place on both sides.

Fortunately, the aliens were able to digest most terrestrial foodstuffs, although finding animal tissue generally rather more palatable than plant tissue. (Cabbage, it turned out, was actively poisonous ). For the moment, what to do with the aliens was put on hold while the largest airborne supply mission since the Berlin Airlift was put to work feeding over a quarter of a million survivors, and efforts were made to translate their language.

Also fortunately, the alien’s natural grammar, and visualization of the universe, although with its peculiarities, was not so different from human viewpoints that communication was impossible, and their clicking language occupied a range of the sonic spectrum within the hearing range of at least relatively young and rock-concert-free humans. While no human could duplicate most of the sounds in the aliens speech, and the aliens had little success with a language requiring a tongue, both could come to understand the other – one American linguist described the experience of learning their language as “only a little harder than Cantonese.”

It was eventually deciphered that there was no ship’s crew – the ship ran itself, with limited input from a tiny group of “overseers” which were the only ones capable of communicating with the ship’s semi-sentient computer.

What had become of the overseers, none could say. The aliens were proud, hard-working members of the laboring caste, a vital portion of the Well-Ordered People. They had come to work on a new world, leveling forests, planting crops, digging mines, damming rivers, and other tasks necessary to make it a proper place for the People. Something had gone wrong with the computer, and the ship had come here. They hoped new Overseers or perhaps members of the Planning or Technical caste would arrive to help them either return home or travel to their original destination.

In the meantime, the ships’ interior was scoured for any functional technology. There was none – or at least, none outside the claws of the aliens. Their tech was at least partly biological, and only the most harmless (or useless) of technology would operate without interfacing with the genetic material of a living alien. And the ships controls, in turn, would not work for any alien save the missing overseers. With some coaxing, some of the aliens were persuaded to operate some odds and ends of equipment, some of which made tweeting and buzzing noises and displayed incomprehensible information, others which made horrible grinding noises (which were later determined to be alien music), others showed moving images largely invisible to the human eye due to a rather different color spectrum sensitivity range than the human eye. And some – especially the bulky equipment in one of the larger storage areas – which they refused entirely to use on the ship. This was noted.

Every single piece of movable or detachable equipment aboard the ship was carefully documented and photographed and identified by a member of each international team before being moved to a secure storage location built in under a month on the ground, where it was received, checked against records, signed off on by another member of each team, and then put in a locker secured by multiple passwords. Random checks of lockers occurred frequently – it was, after all, a paranoid nightmare. Nobody wanted any unique item of equipment in the possession of a hostile nation. After, what might be the gadget which would lead to the technological breakthrough that would overturn the balance of power? Everyone spied on everyone else, and everyone suspected everyone else of trying to steal alien artifacts. And of course, some did try: the guards with the metal detector were amazed that the size of the piece of machinery that the Chinese agent had managed to shove…never mind.

Tension shot up sharply when some aliens were brought to the ground and, after much difficulty, coaxed into demonstrating what would be known as the “landscaping equipment.” The machines were meant to cut down trees, separate out ores, dig tunnels, sterilize soil, break up boulders…but from the point of view of primitive terrestrials, they looked like some pretty convincing super-weapons. Nothing as powerful as an atomic bomb in scale, of course. But if the basic principles could be derived…

This in turn invoked the problem of how to study the technology. (The more complicated machines, the machines that would not work without an alien’s input, would have to wait at least until communication had become relatively smooth, but simple things, the alien equivalents of can openers and snowglobes and electric toothbrushes, could be operated and examined.) But how to do it so nobody gained an advantage?

So, what was later called “the most expensive madhouse on Earth” was built on the Veldt outside Johannesburg, the “International Center for Xenotechnology Research.” It was much touted as a center for international cooperation and information-sharing, but what it actually was an information valve, all information emerging through a narrow spigot that could be controlled and monitored. All reports went into computers which sent information to all governments. Every word and gesture was recorded and tapes sent to all governments. Every pencil, every scrap of paper, every doodle on a napkin at lunch had to be accounted for, and woe betide the scientist who wrote down something and could not later explain exactly what he (or she: not too many in 1983) had been thinking of. Each nation fielded a small army of code experts to ferry out any secret messages hidden in the reports of other nation’s scientists: a great many secret messages were of course found, usually existing only in the imaginations of the decoders.

In the meantime, the costs of transporting all goods by air and the increasing squalor of the ship (more equipment was shutting down, apparently in a power-saving moving by the ship’s computer, including the sanitary facilities) had led to a decision to move the aliens to the ground: a large camp (the word “concentration” was carefully avoided) came into existence under the ship (the resident population having long since been bought out), and soon helicopters were flying up and down again almost continuously shuttling aliens to the ground.

The flowering of the Kafkaesque nightmare that was to be the ICXR was still in the future and the fortress of a lab was still under construction (things were delayed by contractors from different nations stopping construction ever now and then to make sure foreign national weren’t sneaking in spy cameras and such) when it’s prospects received a blow. The aliens informed the human researchers that they would no longer operate any of their more dangerous technology or attempt to explain how the technology worked: to do so would be against the best interests of the Well-Ordered People. When asked how this decision had been made, the humans were involved that “word had passed around,” or alien terms to that effect. From who? How had the “word” started? No alien could say.

There was a temptation of course to simply torture the information out of the aliens, but with everyone watching everyone else and the world as a whole watching in turn, such naughtiness simply could not be kept quiet or sold to the global public. There was admittedly a lot of subtle pressure tactics applied, and the fact that the alien settlement zone AKA “district 9” was a bit of a squalid hellhole from the start was due to aid and resources being withheld as part of these efforts. There were a lot of threatening interviews once the linguists really got the hang of the alien’s language, and a great many efforts to suborn individual aliens with promises of special privileges.

Further problems arose aboard the alien ship as scientists gingerly tried to remove some of the fixed components of the ship, after a careful examination of the ship’s architecture convinced them (most of them, anyway) that they had identified the ship’s power generating mechanisms and the anti-gravity generator. The machines were not designed to be disassembled without special tools, some of which humans couldn’t use and others only imperfectly described before the “information blackout” set in. And as it soon turned out, important components would not allow themselves to be broken down improperly, at least not without command-level permission, and defended themselves with electrical attacks of increasing power. After some efforts to remove built-in equipment escalated to pitched battles that reduced several parts of the ship’s interior to smoking metallic rubble, efforts to extract further ship’s hardware for analysis were severely curtailed.

At first this did not discourage the scientists too much. After all, even if they could not operate the portable machines, they could take them apart and see what made them tick. And if they could not take the ship apart, there was a load of loose equipment they could use for analysis. After all, they had the resources of the better part of the world behind them…how could they fail?

Technological progress, alas, does not stand still after some point. A transistor radio would be almost incomprehensible to a natural philosopher of the age of Voltaire, and that’s just a couple centuries. To duplicate a truly advanced technology, one will need to build the tools to build the tools to build the necessary tools, and probably several more iterations, each step a stumbling fumble into obscure and poorly lit territory. Things were learned, but not necessarily things having anything to do with the super-science world governments salivated for…

************************************************** *******

2010. Some 27 years after the “arrival”, the ship still floats and the slum city of the people now widely known by the slur of “prawns” still sprawls beneath it. It is no longer just beneath it, though: as the aliens population has grown, so has District 9 expanded. It is now a long, narrow wedge of territory extending for miles outward from the city. The aliens, intended to be colonists on a new world, have a strong drive to reproduce. And reproduce they have, in their rather disgusting normal manner, incubating their larvae inside animal carcasses for lack of the genetically engineered hosts a functioning colony would have available. Increasing outside pressure to stop having babies, damn it, have failed to prevent the population from growing more than sixfold in the intervening time, to some 1.8 million. The Pundits point out in ominous tones that at such rates the aliens will number in the billions in little over a century, and “population control” methods on part of the authorities have become, to say the least, brutal.

The International Center for Xenotechnology Research shut down in 1998, fourteen years after its opening, when it became clear it served far more effectively as a generator of neuroses than of scientific breakthroughs. The alien “landscaping equipment” proved impossible to duplicate, as did most of the other technology examined. Even the basic principles behind many of the machines remained obscure. Some valuable discoveries were made, but they tended to be unexpected spinoffs and new ideas and ways of looking at things arising from contact with alien mysteries rather than breakthroughs in the alien technology itself. The room temperature superconductor, the new super-strong construction polymers, the new biosynthesis process that made it possible to make food at reasonable prices from wood or weeds or even coal – all were valuable additions to humanity’s technological package and made some people fabulously rich. But they weren’t a patch on such things as antigravity, high-level genetic engineering, molecular-level semi-organic computing tech, what sounded like (from scattered comments by various aliens) to be some sort of nanotech capable of rewriting the DNA and the physical structure of living things on the most basic of levels – it was frustrating, and infuriating. The power systems and the antigravity generator of the ship couldn’t even be closely examined, for fear of interrupting their function and dropping the ship out of the sky (statistically speaking, if you looked at the various theories about the power system and the antigravity generator, they predicted a 60% chance of something truly apocalyptic taking place if both were rudely dropped to the planetary surface).

As knowledge of the alien’s language continued to improve, it became clearer that even if information _were_ tortured out of them, it might not prove too useful. Aliens, like humans, varied in their level of intelligence, bravery, and gullibility, and many aliens, isolated from other members of their species, were tricked, frightened, or in some cases bribed into giving away information about their gadgetry over the years. Unfortunately, much of what they _did_ know was phrased in a technical jargon that was simply untranslatable due to the lack of equivalents in any earthly language, and attempts to try to start with fundamentals foundered - the laboring-caste aliens were skilled at the _use_ of their equipment, and knew how to do maintenance and basic repairs, but didn’t know much about the actual basic principles behind the machinery. That was for the technical and theoretical castes.

Aside from the growing conviction that nothing truly earth-shaking was likely to come out of the ICXR anytime soon, the international tensions that had led to its peculiar fishbowl existence had sharply decreased in the meantime. China continued its path towards “communism with Chinese characteristics” (curiously similar to late 19th century robber baron capitalism) on which it had already been set by 1982, after a brief alien-related panic which allowed the more ideological members of the government to whip up some support failed to seriously change things. In the USSR, the unnerving game of espionage and counter-espionage and alien gadget theft between the US and USSR butterflied away Gorbachev’s general secretary job in favor of a more conservative and hawkish candidate, but the Soviet Union’s economic problems were not aided much by any of the new technological developments, which it lacked the organization infrastructure or entrepreneurial class to properly exploit anyway. A balance of payments crisis, another bad harvest, another explosion of nationalist protest in Poland (followed by one in Romania, where Ceausescu was shot while reviewing underpaid and unhappy troops): which was the trigger or whether it was a cumulative thing is hard to say, but a struggle broke out in the Party leadership, there were briefly two “official” governments of the USSR (one in Moscow, one in Kiev), people came out onto the streets, soldiers were not enthusiastic about shooting them, and before you know it it’s December 12, 1993, some of the old leadership are on a fast jet to Vietnam and busily memorizing Swiss bank account numbers, and the USSR is suddenly the Federated Republics of Eurasia: 15 initially, 12 two weeks later, and dropping.

Study of course would continue, but no longer at the ICXR. Several new international study centers were created abroad, but without the obsessive security of the original. Mysterious gadgets were equitably distributed between the major powers to take home to look at (and when a final accounting took place, everyone expressed Total Ignorance of why a number of gadgets appeared to have gone AWOL during their stay in the supposedly super-safe ICXR), and some of the dinkier nations were given a few toys to play with to win diplomatic points. (As host, South Africa got a nice share). Some of the more mysterious and unusable gadgets ended up decorating cafeterias or as office paperweights: studies went on, but now on a budget and with high paperwork hurdles requiring some indication that they would yield something useful or at least not cover ground previously covered by someone else. (By 1998, the “null results” experiments files would fill a small library in paper form). The world by the turn of the chronological third millennia had resigned itself that the ray-gun millennium was not going to happen soon.

The aliens had passed in and out of the news cycle over the years. The hermaphroditic prawn-people had never been very successful in charming people, although their difficulties did incite occasional bursts of sympathy. Initially, they had all been kept carefully under guard and segregated from the population in case 1. They carried some disease 2. They were planning to escape into the wild and breed like cockroaches or 3. Some foreign national were to kidnap one and torture science information from them/create a creepy foreigner-Prawn planet alliance. 1 no longer really worried anyone but the Deep Crazies after a decade had passed without alien bacteria developing any taste for terrestrial life, and by the late 90s nobody really expected any breakthroughs to come from squeezing the aliens for information (to the great unhappiness of the four different foreign super-secret agencies that had succeeded in kidnapping live Prawns (as they were by the late 90s widely referred to) under the cover of fires, “gas explosions” and terrorist attacks that had supposedly blown them into small enough pieces to make identification of individual remains impossible).

However, 2 remained a worry, especially since the Prawns did multiply with alarming speed. Also, after a decade and a half of exposure to them on TV, most people everywhere had come to develop a rather strong NIMBY feeling about them. They were ugly, they sounded odd, they reportedly smelled bad, they were angry and temperamental, they grew their young in decomposing corpses, they were addicted to cat food (actually a mix of preservative chemicals in a few brands, but it was cheaper to buy the cat food), they ate people's pets, they could not speak any terrestrial language and their own language was know by few, and while the original generation from the ship had their own complex social structures, their children, growing up under alien conditions and restraints, deprived of the ordered place they had been bred for and with no higher-caste aliens to speak and give orders with chemically and mimetically reinforced authority, were a wild and often brutally violent sort. Their very body movements were off, jerky and disturbing to human watchers.

There were a few efforts to establish Prawn settlements (under protective monitoring) elsewhere, but none lasted. Isolated locations in Canada or Siberia were out because the Prawns found cold weather distinctly bad for their health, efforts to find them employment did not go well at all (finding jobs for largely isolated communities is bad enough for _humans_, and locals did not like the idea of aliens competing for their jobs) and they _would_ keep breeding until locals began to scream about the danger of being overrun with swarms of the aliens. Young bravos _did_ run off into the wilderness to “go it alone”, leading to Prawn-hunts which ended tragically in some cases. In any event they soon gained a reputation as “shifty” and “unreliable”: most aliens felt a certain pointlessness in carrying out idiotic jobs for the benefit of humans rather than fulfilling the great purpose they had been born for, while a few neurotically attempted to “rework” the land in a feeble, ritualistic imitation of what they were supposed to do, building strange roads to nowhere, constructing random “housing” complexes, chopping down trees for no purpose, and making use of homebrew explosives to blow up “obstructive” rocks. In the end, these efforts were all shut down and the aliens (often rather quite a few more than had first come) were shipped back to South Africa.

In 2010, District 9 had a population density of over 180,000 per square mile, substantially higher than Calcutta. Its inhabitants live in crowded tenement-like buildings, constructed – largely by the aliens themselves - of whatever cheap materials international charity and local government have been willing to supply. Some of the buildings seem to grow together in odd ways, forming amorphous complexes of huge size, possibly echoing arcologies on their home world. Fire is a constant hazard; plumbing, utilities, etc. generally lag far behind growth. The Prawns, once the center of the world’s ardent attention, have now become a burden most do not want to think about. They are yesterday’s news, part of the amorphous mass of global refugees, another poor, miserable, and really rather disagreeable people washed up on some distant foreign shore, thank goodness not here. The Marienbad Convention powers grumble about the costs of keeping District 9 afloat, and wonder aloud as to whether the South Africans are being careless with their money. The South Africans wish there was someone they could offload them on.

The spaceship is still a good draw, with regular tourist tours, external helicopter ones for a low price, a trip inside for a higher one. A few somewhat demented scientists carry on experiments here and there within its bulk, and a network of cameras (monitored by bored rent-a-cops in case anything changes in the almost entirely dark and shut-down ship) feeds to a superconductor cable running out through the hole cut some many years ago: for ease of access, several other holes have been cut and quite a bit of scaffolding arranged around the side of the ship. District 9 retains a certain cachet with the Extreme Tourist crowd: the variety of release forms that must be signed before entering is truly impressive. Once within, a system of “local guides” and their human partners (translators) work together fairly amicably to separate them from any form of currency they may have.
There is a small community of hard-bitten humans living in District 9. Initially, the government and the big powers kept all but carefully vetted personnel out, lest they “exploit”/learn secrets from the aliens, but as technological marvels failed to emerge and public opinion shifted increasingly to Don’t Give a Fuck, the South African government became increasingly casual about visitors permits, and eventually about going in to get people after they outstayed their permits (after all, finding them in a city of 1.8 million bad-tempered aliens would be an unpleasant job). Some are scientists and anthropologists with a great deal of patience and bravery: other are nutty artists and writers looking for inspiration: others are criminals looking for action to take a piece of.

There is after all a fair amount of money to be found floating around district 9. The discretionary funds given to the city government (district 9 has one, albeit corrupt and weak) often end up where they should not, and a lot of aliens do piece-work for Jo’burg businesses: they have picked up a great many human technical skills over the years, and work cheap enough to compete with the human working poor (another reason most Johannesburg natives want the aliens gone far, far away). Then there is the “alien artifact” business: folks will pay big bucks for the alien equivalent of a cigarette lighter (about the most advanced tech the aliens were allowed to bring down with them), or for a piece of “alien technology” built right here on earth (usually some meaningless collection of wires and bits of machinery put together by some alien with artistic flair), or for genuine “alien art.” And then there are the more shadowy things: criminal organizations have uses for communities almost entirely opaque and impenetrable to outsiders, especially if, say, they have the tech savvy to build a drug lab. District 9 is still sealed off, but the guards are fewer than they used to be, and are no longer elite, hard-to-bribe types. And then there are the tunnels…

The local gangs and outsiders such as the Nigerians battled for supremacy of sorts, but currently something of a shaky peace prevails - after a few Prawns got caught in a cross-fire, a large part of the criminal human element in District 9 “softly and suddenly vanished away”: the leadership got the message. (What happened to them is unknown, but the most popular theory is that it had something to do with lunch).

Of late, some odds and ends of alien technology have been coming back into District 9. Bits of unusable and non-flashy (no death rays) tech have found their way into private hands. Some have been quietly purchased by intermediate agents: in some cases, traded for new and more interesting gadgetry, gadgetry which actually does something. And, through various and devious paths, they have found their way back into Prawn hands. But they’re bits of machinery that never did anything interesting, even when used by Prawn hands: so why and what for?

Science fiction is more widespread and respectable than OTL, but has some major differences: aliens are likelier to be non-humanoid, and tend to be both stupid and unpleasant, and after some difficulty get their asses beat into the ground by humanity. Techno-optimism is looked upon more skeptically: the idea that the Singularity or True AI is right around the corners is generally met with heavy eye-rolling. On the other hand, there are rather higher hopes for the presence of life of some sort on Mars, under the ice of Jovian moons, etc. “Star Trek: the Next Generation” never got made, but perhaps in cosmic balance Scientology never really took off. The universe is generally seen as more alien and hostile and dangerous: Lovecraftean stuff is doing well. There’s more “traditional” space-opera planet-explorer stuff since it appears the barriers to manned space exploration and interstellar travel aren’t as high as some SF writers in out reality would hold.

Human space exploration took a bit of a back seat while the alien ship was being studied: why screw around with silly rockets when anti-gravity was just around the corner? (Besides, the enormous alien craft made anything on the drawing boards look like embarrassingly cheap crap). But a bit of a “humans into space, let’s show these damn prawns who are secretly laughing at us what we can do” reaction developed by the late 90s, and the positive test results for the new plasma shielding for solar eruptions (those room temperature superconductors really helped) mean that the joint US-European-Chinese-FRE (now down to 5 full member republics and 3 “associated”) expedition to Mars should be good to go in 2014.

There are a lot of orbiting nuclear weapons, pointing outwards. Just in case.

The First Supervisor (known as “Christopher” to humans quite unable to pronounce his/her real name) finally grew philosophical enough to stop kicking him/herself around 2003: hir’s not sure, after all, that hir could have recreated the control interface even given the three months before the humans broke into the ship, and after all, removing and concealing the command module, with its emergency equipment, and concealing him/herself and the other supervisory staff before they could be identified, was the smart, cautious move. How was he/she to know they would be so cautious about entering the ship when all the TV images seemed to show they were aggressively crazy? So, with the limited resources available, it had taken him nearly 30 years to create a new biological control mechanism: given that his/her caste had a lifespan of several centuries, it hadn’t been that long. The important thing was that it was finally almost done, and the command module could emerge from where it was buried, 15 feet below the ground floor of an "arcology"...

The world is generally richer than ours, thanks to the various bits of alien-inspired technology that had been developed over the decades, less hungry thanks to synthetic food production, more wired and brightly lit. People still starved in Africa, AIDS remained a problem (although with all the bright lights of publicity focused on South Africa, the severity of the local AIDS problem was recognized earlier and more effective measures taken at least locally.) Iraq remains fragmented after the US and the Federal Republic of Eurasia reacted rather strongly to Saddam Hussein’s revenge-nuking of Tehran in 1995. The Reds remained in control in Afghanistan rather longer, and Osama Bin Laden died in a cave full of burning napalm. (On the sinister hand, a Japanese apocalyptic cult did manage to infect several hundred people with anthrax). Thanks to the new synthetics, the Gulf oil state’s building projects are even more over-the-top than OTL.

Apartheid held on a bit longer, helped by decreased outside pressure and the income arising from certain complex negotiations involving patent law and rights to any technological innovations developed on South African soil, but the black African population would not take no for an answer, and a longer, slower and more troubled transition to equal rights than OTL took place from 1996 to 2003: the existence of District 9 actually proved useful, as the Prawns could be used as an “other” to unify black and white against, as well as those selfish foreigners who refused to take them off South African hands and proved as intrusive and bossy with the first black politicians as they had been with white ones (some historians and social scientists claim that without these convenient “others” and scapegoats – the South African share of maintenance costs for District 9 were (dubiously) claimed to be seriously hurting the economy – South Africa might have faced civil war (there are also those who claim these arguments are a bunch of dingoes kidneys). The White population holds a larger share of the economic power than OTL, but the overall economy is larger, and AIDS prevalence is close to 6% rather than 18%.

The government contract for MNU United, which was to move the aliens to a dozen new “clean, sanitary and secure” resettlement zones off in the middle of nowhere, would later turn out to be a marvel of corruption, in which a number of the very highest officials would be implicated. What was meant to be a big savings for the South African government and other bodies paying to keep District 9 afloat would in the end prove considerably more expensive than maintaining things as they were, while the resettlement zones were only clean and sanitary in the sense that they were so before anyone showed up (secure, on the other hand…). Admittedly, as things turned out, the taxpayer was not burdened with the actual operating costs of the “Prawn Camps."

In many places across the earth, secret research institutions exist. They are run by half a dozen nations, and research into Prawn technology – especially the kind that blows things up good – continues. The humans have help here. Smuggling adult Prawns was always a bit of a problem, but once efforts to stop the Prawns from out-breeding their means had reached the level of destroying illegal egg-hatching programs – well, smuggling out an egg was a lot easier. The resultant youngsters, although raised by humans speaking the Prawn language only through electronic synthesizers and consequently very badly socialized (in some cases near-feral), could be persuaded (or frightened into) operating all sorts of machines, so they could be studied in operation.

MNU United runs one such program in partnership with the South African government – providing the government with an extra layer of immunity (“we knew nothing of what MNU was up to!”) while allowing MNU to charge extra for its “official” purpose. As another bonus, the most demented cases of human-raised Prawns were always available for biological research – after all, developing effective bio-weapons in case their relatives should ever come calling was a major priority, as well as having a deniable means of thinning the Prawn population if things were to ever come to that…

************************************************** ***

2014. District 9 is no more, having been reduced to slag. Of course, that is not the only place that has become more, hmm, low-lying in the last few months.

The departure of the alien ship in 2010 made the panic of ’82 look like a mild case of indigestion, and everyone of course realized that Someone Else than Them had been guilty of treating the Prawns, er, the Well-Ordered People, shabbily. Fingers were pointed, circular firing squads were formed, and everyone was under suspicion until proven guilty. Of course, those who had never believed the aliens claims that their ship was faster than light were less worried, and suggested we probably had decades at least before vengeful aliens showed up. They failed to reassure the majority.

The plan to ship the aliens off to the desert was put on hold. District 9 community leaders did not exactly help the situation, tending to loudly gloat about the punishments that would befall their oppressors: one suggested that the human race surrender to them and make them their overlords, thereby avoiding the whole bloody conquest thing. (Actually, the laborer castes knew little about high-level policy re alien races or what the response from back home was likely to be, but after decades of a combination of cruel and negligent treatment and imprisonment, they were very happy to make the humans squirm).

A variety of options were debated, varying from killing them all and telling their relatives when they arrived that they had all died of the flu, to moving them all into pricey hotel suites. In the meantime, human-bred specimens were moved into even more secure locations, under mountains and such, and experimental schedules accelerated. (MNU killed all their specimens, burned them to ashes, and buried the ashes deep, and put on expressions of injured innocence when rumors emerged that they had been involved in “secret testing” of kidnapped aliens.) All humans living among the aliens were evacuated (forcibly in some cases): the aliens had become far bolder and more aggressive in responding to anything that could be interpreted as a slight, and MNU or South African security forces were no longer tolerated. In fact, it turned out that the aliens had built up quite a little arsenal of home-made weaponry over the years, including home-brew high explosives and even flamethrowers: when an intruding MNU forces was decimated after an accidental shooting, the local leadership claimed that District 9 was now “territory of the Well-Ordered Race” and any humans who came in would do so under their conditions.

There was some call to strafe District 9 from the air, but there was some uncertainty as to whether the aliens would be able to retaliate in some way. Finally, the decision was made to seal off District 9 entirely: its inhabitants would be provided with as much food, raw materials, and electricity as they desired, and all the catfood they could stomach, but otherwise a strict separation, to avoid any further incidents, would be observed. Large parts of Johannesburg adjacent to the district were evacuated. Newer and higher walls were erected. And a number of small radio-controlled nuclear weapons were placed in concealed places along those walls.

Three very tense years went by. There were constant demands from District 9 as the aliens pushed as hard as they could: there was bloody fighting in District 9 as the Pride of the Race faction attempted to forcibly put to an end catfood use. Then there was the time a coalition of young bloods attempted a mass breakout and capture of the still human-populated parts of Jo’Berg...

Many people bought loads of survivalist gear and headed off to build a redoubt in the mountains, only to find other survivalists had taken the best spots already. Some burrowed into the earth, or built under the floors of lakes. Others built bomb shelters or repurposed old ones dating back to the 1950s and 60s. Others spent a lot of time praying. There was an explosion of new cults promising protection from alien invaders or escape to other planets. The more paranoid government investigated their cultists in the chance that some of them actually were in contact with other aliens.

(The only actual non-Well-Ordered-Race alien in the world, who lived in Tokyo, wasn’t interested in interfering: its study of the interactions between a barbarian race and a semi-civilized one was garnering praise back home, and the arrival of a rescue force would no doubt provide all sorts of interesting new data).

Governments crumbled, many political careers raced into the toilet, and an alliance of third world nations arose, claiming loudly for the record that they had been shut out of the debate on how to treat the aliens by the big powers – the same powers that had oppressed them in the past, which established solidarity between them and the aliens, right? The global economy slumped into a deep depression. Suicide rates went up sharply, as did conspicuous consumption and the use of drugs legal and illegal. A religious leader of some importance claimed that the inhabitants of District 9 were not aliens, but agents of the devil, the hordes of Gog and Magog, now multiplying endlessly and soon to emerge to overrun the world. The End of the World became a running theme in music and literature.

Orbital weapons were enhanced. All sorts of crazy defensive weapons systems and plans were discussed as if there were a realistic chance of their being built. Three years on, an energy wave that caused rock to crumble with little fuss or dangerous shrapnel (and made human bodies vanish in a moist puff of pink vapor) was finally duplicated, using a mass of machinery roughly the size of the space shuttle…

…and then an alien fleet of some 50 ships appeared near the Moon.

Everything human built in orbit ceased to exist some five minutes later. The message, on all frequencies, which overrode every still-functioning radio and TV signal on earth and took the place of missing satellite broadcasts, was fairly pithy.

WE HAVE COME FOR OUR PEOPLE
ALL OF THEM
RETURN THOSE WHICH YOU HAVE STOLEN
AND WE WILL BE MERCIFUL

Of course, governments and a certain corporate agency denied the existence of any such.

YOU WILL SHORTLY BE ALLOWED TO PROVE THE TRUTH OF YOUR STATEMENTS

Several ships swooped down to South Africa. The walls crumbled and the inhabitants of District 9 began to stream aboard the ships. A number of flying, vaguely spider-like machines emerged from the ships, and soon returned carrying struggling humans from the nearby city. That was when the South African government made its bold (or amazingly stupid) move and announced that the ships, along with District 9, were now their hostages. (They had perhaps not really thought the situation through: it was unlikely the aliens could provide a getaway car big enough for the planet).

Shortly after that, the remaining fleet took 15 minutes to reduce 1/3 of the face of the Moon to radioactive slag, incidentally wiping out the site of the first Moon landing.

YOUR MOVE

There were no further efforts to prevent the evacuation of District 9, in spite of some posturing over the status of the fourteen humans that had been brought aboard the alien ships. As the last ship left, it paused to reduce the site to a sea of glass, with such economy of energy that the nearest human settlements some two miles away didn’t even lose a windowpane.

The next message came a week later.

WE HAVE STUDIED THE NERVOUS SYSTEMS OF OUR CAPTIVES
WE REGRET TO SAY THAT TWO OF THEM HAVE SUFFERED SOME PERMANENT IMPAIRMENT AS A RESULT – THEY SHALL BE RETURNED WITH OUR APOLOGIES
WE HAVE HOWEVER SUCCEEDED IN MAPPING THEIR BRAINS TO THE POINT WHERE WE CAN ASCERTAIN WITH OVER 90% CERTAINTY WHETHER WE ARE BEING LIED TO
WE THEREFORE DESIRE TO MEET WITH THE COMMANDING PERSONS OF YOUR MAJOR NATIONS SO THEY CAN REASSURE US YOU ARE NOT HOLDING OTHERS OF OUR PEOPLE CAPTIVE
FAILURE TO ARRANGE FOR THIS WILL BE SEEN AS AN ADMISSION OF GUILT
CONTINUED FAILURE TO COOPERATE WILL LEAD TO A GEOMETRICAL PROGRESSION
BEGINNING WITH YOUR SMALLER CITIES AND WORKING OUR WAY UP
WE KNOW WHO THE MOST LIKELY NATIONAL CULPRITS ARE AND THE NAMES AND FACES OF THEIR COMMANDERS
OUR EXILED PEOPLE HAVE BEEN WATCHING A LOT OF TV

Some unpleasantness followed.

In 2014, there is a frantic, vengeful mood. Some five million human beings died by orbital bombardment before full cooperation took place, and there is a substantial bitterness, some directed at the politicians who stalled and temporized in fear of the treatment of the alien “orphans” coming to light, some directed (a bit inconsistently) at those who cooperated, especially the handing over of the heads of the MNU and the French research team (who had taken a similar “bury the bodies deep” approach to their little peccadilloes) to the aliens.

But mostly it is directed towards the “Prawns.” Oddly, the aliens were understanding about the experimentation thing: it was the irreversible act of killing the younglings that, in their view, mandated punishment. It was a rule of the Well-Ordered People that the unprovoked murder of their kind by aliens was always to be punished, and severely: Civis Romanus Sum and all that, don’t cha know. Most humans did not deal well with this, and found the broadcast of the executions of a few dozen leading figures in the prawn experimentation program, carried out with the traditional oversized crab cracker, a bit much.

Humanity’s pride has taken a severe blow, and the turmoil of 2010 has easily been exceeded. In some cases, this has had positive results, such as the overthrow of the Communist Chinese government and the establishment of a (still shaky) republic: in other cases, such as the incipient neo-fascist takeover of the French government, rather less so. There are calls for a world government, for the execution of all those who cooperated with the aliens, the impeachment of all those who had anything to do with the secret experimental program, and the destruction of all radio stations to prevent other and even less pleasant aliens from detecting us. Many are consumed by a feeling of helpless rage, as those who smacked the crap out of us are entirely unreachable and impossible to hurt: Americans in particular have suffered an almost existential blow to their pride, 9/11 having never taken place to shake our sense of invulnerability. The consumption of crustaceans has risen sharply.

There is, on the other hand, a great deal of giddy relief: the aliens returned, and we didn’t all die. They’re gone, and hopefully won’t come back. Like cancer victims who have undergone spontaneous remission, many feel that they have a new lease on life. Others can’t make themselves stop worrying, though: although a lot of survivalists have come home, others gloomily suggest that this is simply the first encounter – like the Pacific Islanders after Cook, we have been discovered, and there will be further visits – and deepen their bunkers.

Studies of the alien’s genetic material continue: some researchers managed to squirrel away samples of alien tissue without informing their superiors, who honestly replied to aliens equipped with Truth Machines that as far as they knew, they had given the aliens everything. The Mars mission is back on, in spite of the continued ghastly condition of the global economy, and a prominent US politician has called for the US – in cooperation with other nations, yet – to send a probe to Alpha Centauri within the next decade. The private space industry is getting a lot of money, as the world struggles to rebuild its satellite infrastructure.

Global warming denialism – long the province of the total loonie fringe (the aliens had expressed puzzlement that anyone could fail to notice the correlation between large-scale use of fossil fuels and climate change – it had happened on their planet, too) – has reappeared in public consciousness, as the deniers claim that global warming theory is in fact an alien conspiracy to weaken our industrial development.

Interestingly, the aliens did not bother to remove the technology along with the younglings: it was simply too scattered in any event, and too many odds and ends had simply passed out of the hands of official government. In any event, the leaders of the expedition concluded, given that it had taken the earthlings some thirty years to duplicate a Smoother-of-Rocky-Paths – and then by purely empirical methods, with a distinctly shaky grasp of the theory behind it – they were unlikely to learn enough to become a serious threat. They were largely correct, but not entirely: although humans would not become a problem for some seven hundred years, when they finally did, it was a real doozy of a problem.

2064: Wikus was dumped, along with a floatation device (barely adequate, in his opinion) a bit off the shore of South Africa by a radar-invisible automated probe, having been genetically restored to human form on the alien’s homeworld. He was rather displeased to find out that the ship had dropped the slower-than-light little probe (his body in suspended animation) off a number of light years from Earth, *Christopher having insufficient pull to get a subspace-capable ship to go that far off the beaten galactic path: he had not been informed of the details, and therefore the fact that fifty years had gone by came as a wee bit of a shock. However, all the money he pulled in from 3dv appearances did soothe his pain a bit, as did the new designer drugs. And they probably would have hanged him in 2014.

81. Psychics Predict!

Have a wee scenario.

In the year 2013, the world is much changed. Aliens walk among us, and powerful psychics help maintain the peace. World geography has been changed by the Pole Shift of 1993, which has warmed Russia and Antarctica, but cooled North America. The environment has become substantially more radioactive due to WWIII (1987, US vs. USSR), although fortunate that conflict narrowly avoided spiraling into full nuclear Armageddon. (2012, WWIV, the US and USSR vs. China, saw very few nukes going off thanks to the efforts of psychics and aid from flying saucers).

All cars are nowadays electrical, oil supplies turning out to be less than initially estimated: power mostly comes from 99% efficient, cheap, and environmentally friendly solar energy conversion, a gift from the aliens, as is the super-concentrated form of power storage known as the “sun pill.” The higher costs of airplane travel (the synthesis of airplane fuel being relatively expensive) has led to a revival of sea travel, while most American big cities have rebuilt and improved their public transit systems: many congested cities banned cars altogether from the city core.

Jimmy Carter’s reputation has never been higher. His first term was rough, and he barely squeaked into a second (aided by the successful rescue of the Iranian hostages, Ronald Reagan’s assassination by a crazed Nation of Islam member, and Howard Baker’s scandal [1]), in spite of his curious choice of a black vice-president, but the economic rebound in the second half of his term, the great advances seen in urban renovation and clean energy, his formidable achievements in human rights, the various attempts on his life, and his martyr’s death of double pneumonia while in eastern Europe, trying in the last months of his presidency to achieve a new understanding with the Soviets and a neutralization of Poland, all have burnished his reputation (the relative incompetence of the next two Republican presidents and the Unpleasantness of the 90s have also given a nostalgic glow to his era). Indeed, a recent survey shows him beating out Roosevelt as the most popular president of the 20th century. (Kennedy has become relatively obscure).

Much food now comes from the sea, where the incredibly hardy and fast growing Martian fungoids grow in huge mats floating on the surface (fortunately for the marine lifeforms that would otherwise be rapidly crowded out, the fungoids don’t do well below the surface). Fungoids can be processed into cheap food, animal fodder, biofuels, etc. and the main problem is harvesting it fast enough to prevent it from overgrowing the entire surface of the ocean.

Tobacco cigarettes are illegal in most countries, where they are classified as a form of addictive slow poison; the invention of a non-carcinogenic cigarette using the leaves of a plant discovered in the Amazon was at least as important in driving them off the market, and many former tobacco users have switched to the new stuff, although they complain it doesn’t taste as good, and due to the difficulty of growing the plant outside of humid equatorial climates, they are also more expensive. Others have switched to marihuana, which is now legal in most US states and almost all of Europe.

The Papacy began to fall apart after a morally conflicted Pope in 1985 revealed secret Church files that indicated that Jesus after his resurrection had remained on earth, married, and had a son. This of course rather cast doubt on the genuineness of his actual resurrection, and as of 2013 many Catholics have joined other faiths or become atheists or agnostics [2] and those who are left are divided between four competing ‘heirs to St. Peter’, three Papacies (one of them based in France and claiming the Merovingians were indeed descendants of Christ) and one Church of The True Faith that is run by a council, feeling that the whole business of Papal supremacy, let alone Papal infallibility, was a big mistake. The prestige of the old unified Papacy has plummeted (those revelations about pederast priests didn't help either), and most countries now tax their *Catholic churches, along with other money-making religious institutions.

Science has advanced, often in unexpected directions. The New Platonic Physics has bloomed with the discovery that certain geometric shapes, simply because of their form, possess unusual properties. Pyramids, with their ability to attract and focus positive radiations and psychic energies, are perhaps the most beneficial, while perfect cubes and certain types of spirals are not without their dangers. Many people have taken to living in pyramid-shaped houses in expectation of health benefits: many of them are unaware that cheap architects build ‘pyramids’ with neither the correct internal angles or the very straight lines needed to actually reap benefits.

Speaking of pyramids, new archaeological and psychic investigations have proven that an as yet unidentified alien race had meddled with human beings over millennia and multiple continents. The Greys claim ignorance of who these aliens were: there may have been more than one race involved, a recently discovered hidden tomb near the Great Pyramid yielding not just fabulous treasures and the secrets of liquid jewels and psychic recordings, but a number of quite atypical alien artifacts. (The Shining Trapezoid remains particularly baffling).

Immensely large orbital telescopes have discovered dozens of life-bearing planets outside the solar system, some with signs of being inhabited.

Old-fashioned gunpowder handguns have been replaced with stunning and paralyzing electrical bolt-throwers: their lower lethality has led much of the world to ban the old fashioned hand gun altogether, and the US to strongly regulate them, in spite of bleats from the NRA that criminals won’t be discouraged by a gun that won’t kill. (Of course, people find ways to illegally juice up the guns to make them lethal).

Speaking of weapons, the US and USSR have developed a number of sound-based weapons, including an underwater “bass cannon” (as it has mysteriously been nicknamed) capable of shaking a submarine into explosive collapse. Due to concerns re shrinking forests, paper has been replaced by synthetic materials in most countries. Genetic engineering has made serious strides, but the drive towards a genetically modified world has stalled as some very strange results have emerged, the seemingly accidental activation of certain “hidden genes” in experimental animals having led to them giving birth to strange creatures resembling beast from myths, horses giving birth to *unicorns, crocodiles to *dragons, and goats to *satyrs (the cottonwood tree producing *Upas Tree seeds was particularly troublesome).

The latest space ships, atomic rockets taking off and landing with the aid of psychically controlled anti-gravity, can reach anywhere in the solar system in a year or two. There are now multiple permanently manned space stations in orbit, and bases on the Moon and Mars.

Psychics, you say? The US and Soviet psychic research program began to bear fruit in the 1980s, quickly followed by the Chinese. Further steps forward in the mastery of psychic powers were made after ancient codices written by ancient astronauts were found (1991) in a secret vault beneath a Mayan temple: they contained information on mentally generated anti-gravity that is still being deciphered today. By the mid-90s telepathy had been mastered to the extent that minds could be reliably read, at least at close range.

Nowadays psychics are numerous, although the still lengthy and difficult training process, plus greatly varying natural talent, means that they still remain a fairly small minority. (A lot of people train just so they can levitate, which leads to a fair number of overreachers falling out of the sky every year). Many non-psychics, probably overly concerned about the sanctity of their private thoughts, wear telepathy-proof caps of an especially molecularly altered aluminum, designed by the aliens to protect against human telepaths.

Psychics fill a number of positions, as government agents, as expert witnesses in legal trials, and those whose talent lies in that direction are kept very busy as faith healers: psychic healing can’t cure everything, but it’s a big help, especially when it comes to “persuading” an ailing body to heal itself. Psychic powers are boosted by the energy-gathering properties of pyramidal shapes: new psychic meditation techniques combined with a pyramid’s special properties promise to extend human lifespans greatly, although so far only the most expert psychics are able to garner much benefit.

Medicine as a whole has taken great steps forward. Wide-ranging cures for cancer have been discovered twice, first in the peculiar genetics of a sea-slug, and then in the chemistry of a common herb found along the US east coast. Special “energizing radiations”, existing in a spectrum running at a fourth-dimensional right angle to the electromagnetic spectrum, have been revealed by aliens: some take them in concentrated form as a modified “sun pill”, which allows one to remain awake and active for days, although the long-term side effects can be a little brutal if this is abused. Genetic engineering has brought some cures, although after several woman gave birth to *Elves and *Dwarves, new genetic therapies have been very much on hold.

A fresh look at the old and supposedly discredited method of colored light therapy brought powerful new tools against mental disease, while the new science of sound-wave therapy has brought relief to many sufferers. Transplant technology has mastered the problem of rejection to the point where arm and leg transplants, as well as organ transplants, are now common. Both cerebral palsy and muscular dystrophy are usually curable. Alcoholics can take advantage of a number of treatments: one of the most commonly used was developed in the early 80s by a Belgian professor and works by changing the metabolism of people so they find the taste of alcohol unbelievably foul. (Said professor was sued into bankruptcy and lengthy jail time after he “generously” administered his cure to a number of people without their permission).

Thanks to universal computer access, home schooling has become rather more popular over the last few decades. Most houses are now highly computerized, automated, sun-powered and energized with healing radiations.

Malls are marvelously automated.

In spite of the tremendous advances in the sciences, old superstitions remain popular, boosted by contacts with alien civilizations: if UFOs and Pyramid Power are real, why not astrology? (Which is more popular and more elaborately pseudo-scientific than ever).

Since the post-Pole Shift “emergency period” of 1993-1996, the US has been run by a five man “executive committee” with decisions based on majority vote rather than a unitary presidency, although the practice of electing the committee members has been democratized.

The “emergency period” saw a wholesale revision of the US legal system, in which a great deal of “naming and shaming” members of the legal profession, from the lowliest lawyer to Supreme Court justices, took place. Many such punitive practices as attaching a “badge of shame” to the cars of poor drivers have recently been revoked, but the court system remains rather different from OTL. [3]

The Pole shift and the increasingly violent earthquakes leading up to it have led to only minor changes in the map, although a few small Pacific islands sank and a few others rose, and a couple new inlets of the sea cut California between the mountains and the Pacific into three sub-regions.

The Pole Shift led to tremendous underwater avalanches, besides devastating coastal lands, also shifted billions of tons of silt, exposing parts of the sunken island (really not big enough to be a continent) of Atlantis to exploratory bathyspheres. Study has been hampered by the tremendous pressures, but enough has already been learned to confirm Atlantis’s vital role in the development of bronze age civilizations in the Fertile Crescent: and once again, signs of alien influence.

Humans have contacts at present with two alien races, and through said aliens, knowledge of many more. Space exploration got going again with a bang when the Soviets demonstrated their new atomic drive by putting a man on the Moon in 1979, and followed that up with nuclear testing _on_ the Moon in 1980 [4] (nearly leading to a global crisis: the US government took a long while to be convinced the Soviets had blown up the secret US base by accident). An atomic-powered Soviet ship landed on Mars in 1984. The Red Planet has no native sentients, although an abundance of fossil life and some primitive survivors (the immensely valuable Martian fungoid was found in the deep permafrost by the US expedition of 1986): a more complex ecosystem was discovered on Jupiter by an automated probe in 1990, which before it caved in under the pressure send back pictures of immense balloon-like animals silhouetted against the clouds.

(The Space Shuttle era didn’t last long enough for any big disasters: the most impressive space disaster in this TL took place when a Soviet nuclear rocket crashed spectacularly into the Moon in 1988).

The USSR underwent a rather violent change of government after 1987 (losing 20 million of your citizens for no gain does not make for popular policy), a KGB-army alliance moving to establish a more rationally run regime. The US underwent some sharp changes itself in 1993 and 1996: with the USSR less damaged by the Polar shift and both countries rather sharply changed from what they had been in the early 80s, it seemed a good time for a reconciliation and cooperation in dealing with a messy post-shift world. One part of the “second détente” period was cooperation in space: a new Mars expedition (the last one had been in 1992) was launched in 1997. There would have been another, but then an automated probe flew by Saturn and noted what appeared to be a city on Triton…needless to say, the joint US-USSR voyage to Saturn was put together in a serious hurry.

The city was the equivalent of an interstellar truck stop for the 8-foot tall, ropy-limbed “Thins” (their name for themselves is purely telepathic and untranslatable). They weren’t particularly happy to see the atomic rocket approaching. They had visited the earth in their cylindrical (not saucer-shaped) ships before and determined humans were too primitive and barbaric to bother contacting: but given how much effort and treasure humans had expended in getting there, good manners demanded that they at least pretend to be interested in what the teeny-brained earthlings had to say when they showed up in 1999.

The Thins (apparently just for shits and giggles) exposed the secret saucer-people plan to surreptitiously settle the Earth and their secret base in the Bermuda Triangle (already determined to be the world’s center of UFO activity by the US secret UFO-tracking program in the 1980s). This led to a bit of a global panic, but fortunately, war between humanity and the Greys was avoided: the Greys just wanted to live in peace on Earth, and there weren’t that many of them: their planet, a hell of high radiation after a “dreadful miscalculation” (as they called it), was rapidly becoming uninhabitable even to those in the most heavily shielded refuges. Human psychics were able to confirm their sincerity, and the Greys provided a “rent” in the form of scientific solutions for the energy shortage and other human problems. Although many remain suspicious of them, the small, grey-skinned humanoids are now a common sight in many cities world-wide. The Greys are willing to put up with stares and occasional hostility: given the horrendous surgical modifications needed to secretly blend in to human society, being able to be themselves in public is worth the occasional beating in a bar. (Greys are quite hard to kill with anything short of a pavement roller).

There are extensive publicly known organizations to monitor and police the aliens among us. There is a _huge_ secret international task force, set up by the US, the USSR, and several other major nations, to monitor and investigate alien influence on human society: from the Greys, and from anything else.

The ineffectual UN pretty much faded out of existence during the post-Polar Shift crisis. A new international forum was founded by the US and USSR and their allies in the early 2000s as a not only a forum for global issues, but as the basis for a common planetary voice in dealing with alien races (the Thins had described a great many other races, and some of them sounded like really scary people). Non-participation by China and a number of other skeptical or China-aligned countries reduced the influence of the New Community of Nations, with the establishment of a universal electronic currency being one of its few successes: it did not gain a truly global status until the defeat of China.

The US has lost the state of Texas, which seceded during the establishment of the state of emergency (other states tried, but only Texas had both nukes and looked crazy enough to use them regardless of retaliation). It has however gained the states of Cuba and Puerto Rico, and indeed there’s a strong movement to rejoin in Texas. There are three major political parties. Manhattan was largely destroyed in 1987, and the tidal waves of 1993 didn’t help either: today Greater Brooklyn is the largest city on the US Atlantic coast. Race relations are somewhat worse than OTL; the Race Riots of the 1980s cast a long shadow. The country is increasingly linked by high-speed rail, the development of a new national transit system having started back in 1986: in densely populated areas or vulnerable wilderness, the highway system is being either replaced entirely by public transit or rebuilt as underground tunnels. Currently there is a bit of a cheap housing glut, due to all the underground shelters built during the 2000s confrontation with China going on the market.

Canada adapted remarkably well to the disasters of the mid-90s, and dealt with global economic disaster through a massive public works program that created its current vast network of synthetic food plants and underground atomic cities. As one of the few countries to retain a democratic government right through the crisis, it became a major magnet for immigration and today is the world’s richest nation on a per capita basis. Canada is currently dealing with being a bit weak in the sun-power stakes by putting power satellites in orbit. The other standout success story in the Americas is Brazil, which similarly weathered the crisis of the 90s well, and now has ambitious plans for a South America-wide economic union.

Most of Western Europe has joined into a genuine federal union, socialistic but still democratic. Ironically, Switzerland has broken into three squabbling little states. The UK remains just an associated state, although political change stirs there as well: a rising Republican movement has reached a critical mass, and there is some uncertainty as to whether the monarchy will survive the death of Elizabeth II.

The USSR, having adapted to a mixed economy and doing rather better in agriculture due to the pole shift, is chugging along. It’s a pretty technocratic place nowadays, and the popular imagination is very space-happy: much silly-looking futuristic architecture is being committed. It has annexed Chinese Xinjiang and Mongolia.

Egypt, due to Sadat dying of cancer rather than assassination, was never ruled by Mubarak, and successfully democratized in the 80s.

The Lebanese civil war ended up with the country broken up into multiple microstates, one of which was Palestinian: this pissed off the Israelis, but the Soviets put the State of Free Palestine under their protection, so they had to stand for its existence. Nowadays, they get along OK, along with the other two Palestinian states: the Israelis and their Arab neighbors were forced into cooperation during the aftermath of the Pole Shift, which wracked the area with earthquakes and lava flows. (The destruction of the Dead Sea city of En-Gedi was particularly Biblical). The Egyptians remember gratefully the aid provided by the Israelis after the partial collapse of the Aswan dam, and as of 2013 the League of Beirut is a close economic union encompassing Israel, Egypt, and nine smaller nations (Syria split in two, and Lebanon remains fragmented) plus Free Kurdistan. They do not get along at all well with the Neo-Persian empire.

The Tanzanian People’s Complex (which in the post-Polar Shift chaos expanded across much of east Africa) has disassembled the last of its nuclear weapons to the satisfaction of international inspectors. It’s rival for Africa’s Top Leftist Regime, the Red Kongo, is holding onto its own deterrent, at least until the filthy colonialist American puppet regime in Katanga goes away. (People still quarrel about “Mother” Kalonji’s legacy: the woman known as “the soul of the revolution” may have brought hope to millions and the overthrow of the corrupt Mobutu regime, but the spread of the Revolution beyond western Zaire eventually triggered WWIII, and the state which raises oversized statues to her probably would Disappear her right quick if she was still alive).

India, devastated by earthquakes and post-shift crop failures, broke up in civil war in the 1990s, but several of its successor states are doing OK nowadays.

China underwent the greatest civil war in history from 1981-1984: the new government renounced Maoism, but the shift to a form of fascism soon poisoned early hopes. Like China OTL, it modernized very fast in subsequent decades, indeed faster than OTL, secretly aided by certain alien agents worried about the possible rise of terrestrial power. After WWIV, China is currently under Community of Nations-run occupation: given China’s rise to a global workshop by the 2000s, an international effort is currently working to help China rebuild and restore its economy.

Japan, liberated from Chinese control, is struggling to regain their position as a major power. After a flourishing 1980s (in which Tokyo replaced Paris as the world’s center of high fashion), [5] Japan was badly hit by earthquakes and tidal waves during the Pole Shift, and underwent a lengthy period of ‘emergency rule:’ in 2010, an extremist coup overthrew the corrupt regime and joined forces with an expanding China in declaring an “Asia for Asians”, even going as far to create a joint military and economic system with Chinas. As it turned out, it turned out that the coup leaders were psychically brainwashed Chinese agents, and the coup had succeeded with heavy secret Chinese support. Although it has been a great relief to Japan that their joining China in its effort to conquer all of Asia hadn’t been a locally generated idea, the lack of resistance to the dictatorship has been a national loss of face, and a new constitutional convention hopes to create a new Japanese form of government that will be genuinely democratic.

Korea, reunited by Chinese conquest in 2005 (North Korea had been Chinese ruled much longer: it’s attempt to snaffle Chinese real estate during the Chinese civil war did not end well) is independent and doing nicely, although they say it just goes to show the Japanese can’t be trusted.

Although most of its inhabitants were wiped out by tidal waves, the survivors of Marlon Brando’s peculiar Pacific island micro-state declared themselves a “saved remnant” and established a religious commune which worshipped the deceased Brando as a messenger of God. The discovery that yes, there were still other people alive in the world a few years later led to a bit of a religious crisis and some defectors, but with a little doctrinal ju-jitsu, adjustments could be made. The rest of the world currently pretty much ignores the tiny theocracy, although some wonder just how bad the inbreeding will get within a few more generations.

In an increasingly hopeful global situation, democracy is sprouting in many parts of the world, and it is not just in the US that harsh laws passed during the troubled 90s are being repealed: the fiercely enforced “two children only” laws that were passed in many countries suffering food crises (which extended in some places as far as forced sterilization of women which had three) are being relaxed or abolished entirely as the global food supply finally is expanding comfortably faster than population. The energy problem is largely a thing of the past. Unemployment, due to high levels of automation and computerization, remains a problem in developed nations, and not everyone likes the alternative of going off and living on a commune.

The biggest global worry is the new ice age: the sun entered a period of lowered activity in 1979, (1980 was an exceptionally cold year, but it now just seems to have been a coincidence) and things are beginning to get noticeably cooler. Some are calling for a return to large scale coal use, to put carbon dioxide into the atmosphere, but most think of the possible pollution and ocean acidification issues and shudder at the idea. The Greys have some ideas for geo-engineering, but they are a bit tentative about making suggestions: their own home world (before the whole “metastasizing planetary atomic cancer” thing) was not prone to ice ages, so it’s a bit of a new problem to them.

Other troubling developments include the increasing mutation rate and increased sterility caused, some believe, due to the high level of synthetic chemicals and foodstuffs in the environment. The sterility problem is to some extent compensated for by the advances in test tube babies and cloning, but some people have become panicky enough for a new terrorist movement to emerge, going so far as to blow up chemical manufacturies with the new mini-atom bombs (“clean ‘n neat – more bang, less radiation for your buck!”). And then there are the new “transcend humanity” psychic cults, living in underground domes quite cut off from normal civilization and living extremely disciplined lives enforced by telepathic group-think. They claim to be creating a new form of humanity: people worry that they might succeed.

These things are all connected, as are the mysterious deaths of several members of the astronaut team supposed to carry out the first expedition to Ganymede. The Reptoids have their own agenda for mankind, and they aren’t going to let those little grey freaks mess it up for them. Or so they think…

[1] Howard Baker still insists that’s not him wearing the Mickey Mouse mask in the video.

[2] This is not just a matter of the Catholics alone: Christianity as a whole has declined in the face of multiple alien species who know nothing of Christ, and don’t care.

[3]In any event, those who can’t drive well are usually legally unable to own a car without a computerized driver.

[4] Mostly for propaganda points

[5] The Neo-Greco-Roman Revival period in US fashions was fortunately brief


82. The Reign of George VI, 1900-1925

THE REIGN OF GEORGE VI 1900-1925
This little oddity, written in 1763, can be called a "paleo-future": it is now available online at [link]


In it, the author predicts the glorious reign of George VI and his conquest of France in a world which is essentially 1763 only bigger and better, with no hint of an industrial revolution and a still loyal (and rather underpopulated) British North America....so, scenario.

It is 1936. About a decade has passed since the great and glorious George VI died of an obstruction of the bowels, leaving the British Empire stronger and larger than ever before, but rather overextended. Alas, his son, George VII, although hardworking and well-intentioned, is no genius, and prone to favorites: and things have spun rather rapidly out of control.

It is a world where things have remained essentially stuck in the 18th century, with events diverging sharply from OTL after 1763 in Britain, and perhaps earlier elsewhere. The Industrial Revolution failed to take off: James Watt perished in a dreadful kettle-related accident in 1764, weavers were protected from automated looms by a government concerned about social harmony, and much scientific thought was diverted into sophistical “what is knowledge” and “what is the fundamental basis of the universe” thinking of an unproductive sort. The Scottish Enlightenment was stunted.

The US revolution was averted by some divide and conquer methods combined with the carrot of some timely reforms, and George III avoided insanity, leaving a strengthened monarchy. French revolutionaries ended dangling from ropes, and barely the faintest breeze of liberalization reached the fortified heart of Mother Russia. Various wars and border changes followed, but the tenor of the world remained the same.

The British Empire is still the world’s greatest, and its rule over India remains secure thanks to the rather limited flow of democratic ideas that have reached Bombay and Calcutta: the various reform movements speak of Indians gaining the rights of Englishmen, but given how few people can vote in either Britain or the colonies, that’s not much. Outright “out of India” movements tend to rally under religious banners which even the local elites recognize as regressive. Indian home industries still prosper under a free-trade regime, safe from being undersold by British mass-produced factory goods. India and vast areas of SE Asia, along with the former Dutch East Indies, are still overall run by the East India Company, whose power has grown so great some refer to it as the “third branch of government” aside from King and Parliament.

Meanwhile, American colonies quarrel among themselves like crabs in a bucket, and as they have grown in numbers, the odds of an all-America political movement dwindle: they have (limited) representation in the British parliament nowadays, and general prosperity soothes most locals. The notion of shaking off British rule in recent years has begun to shift to a conviction that the Imperial government must one day shift its center to the American continent, as the population of North America catches up with and surpasses that of the home country.

(As of 1935, the population of British America north of the Caribbean and Mexico came to 33 millions,[1] not counting Indian nations, while Britain and Ireland combined came to some 35 millions, having long since outgrown their food supply and requiring steady imports from American farms: surplus mouths either moved to America or to the East Indian territories, where an increasingly powerful mixed Anglo-Indian caste numbered over twelve million by this point).

Britain is still a very elitist nation, dominated by nobles and big non-noble landowners with some merchants in the mix, and government ministries are full of quarreling Dukes. Indeed, democracy has to some extent declined since 1763, with the monarchy increasingly pushing around its ministers, and George VI arranging a veritable coup d’etat against his rivals in the government. Parliamentary supremacy is in very poor shape, and the very symbol of monarchist ambition is the “Super Versailles” built in the Midlands, the planned city of Stanley, where the entire government was removed from the reeks of London.

London, even without industrialization, has grown to over two million, and burns a lot of coal, brought by canal barge: it is awesomely filthy and overflowing with grimy fake-classical buildings. (After various experiments in Neo-Renaissance and Mathematically Rationalized architecture, Neo-Classical came back with a vengeance in the 20th century, and in 1936 is only now running out of steam: Stanley is a fright of enormous domes, columns, pediments, arches, etc. )

Besides being more heavily populated than 1763, Britain also has a much denser network of well-paved roads and deep canals: horse-drawn carriages balanced on ingenious contrivances of springs to minimize jolting and barges driven by wind and animal power carry huge amounts of human and material traffic. Semaphore towers allow for rapid communications in the absence of telegraphs or radio. The institutions for higher education have been greatly expanded, although perhaps with an excessive emphasis on the arts rather than practical knowledge. Roman-style central heating has been reinvented, and the comfy chair has been introduced, both much to the disdain of moralists. The land is intensively cultivated, and the colder north is dotted with huge greenhouses.

Hanover is no longer united with Britain, but part of the Holy Roman Empire, due to some complex dynastic maneuverings, a vitally important temporary alliance with Prussia, and the need to get a complete ass out of Britain and out of the line of succession.

Slavery still exists in this world, although rather more heavily regulated and with stronger rights for slaves than OTL 1763. Abolitionist movements have bubbled up from time to time, but with all the island of the Caribbean and the US south within the Empire, and no machinery to substitute for slave labor, there has always been far too much money at stake for them to succeed. Slave labor also remains important in the Spanish Empire, while half of all Russian subjects are still under various forms of serfdom. Progressive German rulers have eliminated slavery (if not serfdom) from the Holy Roman Empire, although British slave owners snidely note that with virtually no overseas possessions, it’s not like the Germans have much use for them. British slave traders are also regulated, and the conditions on ships returning from Africa are not much worse than, say, immigrant ships carrying Irish passengers to America (only moderately lethal, in other words). Things remain ghastly on Italian, Venetian, Ottoman and Spanish slave ships. By and large, slavery is so normal and accepted a part of things that one could, say, write a history of George VI without once mentioning the institution.

If slavery is not as bad as it used to be in the Americas (Brazilian slaves now actually are self-reproducing, reducing the need for imports) a continued African slave trade has been very bad for large parts of Africa, huge areas having been almost depopulated of human beings, and state building of a particularly brutal and Darwinian sort is on-going. A bit of a slave shortage is arriving in East Africa as the only states left have embraced Islam and loads of trade guns, making further extraction by the Zanzibaris difficult: Christian local proxies from the west, Swahili Muslims from the east, look to the upper Congo basin, as the last relatively unexploited area with feeble inhabitants beckons. In the south, the Dutch cape colony has recently come into a fabulous fortune in gold and diamonds, and is Britain’s newest bestest friend. The Afro-Dutch (there was no British occupation and no Boertrek in this world) are a little uncomfortable with this, wondering how tight the British embrace may become.

Russia is a centralized absolutism, probably a more tightly run ship (certainly with rather fewer revolutionaries) than late Czarist Russia OTL. Due to a lack of railways power projection remains weak in the east, so Russia’s attention remains focused nearer to home than China or Korea. Russia’s push west, in which it took advantage of an era of British weakness to glom Scandinavia, has temporarily paused. It is currently looking south, and its victories over the Ottomans have been a soothing balm to the hurt of defeat at British hands.

The Ottomans, which managed to put up a better defense against the Russians in the latter 18th and early 19th centuries, (the Crimea wasn’t lost until the late 19th century) and were spared the rise of ethnic nationalism, are struggling to adjust to the highly efficient and organized new Russian armies, and there is considerable argument as to whether Wallachia and Moldova will be more easily held if absorbed directly into the empire or given greater autonomy in expectations they will fight, if not for the Sultan, but to keep from becoming another Russian province.

China, whose scholar-bureaucrats are oddly similar in their 18th-century style rationalism to those government agents fantasized by early 18th century European intellectuals [2], is generally run as a tighter ship than OTL Qing China, with a more extensive bureaucracy, tremendous amounts of paperwork, and lots of massive public works. Overpopulation has impoverished the country as OTL, but efficient relief work is carried out on a fine-grained level and strict government decrees limit the number of children born: a government bureau organizes large-scale child-swapping to make sure that the supply of sons is equitably shared out among the peasants. Alas, all is not well under heaven, as scholars call for revolutionary change rather than palliative methods, and ambitious officials plan to transfer millions of peasants to the relatively underpopulated regions of SE Asia. Unfortunately, there are now extensive overseas holdings by the “big-nosed sea barbarians” to the south, and their military skills, as tested in clashes in Burma, the Himalayas, and Siberia, are formidable. Fighting 18th century armies and having been rather more enthusiastic about maintaining an artillery arm than the OTL Qing post-1700, the Chinese have so far discouraged expansion into their homelands (there are treaty ports for trade, but these remain firmly under Chinese control: opium imports were stopped cold before it became a major industry) but Qing armies have proven incapable of projecting force much beyond the traditional borders. Under pressure from within and without, the ruling classes worry.

Much of Germany was unified by a dynastic union between the Hohenzollerns and the Habsburgs (the distinctly irreligious court of Prince Wilhelm didn’t give a crap about their monarch converting to Catholicism, and his Protestant subjects knew better than to make wiseass comments), but the electors of the HRE (Bavarians, Saxons, etc.) remained largely independent up until the 1920s, while pressures from French and Russians concerned re the balance of power led to Hungary being spun off as an electorate within the HRE under a subordinate branch of the royal family. (The Kaiser moves often between the “summer capital” of Berlin and the “winter capital” of Vienna. Or is it the other way around?) Only after receiving some humiliating defeats from the Russian-French combination and seeing their bacon saved by British armies, and the ascension to the throne of an energetic new monarchy has it been possible to cajole and bully the major princes and dukes and such into accepting a new centralization of the HRE, a work still in progress.

The Spanish Empire is highly authoritarian and even more conservative than the Russians: having managed to crush the local nobility when it revolted in the 19th century against centralization from Madrid, the omnipresent secret police snuff out even the smallest spark of unconventional thinking, although a vigorous growth of internal trade aided by improvements in transportation have increased the prosperity of the Empire substantially in the last century and a half. The British conquest of Mexico has had the benefit of rallying frightened South American viceroyalties to the homeland, even if it was a terrible blow to the empire’s prestige. The King is a bit uncertain about the Mexican revolt: it’s good that his former subjects are being a pain to the Brits, but he wants to know: are they revolting for him or for themselves? An unruly Mexico under British rule may be a better thing than an independent Mexico that doesn’t want to be ruled from Madrid either…

Australia has been left to the Spanish: America remained the preferred place to dump criminals (as indentured servants) well into the 19th century, when transportation for crime went out of fashion. The dry, mostly desert continent and its very primitive inhabitants simply struck the British as not worth the effort to colonize. There will be many a “D’OH!” when the Spanish discover the gold.

Italy was united not by the Sardinian/Piedmontese monarchy (crushed and conquered by the French in the early 19th century), but by the most progressive (in modern times) branches of the Bourbon family, the Neapolitans. Italy is perhaps the most liberal and least oppressive of the major European states, and Naples rivals Paris for size. They were rather alienated by the distinctly uncooperative attitude of their French cousins during their period of expansion, and their outright support for the continued existence of Venice led to a sharp break: now that the British are too tied up with fighting a French revolt, and the French too busy revolting, to interfere, the King has declared “the final unification of Italy” to be under way, and has invaded the Kingdom of Venice, which has somewhat messed up expectations by putting up quite a fight. The Germans are, meanwhile, mulling over whether or not they want to have a common border with Neapolitan Italy.

Rationalism remains the golden rule, although often abused in the pursuit of some prejudice or other: most elites subscribe to rationalist ideas, with reactionary Spain being something of an exception, not cottoning to the frequent Deism or Pantheism or even Agnosticism among foreigners. (The Tsars run the Orthodox church, but are highly suspicious of religious "enthusiasm"). The 19th century has been a less religious one than OTL for the Anglosphere in particular: although the American colonies are more religious than the British Isles, religious revivalism in America has been hampered by the heavy state support for Anglicanism, while the need for religious revival to pacify the horribly exploited lower classes never was as pressing in a Britain where industrialization, let alone its dark satanic mills era, never took place. There never was a Romantic movement, and mountains are mostly unproductive obstacles rather than sources of Awe. Scientific Racism” is still a young and tender shoot, and while most agree black people are probably inferior, there is less certainty about Asians and Middle Easterners in a world where the Chinese and the Ottomans still loom formidable: the general notion is still that people are pretty much the same everywhere and the main problem is that foreigners suffer from the disadvantage of not being born and raised in England/France/Germany. Art remains rather formal, and some daring Russian artists are just starting to dabble with what might be described as “expressionism.”

As mentioned before, the British are overextended. The suddenness of their defeat stunned the French for a while, and the generous and liberal hand of the conqueror helped pacify resistance, but the increasingly obvious British view that France would be better off the more Anglicized it was – including, horrors, the food - the efforts to replace Catholicism with Anglicanism, the takeover of the French economy by great British firms and enterprises, all brought French resentment to the boiling point: with a new King enthroned in London, a king rather uninterested in visiting his new European possession and happy enough to hand over most decision-making re the governing of France to various corrupt cronies, things reached a boiling point.

The French Revolt is widespread and reaches most classes, and the Popular Army, which strkes and then hides amongst the people, usually lead the British to throw fits and then massacre “communities in a state of rebel sympathy”, which in turn leads to French popular rage. Currently, British politics are deadlocked between the “grind them into submission” groups and the “make some sort of deal” groups. Things have not been helped by the breakout of a second rebellion in recently conquered Mexico, where British rule, often supplemented with rude colonial forces, was rather less closely supervised by the magnanimous George.

(The Spanish and Russians watch with Schadenfreude: the Germans, with a certain secret gladness, since many in Germany think that a Britain that could successfully absorb France and the Low Counties might start eyeing them next.)

Meanwhile, the lower nobility and middle class, noting the seeming weakness and incapability of the current monarchy (in truth facing challenges probably beyond the scope of most monarchs) are pushing for parliamentary reforms and curbs on overweening monarchical powers, a return to genuine Parliamentary supremacy. (They’re not talking about returning to London yet: Stanley really is nicer than London).

Although science has gone and got itself a bit tangled up, it has not stopped. That the earth is very, very old is increasingly generally accepted, and the notion that lifeforms have changed over time has become well known enough to inspire various competing theories: only lately have the Rational Materialists and their theory of Survival of the Most Fortunate (which disturbs the preaching classes) come to dominate the argument over the various proponents of vital forces and Divine manipulation. Telescopes and microscopes have substantially improved since 1763, and the asteroids mapped out in some detail. There is a theory of electricity and some are fiddling with ways to send signals along a lengthy wire. The germ theory of disease has finally triumphed over theories re negative vital forces, solar influences, rogue body cells, toxic miasmas, and breakdowns of atomic bonds: new sanitary procedures are finally beginning to cut into the dreadful child death rates (the building of the first large-scale urban sewers since Rome fell has helped, too).

Technology advances. Some quite sophisticated clockwork automata amuse the populace, and balloon races are popular. And the steam engine, long used for various toys and amusements (fairground calliopes, for instance), is being recently put to more practical purposes. Every now and then over the decades someone came up with a design for a steam-powered horseless carriage or flying machine, only to stumble over matters of practicality. But an American engineer has built a steam-powered boat which has gone quite a way up the Mississippi. In the great mining and manufacturing center of the Urals, owners of workshops terribly short of skilled labor have started to use steam-powered, automated machinery created by engineers from the St. Petersburg Royal Institute of Engineers. And in Germany, the Kaiser has decreed the creation of an “iron road” that will allow quick transport of men and materials by steam-powered “horseless carriages” from central Germany to the Russian border. Most foreign observers, so far, laugh at King Frederick’s Folly…

[1] Much more restrictions on immigration, especially of Catholics (and with only sailing ships it was harder to get there in the first place) combined with a westwards expansion rather slowed by government policy and lower birth rates without the development of modern medicine and the wealth produced by the industrial revolution: still probably far too low, but the book had only 11 million Americans around 1922…

[2] The book was written well before Macartney’s embassy to China; the lack of mention of China in the discussion of colonial possessions leads me to think that China is assumed to be a fairly formidable empire, unlikely to fall into warlordism as a result of European prodding.

83. Progress Comes to Valhalla

In the spirit of "Dharmic" world and "Old Testament Cosmology", a world where the writers of the Nordic Sagas had their facts right.

The world is, of course, flat.

The Scandinavian Peninsula is familiar-looking, if a bit larger than in our world, as are the British Isles, northern Germany and Russia. There are more large isles in the northern seas. The Mediterranean is somewhat shrunken and foreshortened, while Africa is a thin strip of populated northern coast, a wide strip of desert, and a somewhat narrower strip of hot jungle, with steaming-hot, island-spotted sea southwards. Arabia exists in a distorted form, while Siberia and the Russian steppe curve south-east to mountains, to the south of which is the blunt peninsula of India. There is no China or East Asia or Australia, and no America, although west of a shrunken and actually somewhat green Greenland lie a group of large islands, with a combined area as large as all of western Europe.

The world is encircled by sea: the icy Ocean of the north, the stormy Ocean of the west, the muggy Ocean of the South and the placid green Ocean of the East. Above, unreachably far, is the impenetrable Vault of Heaven, below which circle the Sun, Moon, and stars. These are the bounds of Midgard, home of men and the center-point of the nine worlds.

For those who would travel beyond the world, four worlds may be reached by everyday human means. If a ship travels south through the treacherous currents, reef-girdled isles and suffocating heat of the Southern Ocean, after many days one may sight a line of darkness on the horizon: this resolves itself into the smoke of many volcanoes, lying beyond a shoreline of great cliffs that shine like brass. Beyond are rivers of liquid flame, forests of hot many-colored metal, jewels which grow as living things, and cities which shine with every color of flame: wonders not for mortals, for in Muspelheim, besides the dangers of being burned to death in a rain of hot ash, the Giants of Fire are not kindly to creatures of damp, cool flesh and blood.

To the north, if one follows the frozen isles and peninsulas northward from Scandinavia (bundle up!) one may encounter a frozen land of blue pines taller than redwoods, mountains Himalaya-high that glitter so fiercely that they can blind, and rivers so cold that a 10-second dip will kill you. The skies glow with a brilliant, eternal Aurora Borealis, and the cities are made of shining ice. Jotunheimer is also the land of the Jotuns, the giants of frost and ice, and many of them will stamp you flat rather than say hi (if the elephant-sized white wolves don’t get you first!)

Crossing the calm green waters of the East one begins to encounter curious misty green isles, dense with forest and wild flowers, full of both light and shadow. These are the outliers of the great land of the Alfar, the Light elves. They are beautiful but unpredictable: some are kind and generous, but others are treacherous and often cruel- those who visit their misty, wooded lands and their shimmering, insubstantial cities had best have their wits about them (and a gift for flattery is often useful). Travels to the east are not as reliably lethal as travels to the north or south, but it is not recommended for the unwary or the socially inept.

Westward beyond the great isles of Vinland one comes to a place where the sky is always overcast, and the light always dim: while the lands of the Giants are bright with flame or brilliant as ice, and that of the Light Elves is misty but luminous, here it is simply murky. There is a rugged and rocky land, covered with somber dark woods in dark green and red and purple: the earth is wrinkled with underground burrowings and pitted with caves and holes. Great dark mounds reach to the sky as if the Earth were about to give birth to something of abnormal size. This is the land of the Dark Elves (a shadowy, Goblin-like folk given to curious magics and grim jests) and the master craftsmen of all nine worlds, the Dwarves. Both live underground and shun bright light. If one travels to certain designated mountains jutting into the sea, moor at one of the great stone docks and make certain signs, the dwarves will emerge from their tunnels and trade, for they are a commerce-minded folk, if shy about visitors. But one should avoid accidentally landing at a shore where the Dark Elves frolic, for they may decide to include you in their games – which are most dangerous for mortals.

In fact, none of these worlds exactly lie next to Midgard in a larger space: they are actually bubble universes, space-time pockets which simply happen to intersect Midgard at certain points: travel in the wrong direction in Alfheimer, and you may have to traverse the entirely width of Elf-land to return to the shores of the Eastern Sea. Time, too, sometimes travels at different speeds in the other Worlds than in Midgard. The realms of the Vanir and the Aesir in some way lie “above” the world of men, but one cannot reach them simply by going upwards, even if one could pierce the vault of heaven: similarly, the land of the Dead lies below, but cannot be reached by digging (unless you are very unlucky).

To reach the more distant realms, divine or supernatural aid is needed. There are certain secret caves which reach between worlds: the land of the dead is sometimes accessible through ancient tombs: there are magical paths, such as the Elf-road or the Rainbow Bridge, Bifrost. There are paths in the sky dragons and Valkyrie can follow. And then there is the tree.

Yggdrasil’s seed was planted when the world was first formed by the grandparents of the current generation of Gods, and has grown as the worlds have grown and multiplied, linking them together and preventing them from chaotically intermingling. It exists in multiple dimensions, and only Odin and Heimdallr can perceive it fully: on earth it is found at various locations, resembling an enormous ash, redwood-tall and far bulkier, which axes cannot cut and fire cannot burn. If one is brave enough, one may climb up, up until the branches begin to grow thicker rather than narrower, and you have climbed right out of the world. But be warned: in the endless dimension-spanning tangle of the trees innumerable branches and trunks, magical guidance is probably needed to find your way, and even if you don’t slip and fall endlessly, starve to death on some woody overpass, or stumble into Jotunheim or Niflheim (the land of the dead) the tree has inhabitants, and although some are relatively friendly and will at worst just kick you back to Midgard, others are quite dangerous, particularly the great serpents that gnaw at the tree like caterpillars on a normal-sized growth. (Nidhogg the Gnawer At The Root is a whole other, multi-godzilla sized issue).

Asgard is, of course, Da Bomb.

Want to see thousand-foot defensive stone walls? They stand guard here. Want incredibly beautiful mountains, forests and plain, lakes, rivers and small inland seas, scenery that National Geographic editors would sell their first-born sons to get photos of? They have them. Want to see all sorts of fantastic mythical beasts? The woods are full of them, and the hunts would impress Kublai Khan. Gilded wooden palaces bigger than the pentagon, the wood carved in more detail than an 18th century German cuckoo clock? They defy gravity. Awesome sunsets and sunrises? Asgard has its own small sun, brighter and cheerier than the one of Midgard. A gold-roofed mead hall which, like Dr. Who’s Tardis, is "Dimensionally Transcendental”, so millions of warriors can feast there but also all have a good view of Odin’s seat and not take forever to find a good spot? Of course they have it.

Vanaheim is similar, although the wall is smaller (they didn’t go in for Giant labor) and the place is generally wilder and greener and less, well, organized than Asgard, which sometimes has a bit of a Theme Park feel (the Vanir tend to be Gods and Goddesses of nature and fertility, and although the Aesir grudgingly respect their combat prowess, their feelings towards them could be described not inaccurately as “those damn dirty hippies.”)

Lying “below” Midgard, Nifelheim is grey and cold and dim, darker even than the land of the Dwarves and Dark Elves, a land of broken rock and ice, where the vegetation is white and spindly and leafless, the sky a clot of shadows and the rivers black and sluggish. It is said to have come into existence with the death of the first living thing, and has grown steadily since. Impassible walls of ice surround it on all sides save where the vast fortress/palace of Hela blocks the solitary entrance. Hela, pale and beautiful on one side, black and rotten as a well-aged Romero Zombie on the other, is perhaps the most powerful of Loki’s children: while she is confined to her realm till the world ends, she is free within it, unlike her brothers: and not even the Gods can force their way in without her say-so. Nor can any resident leave: the powers of the Gods are weakened in this grey, empty place, and Balder could not be rescued by force. It is said that she seized rule of Nifelheim from a former ruler, some foul spawning of Ymir older than any of the Gods, but this is only rumor.

Beyond the realms of the Jotuns and the giants of fire are the last two realms: the realm of eternal cold and night and the realm of consuming flame. If one were to travel far enough to the fiery south, one would reach a region of pure flame, all-consuming, never-fading, where even great Sutur, the king of the fire giants, would be consumed. Similarly, if one were to travel far enough to the ultimate north, beyond the Jotun-lands are endless fields of ice beyond the reach of light, so cold that even the frost giants themselves freeze (it doesn’t kill them, but it does render them so stiff that they cannot move faster than a glacier flows). The Nine Worlds all float in the Primal Void, where there is no up, no down, no yesterday, and no tomorrow.

There are a number of minor spirits and a great many minor Godlings of no real account in the High Realms of Asgard and Vanaheim, some of which act as patrons of individual mortals in return for sacrifice: ironically, they may be at times more useful than the Great Gods, who after all have to divide their attention between many thousands of demanding mortals and may just have you waaay down their to-do list.

The Midgard serpent is bound to the sea outside the circle of the world. He is neither continent-thick nor a thin hair encircling the world: the Serpent actually exists at all points of the great circle simultaneously while not being exactly there at any one point: like Schrodinger’s cat, one must take a look to determine if he is there, and pray that it is not his hundred-yards-long head one finds.

The Fenris Wolf is kept in Asgard: four Gods keep watch day and night to make sure none disturb his bonds.

All things die, and most age. The Gods are currently the third and fourth generation of deities, of the second generation only Odin remaining: and his beard is growing white. The world itself ages, and Fimbulwinter approaches. The magic which binds Loki and his children weakens, and the sun dims, presaging the days of unending cold. And those things which do not age, still can die: the Elf-folk can live even longer than Gods, and do not perish as mortals do, but if slain with iron or divine magic die forever, leaving only a grey, empty shadow behind. Only the three Elder [1] Norns are eternal, and even they will come to a stop when the world ends and all stories are told.

The giants and dwarves are elemental beings, returning to ice and fire and earth when they die. Gods and men (who received a touch of the divine when the Gods first blew breath into them) have spirits, but the spirit without flesh is a reduced thing, and requires assistance after death if it is to retain the vigor of life: and helping out everyone who dies is beyond the resources of the Gods, and in any event they do not feel that they have any such responsibility.

Although actually dying in battle isn’t a guarantee and isn’t really necessary, it always helps. Warriors are after all needed for Ragnarok, and warriors are the most numerous group in Valhallah (the human district of Asgard). One must be brave, skilled and honorable to make the cut (even the Aesir do have standards: child-murders, temple-desecrators, oath-breakers, etc. don’t usually make it), and dying fighting definitely peps up the resume. On the other hand, the Aesir, and particularly the more wild and playful Vanir don’t just recruit warriors: great bards and storytellers and marvelously skilled craftsmen also often get the nod, to brighten the halls of Asgard and Vaneheim: so do men of great wisdom and wise counsel, for such are needed as well as men who can swing an axe, and even some otherwise unremarkable men of exceptional honor and generosity who were never professional warriors make it – however, they must be brave men, whatever their background.

There are no cowards in Asgard.

Given the high likelihood of Viking Wedgies, the less combat-skilled Men of Wisdom and Honor get their own place away from the great banquet-hall where the warriors carouse eternally. For the pastoral-minded, those who like a romp among the cowslips, or just those warriors who _don’t_ want to spend the time until Ragarnok getting axed in the head, the goddess Freyja provides Folkvangr, the Field of Flowers. (Apparently there are cottages or something. And free mead, of course).

Also in a separate place are the halls of Honorable Women: under considerable pressure from the female Gods and even some men among the more metrosexual Vanir, a place was set aside (in Vanaheim) for women saved from Niflheim. Here dwell women of exceptional courage, honor, uprightness, etc. (And occasionally beauty: even the Gods, although not as randy as that Greek bunch [2], stoop ever now and then). It has a bit of an air of a seminary, or a nunnery: a lot of embroidering is done. (Only the Crème De La Crème is accepted as Valkyrie recruits: it is, alas, a Man’s Life in the Asgardian army). Occasionally there are visits from those husbands which also made it into Valhalla, when they can tear themselves away from the fighting, mead and magical wenches. (Or the deep study, intellectual debate, mead, and magical wenches. Complaints from single women about the lack of magical boy-toys have so far been disregarded). At least there is TV nowadays.

(It can get worse. Warriors who 1. Loved their wives and 2. Did not have wives worthy of Valhalla often have their memories erased magically to prevent them from embarking on doomed rescue missions to Nifelheim).

The spirits of the dead who don’t make the cut for Valhalla, rather than ending up in Hela’s realm, may be carried away by the Elves. Some become slaves to the Dark Elves, others pets and playthings or, if talented, household ornaments, by the Light Elves: over centuries, most lose their humanity. There are many lower-class Elves who were once human (of course, some may not like the whole “becoming nonhuman” thing). Some unwanted spirits manage to stay on earth, usually because of poorly carried out burial rituals: things do not go well for them either.

Still, this is preferable to the alternative, and the end of the majority of humanity: Nifelheim, where the grey, pale shades of the dead wander disconsolately, chewing hopelessly on the pallid weeds, occasionally huddling together for what little comfort contact between their heatless, sexless bodies can provide, and in thin, bat-like voices, argue endlessly with those *Christian and *Muslim dead who refuse to admit they are in Hel rather than the Inferno or Jahannam. They are a thin, skeletal, feeble bunch: a human spirit stripped from its flesh is a feeble thing without the nourishment of sorcery, enchanted food of the Gods or Elves, or, alas, human blood (which is why spirits which manage somehow to stay on Earth tend to become hungry liches or worse.) Housing is generally of stone and bone, wood not being to be found, and life consists of endless rounds of trying to find a way out while dodging the enormous guard dogs (the dead cannot be killed, but they can be hurt plenty, and reduced to an existence even more feeble and ghostly than the norm) and the “trustees”, those dead – human if those who run into them are lucky, the sere shadows of Elves if not - empowered by Hela to ride herd over their fellows.

The border between God and Frost Giant is a permeable one: while Gods are normally only about half again as large as humans, and Giants vary from telephone pole size to Godzillaesque, both can shrink as small as normal humans, and Gods can grow substantially to grapple with their outsized opponents. While some Giants are hideous in appearance, they are often fair enough spite their pallid or blue-ish skin and frosty hair, and in any event can change shape: Gods have generally superior magic, but giants are even more skilled in the arts of illusion and transformation. There has been much intermarriage between Gods and Giants, and Loki is not the only half-breed: the Gods of the sea are as much Jotun as Vanir or Aesir. The Giants of Fire, on the other hand, are scorched black as coal, and are as wildly fluid in their forms as the flames they dwell in and among: there has been much less intermingling between them and the Gods.

The rivalry between the Frost Giants and the Gods is an old one, rooted ultimately in the First Gods’ overthrow and murder of their progenitor/God, Ymir the Immeasurable. (The Giants of Fire, on the other hand, have no real grudge against the Gods: they just want to see the world burn. )

The world was not literally made from Ymir’s body: for one thing, most Giants don’t have skulls larger than their entire bodies. But it was the energy of his death, a living sacrifice made by the First God and his sons to themselves, that enabled them to bring Midgard forth out of the potential-filled chaos of Ginnungagap between the ice and the fire.

Elves, dark and light, mingle and interact with the Gods in various ways, at times hostile, and times friendly. They are lesser Gods of sorts, and humans give them a little something extra after they have sacrificed to the Gods.
Not all of the non-humans dwell outside Midgard: there are woods and meadows beautiful enough to attract Elves, and under some mineral-rich mountains dwell dwarves (it’s a long trip, but there are tunnels which lead across the ocean, under the sea floor). Sharing Midgard with humans are the seal-folk of the oceans, servants of the sea-Gods: and trolls, who are a small and usually rather ghastly-looking sub-race of Giants, some of which also dwell in the lands of the Dwarves and Dark Elves, and on the fringes of the land of the Frost Giants, who tend to look down upon their shrunken, misshapen, light-shunning kin.

Dwarves do not like the Gods, to whom they are but servants: short and ugly, dwellers in the earth from which they sprang, the Gods reward them for their unparalleled skill in magical craftsmanship, the creation of magical tools, but have never treated them as equals. Of late, Dwarves have grown closer to humanity – not just because they consider themselves to some extent the Godfathers of humanity (Dwarves helped shape the sacred Ash into which the Gods blew life), but because working together with humans has allowed for some serious upgrades of technique…

The main division in the World of Men is that between the lands which worship the Gods, Aesir and Vanir, and those which don’t. The *Viking nations include not just the isles of Vinland and Scandinavia, but most of what in our world would be Russia, the Baltic, and the Great European Plain from northern France to Poland, encompassing most of Germany, and they also hold the Straits of the Black Sea. The largest nations encompass roughly what in our world would be Russia (worshipping Odin, but speaking a largely Slavic lingo) and the more solidly Scandinavian Republic of Vinland, uniting the Seven Isles. The British Isles are German-speaking save for an Irish remnant.

North Africa, the Iberian Peninsula, southern Italy, and the Arabian and Persian lands are inhabited by followers of a curious superstition (perhaps inspired by Loki) which claims that there is only one God: the most important nations are those of Al-Andalus, Egypt, and Persia. The lands of what in our world would be south France, northern Italy, the mountainous south of Germany and Switzerland, and the rocky Balkans are inhabited by followers of an even more bizarre religious heresy, unable to give a straight answer whether their God was singular or plural. These people had been slowly losing ground to “Islam” from the south and Vikings from the north, in spite of the savagery with which they fought from their mountain and hillside strongholds: the curious new era of “limited warfare” has given them a breathing space. The Vikings also have recently warred with *Islam in what would be central Asia (here, Greater Scythia) and by sea for control of the southern Islands and the uncomfortable but mineral-rich jungles of southern Africa, and struggle for influence in the peninsula of India, an odd place: the inhabitants know the Gods only vaguely, and worship them in strange and bizarre forms, neither the Aesir nor the Vanir making personal appearances often in that unpleasantly hot land, where strange demons seen nowhere else in the world often plague men.

The priests of Odin and the other Gods often inquire as to why they do not personally intervene to disabuse these various strange peoples of their odd beliefs: in fact the Gods prefer the situation as it is, since the continuing warfare has kept their worshippers in better shape for Ragnarok. If there were no followers of false Gods, their people would have to fight each other to maintain their fighting trim. (Indeed, the Gods have sometimes secretly intervened to keep their followers from winning too much).

It’s not like being unbelievers means they will go to hell: Odin really doesn’t give a rats ass whether people worship him or not (this does not hold for all Gods: Thor, for one, enjoys flattery), and the Valkyrie take the brave and honorable dead of battle from lands sandy and tropical and olive-growing as well as pine and oak-forested northern lands. (Admittedly, *Islamic and *Christian dead often take a little while to adjust, and in a few cases end up being sent to Niflheim for persistent pig-headedness and refusal to accept the situation).

The world is a bit different ecologically speaking as well as geographically. Magical trees are magical, and the world is generally greener than ours. There are bigger fish in the sea than in our world, including the Kraken (which fortunately rarely pays much attention to human shipping) and on land dragons and other such curious monsters are to be found (where they haven't been hunted to extinction, anyway.) At the command of the Gods, a few reservations have been set aside for surviving dragons, and others survive in the outlying parts of the world: on one island in the far north they actually coexist peacefully with humans, an unusual state of affairs the locals attribute to their joining forces long ago to vanquish one of the sons of Nidhogg the Gnawer. Most outsiders think said locals are full of it.

Of late things have been getting a bit…off.

There seems to be an increasing shortage of warriors: on the one hand, few reveled in the bloody slaughter of machine guns, gas, trenches and barbed wire that accompanied the last serious advances into Christian and Muslim territory, and there is increasing interest in a general accord between Viking and Muslim kingdoms to preserve the strip of Christian territory running from the Pyrenees to the mouth of the Danube as a buffer region, and to reach some sort of settlement on colonial territories and spheres of influence. On the other, the Viking peoples – always a folk at least as interested in trade as in brigandage – increasingly are working as engineers, scientists, shop-owners, businessmen, traders, and even (gulp) …accountants. (Well, the more sophisticated parts of the business. The duller stuff –say, taking inventory – is still mostly left to Christian Thralls). Sure, brave men still duel over matters of honor, but are satisfied with a scar or two, or a missing ear or nose at the most. High-lethality sports hardly make up for the reduction in warfare.
And then there are those machine guns.

Wars between nations Viking, *Christian, and *Islamic drove a technological arms race. Practical-minded and literate inhabitants of the Viking lands kept good records of any useful innovation. Although wars and raids were common enough between the Viking and *Islamic nations, they were far enough apart that there was also a considerable amount of peaceful trade and intellectual exchange: Islamic theoretical science passed north, Viking practical technological developments moved south. Although the world did not soon have a full scientific-industrial revolution, things proceeded incrementally for quite a while…

The Gods were a bit surprised when they first spotted men floating at great heights using hot-air balloons, but found it just an amusing trick. They were a bit annoyed by the smoke and stink made by new manufacturies, but their priests told them it was necessary to build things to fight the unbelievers (some of which, in the *Islamic lands, were developing technological tricks of their own), and humans got off with a warning (the first environmental movements in Midgard were divinely inspired). Steam locomotives were where it really began to get weird, and it didn’t help when the crafty Dwarves started travelling to Midgard to duplicate human techniques. (The Dwarves have built the longest train tunnel in the world. Over 5000 miles long).

In the end, the Gods had to contract out to the Dwarves and some human armory companies to get a large enough supply of artillery and magical bullets made to replace the magical swords most of the new influx of warriors simply didn’t know how to use anymore.

Television – the Gods knew how to do magic far-seeing mirrors or crystals and such, but the idea of passive mass entertainment somewhat baffles them. But it’s now in Asgard and Vanaheim to stay. Not just human TV, but also dwarf TV (rather dull and educational) and also Dark Elf TV (very disturbing stuff, especially the game shows). And not only are the Honored Dead spending too much time watching and not enough sparring, but they are getting weird ideas: Valhallah has seen the development of its first *football teams, and some of the Wise Men are trying to set up Valhallah’s own broadcast system. Odin tried banning TV in Asgard, but caused such a storm of protest that he was forced to rescind his judgment.

Mortals are now crossing the skies of Midgard faster than Thor’s chariot (no matter how powerful, goats aren’t very aerodynamic) and travelling beneath the seas in submersibles: cities are lit at night with electricity better than they are lit in Asgard with magic: common folk can now speak directly to people across the ocean without the use of dread magic (well, except the sacrifices made to the sea-Gods to keep the seafloor cables safe. Satellites aren’t practical in a flat world with a dome over it). Human engineers are working together with Dwarf craftsmen to combine electrical equipment and magic to create the first thinking machine. Chemists brew up poisons as deadly as the Midgard Serpent’s breath, while in the field of Blowing Things Up the latest fuel-air explosives can make bangs big enough to seriously chew up a God or a large Giant (a different set of laws of physics means nobody has come up with an atom bomb, but sages and scientists speculate on ways and means for reducing matter to the Primordial Ylem.)

Humans, many Gods feel, are getting above themselves. They descend to the sea-floor to take pictures and scrape samples off of the Midgard Serpent’s scales for study. They send rocket-carried cameras shooting across the lands of Fire and Ice so they can be mapped. Some Muslims actually tried to methodically map and explore the inter-dimensional branching of the world-tree, using gas on the Serpents, until the Gods put a halt to it (Ratatoskr the Red Squirrel is still inconsolable about his nuts, which were hit by a stray missile).

At least humans aren’t progressing very far with old-fashioned rune and spell-song magic or seid: the new techno-magic is too fascinating, and the God’s millennial propaganda effort to make wizards seem sort of gay has been pretty successful.

Educated priests, instead of asking whether the harvest will be a good one, ask about the spatial relationship between Midgard and Asgard, and whether the Gods have ever explored the Primal Void. Odin had to give up on the old “walking the world in the form of an ancient one-eyed man” shtick: he kept getting mobbed by the press. Nowadays, he generally goes around as a fat bald guy with dark glasses and a loud shirt. Attitudes have grown at times positively hostile: there is a multi-national lobby to have Hel shut down, and a great many people are suggesting humans might do a better job of running the world than the Gods can: meanwhile, bad attitudes are spreading to Valhalla as a new generation of dead comes in. Dead warriors and wise men and artists are now talking contracts and unions. Dead women are now picketing en masse outside Niflheim against unfairness to their insufficiently wise/brave/macho children and relatives.

Making examples of a few particularly rude blasphemers seems to have only hardened attitudes, and one radical group in Gardarika/*Russia nearly succeeded in killing a minor God with a faked summoning and several tons of high explosives. The group in question was hunted down and wiped out, but it has made a number of the Gods more nervous about making personal appearances on Earth. (Thor is a bit worried about the influence of modern technology on his sons, who take trips to the more desolate parts of Asgard or Vanaheim to set off large amounts of high explosives for fun).

The *Muslims are in some ways even worse: while the Vikings retain a certain reverence for their Gods, the southerners have reacted to increasing scientific proof that they inhabit a world in the form of Viking myth not by conversion en masse (although there have been some) but by turning to a harsh secularism (always easier in a world where there actually is an afterlife, however crappy) which holds the Gods are simply a variety of Giant and therefore a menace rather than something to be worshipped.

It’s not just Gods which have to worry: the Svearikan kingdom (Sweden-Finland, roughly) managed to repel a Jotun raid from the north sans divine aid, using heavy artillery and napalm.

(Trolls grow few in the human lands, blown to small bits by artillery, fried with incendiaries, etc. Some use magic to hide among humans, eating people only rarely and on the sly, keeping one step ahead of suspicious human wizards: others have sworn allegiance to human rulers as “special forces” of various kinds).

And now humans and dwarves are together developing new magic-tech weapons supposedly aimed at fighting giants and monsters – but they might well be applied to Gods, as well. Some of the Gods are now calling for a serious slap-down of mankind: devastate the world with flood and fire and lighting and plague and earthquake and dragons and giant zombie wolves and such, show mankind who is boss and stop all this poking around where they are not supposed to go and asking rude questions and building dangerous and unmanly gadgetry. Break up the world into many teeny warring kingdoms that will make men into old-fashioned warriors again.

Odin so far has refrained from a decision: there are other Gods who are opposed to such action, and not just Thor mans-friend. Aside from the worrying possibility that it might not work, as annoying and even alarming as the changes of the last few centuries in Midgard have been, for some of the Gods (and Goddesses) these transformations have the feel of something else…the feel of hope.

Of late, visitors to the three Elder Norns note that the younger two seem troubled: their weaving seems disturbed, and they often pause upon their labors as if uncertain and at times are even seen to argue. Only the oldest, Urdr, seems unperturbed as she spins the threads of men’s lives with a curious smile. The enchanted head of the giant Mimir has refused to answer any questions about the future of late. And of late Gods have peered, wondering, into the TV as a mortal announcer cheerfully noted that all the gas from coal burned by northerners and petroleum burned by southerners over the last couple centuries is retaining heat that would otherwise escape through the vault of heaven, and more than counteracting the slight dimming of late noted in the sun…

[1] There are many lesser Norns, of various races and kinds. It’s sort of a franchise dealie.
[2] With the notorious exception of that try-sexual (he’ll try anything) shape-shifter, Loki.

84. ALL UNDER HEAVEN/WIDER YET THE EMPIRE OF LIBERTY

I thought to myself: cover of OttoVonsud’s “Recent annexation of Mexico”  ottovonsuds.deviantart.com/art…  or “Hundred Days”  ottovonsuds.deviantart.com/art… ?

Why not both?

OTL, as usual, means Our Timeline, the world we normally stumble around in.

In this world, the anti-reformist coup of 1898 fails to come off thanks to some greater luck in the way of allies for the Emperor, and the Qing Empire manages to reform, slowly and with difficulty, but enough to avoid the 1911 collapse. Japan still manages to bring Korea under its control, that China was not up to challenge them on this had been made clear in 1894-95, but at least the Russian sphere of influence in Manchuria was limited and further attacks on Chinese territorial integrity held off.

A *WWI still took place, Germany having gone too far down the path of Disruptive Overpowered Asshole under its Kaiser by that point to easily change course, and Russia still had a hard-left revolution, the basic doctrine and cast of characters being in place by 1898. The Allies managed to win the long, slow drawn-out slugging match without direct intervention by the US, but were too exhausted to do much about the Russian revolution (the Chinese managed to regain some of their lost territory while Whites and Reds were slugging it out) and the effort to break Germany up into several smaller states kept apart with the help of the Poles and Czechs didn’t go too well. The Chinese later fought a bloody war with the Japanese over Korea, which they didn’t entirely win, but made expensive enough for the Japanese that the peninsula became neutralized and the Japanese essentially accepted that any invasion of mainland China without allies was a losing proposition. The 30s proceeded without the hard-line militarists taking control of Japanese foreign policy (having lost a lot of face in Korea badly weakened their influence, and the public was in no mood for more military ventures)

Spain had an alt-civil war and nobody came. The successful Struggle for German Reunification (and the consequent failed French Coup) in the early 30s led to the War of German (and Hungarian, and Austrian…) Revenge in the mid-40s. The US was eventually drawn into the war in Europe by German attempts to choke the UK through unlimited submarine warfare, and the Chinese sent troops as well to demonstrate their arrival as an important player. Although the Germans still managed to overrun France, fought more intelligently in the East, and weren’t burdened with Italians (Italy sensibly sat out this round) they still went down, and with a relatively later US intervention the Soviets got a bit deeper into the Balkans and central Europe, with continental Greece going Red, although Serbia-Croatia ended up on the allied side of the line. 

Although the German nationalist dictatorship was quite exceedingly vicious, Hitler's rule had been butterflied (Hitler The Hideously Maimed War Vet never did break into politics except as an Exhibit A for French Evilness), and the Jews weren’t massacred in an organized way (if legally marginalized and often murdered for having disagreeably-cut jibs): the war in the east was mostly remembered for enthusiastic massacres of Slavs. Israel never became as _pressing_ an issue, and although Zionists still got a promise of a homeland during the First Great European War in exchange for supposedly getting the Jewish Conspiracy on side (the British upper classes, folks), the state of Israel was never as successful a project as OTL, and nowadays is largely a US protectorate (on the positive side, international image-wise, while it never had the Miraculous Creation of Holocaust Survivors vibe it long had OTL, it actually gets some underdog cred in 2015).

The Soviet Union was from the start even more paranoid and fearful than OTL, with a growing and quite Communism-unfriendly, still Imperial, China and a still militarily formidable Japan in the East plus a US-allied Europe to the west. Trying to keep up with the Joneses militarily both in the East and the West,  plus a more expensive space race than OTL led to bankruptcy by the 1980s and collapse of the regime, although the disintegration was slower and more partial, with Russia managing to maintain control of at least part of the old Soviet empire into the 21st century. 

Without the Warlord period, a war with Japan largely confined to Korea and a few coastal areas, and sans the crazier excesses of Maoism, China became a major economic power and a competitor for influence with the US by the 1960s, when US pundits and politicians recognized an almost inevitable long-term problem: if China did (as it seemed to be well en route to doing) converge economically with the US, it would, given its huge and increasing population (higher than OTL at the time) inevitably dwarf the US in the way the US was now dwarfing the individual states of Europe. While the Europeans could to some extent make up for this by moving together as they had begun to do, the US had no peer neighbors. What to do?

In some ways, the fears were exaggerated - China would eventually hit demographic transition long before the immigrant-friendly US stopped growing – but they spoke to US anxieties and old “yellow peril fears”, and China did not help things by starting to effectively challenge the US for leadership of the anti-Communist block almost from the same day China tested its first atomic bomb. The ancient Empire of China had bounced back, and wasn’t going to play Asian Houseboy to the upstart US. The so-called “Sino-American split” was never as bad as the Sino-Soviet split of OTL – there was no chance that either would join forces with the Soviets against the other [1] – but by the 70s there was a clear split in the anti-Communist alliance between a “Chinese block” mostly of right-wing juntas, traditional monarchies, and post-colonial states hostile to the West but not really happy with the idea of a Soviet alliance and the more developed and democratic block centered on the US and western Europe. The Soviets, meanwhile, looked contained if still dangerous – the US was successfully crushing leftists in Latin America, while Chinese influence had kept conservative regimes in power in SE Asia (the French are still annoyed at China taking Indochina “under protection” after the fall of mainland France), with the Soviet only achieving sporadic successes in the Middle East and Africa (leading to the very messy, if ultimately successful, US Congolese Intervention and some fine War is Bad movies re the same).

One way to deal with the demographic deficit was to open wide the gates of immigration, which did occur, but this was not seen as enough by many. A radical idea was proposed in the 1970s, and in the end would be supported: expand the USA. By peaceful means (and a certain amount of underhanded arm twisting and bribery, but let’s not mention that) other nations would be invited to join the US, at first as territories in the case of poorer states, but with a fast-track of government-funded modernization and convergence on US quality of life, while maintaining local language rights and certain other local privileges (until and unless the local population voted otherwise, of course). The US was going to export the Empire of Liberty. 

Over the last three and a half decades, the great program has moved forward, with occasional panics, reversals, and disappointments. Canada, Everyone's Favorite Annexation, has proven disappointingly mulish, and the Brits have been terribly skeptical, but in 2008 the US went for broke and negotiated the Big One, the Real Deal, whatever you want to call it, a project 20 years in the making, the integration of Mexico into the US. One might wonder if this had anything to do with a report in 2000 indicating China’s economy had already surpassed the US in overall size. 

Already richer than OTL thanks to careful US investment, Mexico still was an integration issue economically even more troublesome than East Germany in our world, and politically hairy enough that some compromises (the creation of some more US senators and representatives, the creation of two whole new states [2] and the reduction of the number of Mexican states) were needed: as it is, in 2015 only 3 Mexican states plus the Federal District have gone from Territorial to State status, nearly a quarter of the population of Mexico has moved north in search of (better) jobs, (leading to a pouring of illegal Central Americans across the southern Mexico border to fill their jobs) and the economy is struggling. US politicians are preaching keeping calm and staying the course, but some fear the US has bitten off more than it can chew: the Chinese frankly hope they will choke on it.

China doesn’t like the US expansion program, which it isn’t well placed to duplicate, although there have been rumors that it may try something similar in SE Asia, particularly in the Chinese-heavy states of Malaysia and Thailand. And wait, wasn’t Vietnam a part of China once? The government denies such rumors, but it is true that there has been something of a charm offensive in recent years emphasizing the close cultural, religious, racial, historical, etc., etc. ties between China, Korea, and continental SE Asia…

China has about 1.65 billion people, more than OTL due to the lack of civil war, Mao, invasion, more Mao, etc. and a lack of one child policy, but somewhat balanced by a demographic transition driven by increased prosperity. Indeed, as is normally the case in conservative, sexist societies once women get regular access to birth control and jobs, birth rates have plummeted, leading to a bit of a moral panic and an energetic effort to economically encourage larger families combined with a more pro-immigration stance (admittedly with a special emphasis on the Chinese diaspora[3]). 

China still has an emperor, although he’s been largely marginalized by the nationalist political party union which has controlled politics for decades and whose only real challenger is the vast and eternal grey eminence of the permanent bureaucracy. The state is in some ways like OTLs China – nationalist, modernization-focused, authoritarian – but the elites are generally more cultured and sophisticated than the rather nouveau-anything rulers of the modern PRC, and are usually well up on their Confucian classics, although they have even less respect for the views of Laowai than their OTL counterparts. Foreign policy is generally pragmatic and strictly national-interests centered, although support may be given to nations with otherwise no real use just to add to the list of “tributaries.” Of late, there have been efforts to kiss and make up with the Russians, and even get the Europeans onside against the “mindlessly expansionist” Americans.

Japan, which includes Taiwan, has been historically a bit more immigrant-friendly and had a somewhat later demographic transition without US occupation (women didn’t get the vote until the late 60s), has over 180 million people, and has since the 1960s considered itself a fourth “great power,” the “great neutral” and occasional honest broker alongside the quarreling powers of China, the Soviet Union, and the USA. However, as satisfying as the Soviet Union’s relative decline may have been to the Japanese right, 180 million looks increasingly inadequate compared to 1.65 billion Chinese and 440 million – and growing – Americans, and some feel Japan needs to make a choice between the giants and pick an ally. China would make more cultural and economic sense, but the Japanese generally get along better with the Americans. There is even one weirdo politician, a perpetual fourth-party candidate for prime minister, who argues for political union with the US to create a trans-pacific power that would RULE THE WORLD, but nobody takes Parliamentary member Kamina too seriously, no matter how cool his sunglasses are.

Creating its own political block doesn’t look like an option – China has the local neighborhood pretty much sewn up, although there is unrest with the status quo in Indonesia - the “takeover” of Malaysia by the Chinese creeps out Indonesians, who have their own large and powerful Chinese minority, whose safety the Chinese government has come to take a strong interest in, of the send-an-atomic-armed-aircraft-carrier-into-your-main-port type. This of course leads to rumors of a planned Chinese takeover of the nation, and although Chinese corporations dominate, there is a strong push by the government for increased US investment, in hopes of creating some sort of counterbalance, although now some Indonesians are starting to worry about the possibility of an American takeover. 

India, whose move to independence took a somewhat different course than OTL, is still unified although a bit more decentralized even not counting the almost de facto independent areas such as Bengal and Baluchistan. Constant low-level feuding between Hindu and Muslim hardliners in the Punjab is a perpetual headache, but the population is too mixed to think of partition without it becoming a human disaster, or so Delhi says. Although better off than OTL, _relatively_ speaking it’s one of this more developed world’s losers, still essentially third-world and considered by many in the west as a land of backwards, unworldly mysticism, while the Chinese regard them with what can best be described as benevolent condescension, all of which is highly annoying to Indian elites. 

The Middle East is generally a bit more secular, less of the energy of Arab nationalism having exhausted itself in failed battles with Israel or military disasters around the Tigris and Euphrates. As OTL, monarchy hasn’t done too well north of the Saudis, the success of China under an emperor not convincing anyone that their mostly British-puppet monarchs were worth much. Iraq is a near-first world industrial power – also a fairly ghastly tyranny under a guy with a big mustache, but at least he isn’t modeling himself after Hitler. An infusion of Chinese-type state-backed capitalism has helped out Egypt somewhat, but it remains a bit backwards and troubled by Islamicist types who find the presence of the heathen Chinese even less happy-making than that of Christians OTL. The Chinese and locals get along better in Iran, where under a luckier series of rulers than OTL the Shahdom of Iran remains a regional power with an advanced (peaceful, the Shah’s press secretary will assure you) nuclear power industry. The Maghreb is fairly closely tied to the European Confederation economically, and Tunisia is actually a working democracy. 

Afghanistan is a horrid dictatorship which has crushed insurgency through killing nearly a fifth of its own population. On the other hand, standards of living are better than they were under the Taliban OTL. 

Sub-Saharan Africa has benefitted from higher raw materials prices in a more industrialized world, as has Latin America, and Chinese investment on a large scale starting rather earlier than OTL. The various pro-Soviet dictatorships have generally changed their political postures with the fall of the Soviets, and the continent is generally wealthier than OTL, and further along towards demographic transition, although of late there has been a rumor of some nasty new disease, a “wasting illness” coming out of West Africa. Some parts of West Africa remain French, being less of a demographic hazard than Algeria, although a decision will have to be made soon about the Cote D’Ivoire, which has been stuck in Bureaucratic Hell waiting to be upgraded from “associate state” to “overseas province” for some decades now due to underdevelopment: the locals are pretty much fed up with it. South Africa is no longer a White Man’s country, but it’s not a Black Man’s either: it’s more “A White, Indian, Chinese, Colored and Rich Black Collaborator’s Country”, and some 90% of the blacks still are kept from voting by various dodges. Some black African countries are a bit uncomfortable about being allied to China while they are also on fine terms with South Africa, but as the Chinese Ambassador will point out, it’s just business: the Chinese do not hypocritically preach freedom while supporting its suppressors, and it’s not like they have a historical track record of keeping the black man down, like some countries they won’t mention?

Latin America has been something of a US success, with greater democratization and continued US economic cooperative efforts having largely pushed out the Chinese save for a few remaining dictatorships. It’s more closely economically integrated with the US than OTL, and also has a unified internal market, more or less. Central America is on the US’s long-term “to do” list, but South America looks unlikely to go down the US gullet, voluntarily or otherwise, anytime soon, and locals looking with interest on US expansionary efforts have been talking about maybe creating that ancient Bolivarian dream, a united states of South America. 

The US is generally a more socially liberal place than OTL, and has a political system which extends somewhat to the left of OTL, divided between roughly two and a half political parties, the Democrats taking up the social-democrat/lite socialism role which no longer exists OTL outside of a few eccentrics on the political margin plus the left half of OTLs Democrats, the Republicans taking up the right half of OTL’s democrats and the left half of the Republicans, and then there is the far-right American Independent Party [4], the marginal but regionally important party of rabid nationalism and conspiratorial ideas, the eternal enemy of the “expand America” program – except for absorbing Canada or other “white” countries, in which case they’re okedokee about it. (They’re also not hot at all on the Chinese, and get a lot of play from accusing everyone else of being weak on "creeping Chinese influence.”) In spite of the efforts of the AIP, East Asian culture is more widely influential (and, curiously, there is also more British cultural influence; it’s a world where Britain is more closely entangled economically with the US than with Europe). Religious hardliners are somewhat marginalized compared to OTL, although saying you are an atheist is probably still fatal to a Presidential run. 

Europe has unified more closely than in our world, sans Britain, although it's still a ways from a true United States of Europe. It has not pushed quite so far east, Russia never having looked as accommodating (and as feeble) as it did for much of the 90s OTL. Germany took even longer to digest an East Germany larger than ours, and the "ossie-wessie" division remains sharper than in our world. A France more populous than ours which fought on from its colonies in the Second Great European war is more confident, but also suffers from even worse racial issues with its very large African population. The Spanish Federation hasn't been a left-wing dictatorship for a while (the Right lost in this world's Civil War) and is doing well economically, but is still considered something for an oddball by the rest of western Europe.

Technologically this world is more advanced than OTL, with a lot more first-world and near first-world players pushing tech forward. (Still no fusion power or flying cars, though). Atomic power is rather more widely used, both due to higher fossil fuel costs in a more competitive market and less general paranoia about atomics (although there were still plenty of scary cold-war era movies, atomic bombs were never used in this world: they were developed early enough to have been used to finish off the Germans and shorten the war by a few months, but the President at the time wasn’t sure how all those roasted little white babies would play in Peoria after the fighting ended). Manned space exploration has gone further, with Chinese and US visits to Mars, multiple bases on the Moon, and various manned orbital stations, while robots are crawling all over and you could spend all day watching all the live [5] feeds coming from a dozen moons and planets. Biotech is more developed, as is computer science, medicine, and synthetics, increasingly important in a world facing increasing materials shortages. 

Indeed, this world may be a victim of its own success: oil is rapidly running low, cheaper methods of oil synthesis from shale and coal contribute to a global warming problem already more advanced than ours, and all sorts of rare industrial elements are increasingly in short supply in spite of the best efforts of both recyclers and ultra-deep miners (the Chinese are digging at depths some scary advanced cooling systems are needed: scary because if they fail, the miners will cook). It remains to be seen whether the faster progress of technology will provide new solutions faster than the problems it has created develop. 

[1] Although some of this world’s alt-historians suggest that might have transpired if the Soviets had survived into the 21st century

[2] (Guam and the district of Washington, D.C.: splitting California in two remains held up in committee)

[3] Larger than OTL: China may have had a nicer century than OTL, but greater wealth also meant it was easier to work and travel abroad, and in any event there was no Mao-era closing of borders. 

[4] Or the “national Id party”, as some refer to it.

[5] Well, live aside from that speed of light thing.

85. Mortes D'Arthur

OK, here's a commission I did, a map of the world for Turtledove's "Mortes D'Arthur" short story: turtledove.wikia.com/wiki/Les_… - an SF future of the 1980s which has become alternate history with the passage of time and the fall of the USSR.

Background:

The move toward Green-Pink neutrality in Western Europe and the rise of a Japan which could not only say no but also “screw you, Yankee” on the one hand and the US move towards the hard right and rising Israel Uber Alles religious fanaticism on the other led by the early 21st century to the breakup of NATO and the increased isolation of the United States internationally, and an emboldened USSR pushed the US hard in Africa, Latin America, and the Middle East. This in turn increased US paranoia, and eventually Some Damn Fool Thing in South America combined with an excessive confidence on both sides as to the deterrent effect of new anti-missile systems led to bombs flying.

The US and Soviet Union were both pounded badly, with lesser damage inflicted upon such allies and near-allies as China, Korea (both), Cuba, Canada, the Warsaw Pact countries, Iraq, Israel, and the People’s Republic of Venezuela. Both superpowers essentially disintegrated, and an interregnum of sorts followed. Centralized authority was revived in Russia faster than the US, but the Russians were divided in two separate states which well over a century of efforts would fail to reunify. The Union of Moscow was established by hardline Communists, while the Siberian Republic, and later the Siberian Empire, was based on a conscious rejection of Communism and a deliberate effort to return to the values of a pre-1917 “true Russia.”

(The Union of Moscow, although it stubbornly insisted on calling itself the USSR for three quarters of a century, was based in Moscow from early on: nearly half of the anti-missile system budget being dedicated to protecting one city meant that only two US nukes got through, and given superior US targeting and therefore lower megatonnage weapons, nearly a third of Moscow remained livable for certain values of livable, if you used a proper Soviet Geiger counter rather one of those lying, over-sensitive Western ones). 

The US fragmented badly, and the largest regions of ordered government to emerge were in no mood to fight another series of wars to reunify. (Although there was eventually some violence in dealing with particularly wacky enclaves). US reunification has been a slow and mostly voluntary process, with some bits taking their sweet time to rejoin, and a number retaining various degrees of autonomy above and beyond what states used to have before the war. State borders have changed substantially as various “governments of emergency” were often not willing to hand over “their” citizens to the possible misgovernance of states essentially rebuilt from scratch, or in some cases didn’t want to rejoin a state if it meant living with “them.” In some particularly hard-hit areas states were indeed essentially constructed from scratch and repopulated from elsewhere. Currently the US is inward-turned and rather poor by global standards, although its overly sugared fizzy drinks remain a popular export. 

Eastern Europe was not happy that a neutralized Western Europe had “abandoned them”, or about being nuked when all the westerners got was a wee bit of fallout, or about what they felt was distinctly insufficient aid from the West after the war. Nor did they like the West’s Pinko leanings and cheerful atheism. Western Europe, on the other hand, had over the last few decades becoming something closer to a United States of Europe, and was leery about admitting to their union impoverished, radioactive, rather democracy-impaired eastern states which would take a long time to “bring up to spec.” A few bits were absorbed, notably Croatia, East Germany, and Hungary (which hated all its neighbors from way back), but a positive effort to bring the East into United Europe’s embrace was generally “too little, too late” and a hostile coalition of anti-Brussels, religiously reactionary and generally pissed Eastern nations formed.

Israel, although not entirely annihilated, was badly damaged and had lost its principal sponsor: it would never regain the regional hegemony it had held for a while. A more successful *Arab Spring brought about a new era of Arab nationalism and Pan-Arabist dreams…

By the last third of the 22nd century, a new international order exists. The unified world dreamed of by 20th century utopian futurists has not come into existence (although the total number of nations has rather decreased) but neither has the radioactive wreck of the pessimists. Communism is a discarded philosophy, save in the Union of Moscow, where it is in any case more of an element of national identity and as formalized and ritualized as 17th century Spanish court ceremony. Technocracies, oligarchies, democracies, monarchies all exist. It is generally a pragmatic world, and although nationalist rivalries remain, there is little in the way of international ideological conflict. A number of Great Powers watch eachother carefully and maneuver for influence in the more backward and fragmented parts of the globe. 

The world’s leading nations nowadays are the United Arab Ummah and the Republic of India, although the Arab Ummah or “world” as some foreigners call it is considerably more “impactive.” India, like the US in the 1920s, is economically booming but isolationist, rich and rather arrogant, the world’s largest economy but rarely intervening in other people’s affairs outside the immediate “sphere” of nations closely integrated into its economic and military space, and participating only to a limited extent in international fun and games like, say, the Olympic games. (The very cerebral and artistic society of modern India thinks running around a track in shorts is an undignified activity unworthy of anyone fortunate enough to be born a Hindu). The Arabs, on the other hand, are not quite as heavy a hitter economically, but are very rich on a per capita basis, and are heavily involved in international politics, peacekeeping activities, space exploration, etc., with complex political ties with other major nations from Brazil to China. Like Germany before WWI, they are a relatively new “great power” and tend to feel they need to keep proving that they have “arrived.” They also have unfortunate minority problems, having annexed the Turks outright after defeating the Turkish totalitarian state in the Kurdish Crisis, along with Armenia: and the remaining Jewish population of the annexed Holy Land remains a headache, although the government in Cairo is doing its best to fully integrate the Jews, one of the athletes on the current Winter Olympics team being a Jew.

The Empire of China’s inevitable (as they think) rise to Top Nation status has been admittedly somewhat delayed, being nuked by the USSR, the Not Enough Babies crisis, the Global Warming Crisis and the second (or third, depending on if you go back to the 19th century) civil war all being something in the way of speed bumps. Like the Siberians to the north, there has been a turn towards traditionalism, especially since the Hereditary Dictator declared the replacement of Communism-Maoism by Modern Confucianism as the state religion in 2137.

Japan returned to Good Old Fashioned values as well in the wake of the collapse of the US and a lot of radioactive ash wafting across from the mainland, although admittedly the Neo-Bushido of today has as little to do with that of the early Showa period as that did to the Japan of Tokugawa (mostly made up out of whole cloth, in other words). Big families and militarism are back, although loli-porn has proven impossible to eradicate. In spite of government efforts to promote Prodigious Breeding and even opening immigration to people who look sufficiently Japanese to a complex computer pattern recognition system, Japan does not have enough people to really support first-rank power status,[1] which they make for with bravado and substituting machines for people wherever possible. Japan is, of course, the most cyberneticized and roboticized nation on earth [2].

Eastern and Western Europe still tend to negatively stereotype each other out of sheer habit and inertia, and the continued grumbling of Serbia re being “cheated” in the partition of Bosnia has led certain German groups to troll with old claims to Kalningrad: however, the revival of Moscow as a middling power has led to détente, the Prague government feeling it best to deploy its defenses eastward. United Europe, which includes a scattering of territories world-wide plus a Canada looking for a protector that wouldn’t get them nuked, is pretty closely unified today, but not without continued strong regionalism, the Scandinavians forming a particularly influential sub-group, while the British are the often-threatening-to-secede equivalent of Texas. 

The Swiss, like the cheese, stand alone. 

South America is divided into an Argentine and a Brazilian block, the Brazilians also maintaining close ties to Lusophone Africa. Brazil is a leader in biotech research, and is undergoing a rather scary national experiment in substituting biological mechanisms for machinery wherever possible in a spirit of creating a “greener world.” Visitors are recommended to stock up on anti-allergens and fungicides. 

Africa remains somewhat fragmented south of the Arab sphere of influence, but economic convergence means that the sub-Saharan lands are finally catching up to the rest of the world. Nigeria has emerged as a major power, with a chip on its shoulder about the Arab competition for influence in the Sahel. Even the Congo isn’t doing too badly nowadays, the mere fact of their continued existence being a bit of a surprise to interdimensional travelers. Somalia has broken up, reunified, and broken up again, and the Azanians and the Cape Republic are nowadays commercial partners rather than blood enemies. Angola never did quite manage to get its shit together, though. 

Siberia, which eventually crowned a charismatic 17th cousin of the original Romanov line, is in fact the richest sizeable nation per capita on earth, much richer than Moscow, and if not populous enough to be a true heavyweight, have a fair share of international influence. Their hatred for and desire for the overthrow of the Moscow regime is legendary, with both sides arguing that they are the “true Russians”, with Siberians pointing to their revival of all the best of Russian culture and the “enslavement” of Moscow by an absurd German-Jewish [3] philosophy, while Muscovites note that Siberia was a mere annex of Russia while they are the true heartland, and Siberians are anyway a “mongrel” non-Russian people (concerns with low population plus economic growth have made Siberia an immigration magnet: half its population are non-Russian by descent). 

The world is technologically advanced, although a Singularity does not seem to be in sight: genuinely self-evolving self-aware AI turns out to be rather harder to create than was generally imagined. Economical (finally) fusion power and dirt-cheap solar panels have allowed a successful transition to the post-carbon fuels era, and while global warming remains a serious issue, the geo-engineers have been on the job and can guarantee that things won’t get any hotter. Of course, the seas will continue rising, albeit slowly, for a while yet: these things have a lot of inertia. The only way to stop or reverse this is to cool things, perhaps even below late 20th century levels and back to Little Ice Age levels: although some are enthusiastic about the notion of holding winter fairs on the frozen Thames, Siberians, Canadians, and Scandinavians, not to mention the British fine wine industry, are all rather opposed to the notion of cooling things down much, if at all. On the other hand, the Arabs certainly could stand getting less of their water through solar-powered desalinization, and the Australia-New Zealand union, which has been doing all sorts of cutting-edge stuff in efforts to make their country more habitable, would certainly like it if things were a bit cooler…the debate continues.

Revolutionary new propulsion systems have opened up interplanetary space since the start of the 2100s, and there are now human colonies all over the solar system. Independent off-Earth governments include a couple of the larger space Habs in orbit around the Earth, the Lunar Republic, whose origins lie in the heroic efforts and cooperation of the Soviet and American space colonies to survive after being cut off from Earth by the atomic war, two regional governments on Mars (to which five different powers have claims) and a dozen dinky and often-in-need-of-a-bailout-but-always-boasting-of-their-independent-nature colonial efforts scattered through the asteroid belt. The rest of colonies are still too dependent on supplies and support from Earth for independence, and vary from a corporate-backed effort to exploit Mercury’s mineral wealth combined with illimitable solar energy, to a chilly outpost on Pluto’s moon investigating what appear to be liquid-helium based forms of life. Currently there is a big to-do on Mimas, the moon of Saturn, where the first deep-space Olympics, the 66th winter Olympics, will be held…

[1] If you want to piss off a Son of the Gods, remind him that the Philippines now have an overall larger economy.

[2] 1980s SF, after all. 

[3] Not without their flaws, the Siberians. Antisemitism, after all, is another old Russian tradition.

I apologize if the notes are a bit hard to read: computer issues. 

86. Kamandi's World

A map of the world of Kamandi, last boy on Earth, invented by Jack Kirby. Expanding on the original map shown in the comic book...

Long ago, there had been an era of heroes, brightly clad individuals with astounding abilities who battled villains equally improbable. An era of wonders (and occasional grim disasters), which had come to an end as national governments, increasingly savvy in the ways of the demi-gods and grasping the technologies the titans had created, exterminated the villains with extreme prejudice, while the heroes aged and died or left for other planets, and in some cases suffered “unfortunate accidents.” The old Cold War, in which two great power blocks had glared at each other over high walls of ideology, had mellowed as the ordinary and weak humans which ran them came to find common purpose in making it again a world of men, not demi-gods. Capitalism, that flourishing and productive weed, spread even to the utmost realms of the Red East, and the lords of Eurasia adopted a form of state-capitalism in which profit rather than ideological purity mattered most (the old ideologues were bought off with a slice of the profits to conduct their own experiments to create an ideal society in the wilds of Siberia.

A new era dawned, in which giant corporations and criminal organizations (often interlocking or even indistinguishable) overpowered all but the mightiest of national governments. A brilliant but corrupt era, with genetically modified animal servants[1], cyborgs, super-drugs, android assassins, and endless low-level wars between corporate barons, between crime lords, and between corporations and criminals. New science heroes emerged to battle the new enemies of human freedom and security. Many work for the shadowy international organization known as the Global Peace Agency, most notably OMAC, the one-man army corps. The GPA’s true mission, given to it by the aliens who were its ultimate founders and backers, was to prevent a dreadful global catastrophe foreseen by the aliens.

They failed.

To this day nobody is sure of the exact cause and nature of the Great Disaster, although Twisted Science is widely believed to have played a major role. A titanic vortex of swirling energies materialized in Western Australia and the Indian Ocean, creating planet-wide atmospheric disturbances. Entire new land masses formed – some say they arose from the sea, others that they simply materialized from thin air, still others that they were built by some guy flying around in colorful underwear to cap super-volcanoes – while other lands and islands sank, the Earth’s crust cracked, earthquakes and tidal waves abounded and volcanoes erupted. In places the fabric of space itself seems to have broken down, as formerly conjoined bits of South America suddenly found themselves separated by wide stretches of water. The situation was not helped by various government, super-corporations, and criminal organizations either blaming it on some enemy or another, or deciding that if the world was coming to an end, they might as well take their enemies with them. Atomic bombs and weapons of super-science added their contribution to the general chaos.

The final blow to human civilization occurred almost unnoticed at the time. 
The release of cortexin – a self-replicating protein similar to prion diseases, and as incurable by normal medical methods – took place during the chaos of the immediate post-Disaster era, somewhere in North America, and spreading rapidly world-wide. It caused strange changes in the genetics of humans and many species of wild beasts: the beasts grew more intelligent, and began to stand upright and develop hands instead of paws, while the humans slid down the evolutionary ladder, growing less rational, less able to plan and invent, in some cases regressing all the way to ape-like animals. A few humans gained increased mental power – only to lose it in madness and self-destruction. 

People tried to find places to hide from the Change, but in the chaos of the post-Disaster world there were few places where one could seal oneself off from the environment, and those who did find shelter often found they had brought the self-replicating chemical with them.

There was an era of darkness, in which men lost their wits but animals were not yet able to construct organized histories. Strange things moved in the darkness. Time passes.

The world of “A.D.” (After Disaster) is a strange one. Many new states have come into existence, created by intelligent animals on the bits and pieces of human civilization. They speak the languages of the former human nations, their great-grandfathers and great-great-grandfathers having learned speech from the last of the still sapient humans, and their culture is often a strange mélange of fragments of human civilization and inventions of their own. There has been a burst of myth-making: humans are widely considered to have been struck down by God or Gods for their sins, and the innocent beasts have inherited the world. The non- or semi-sapient humans are looked upon with contempt and in some cases as little better than vermin. And there are those of the new generation who refuse to believe humans once ruled over mute beasts, and claim that humans have always been dumb, and the ruins are the products of former animal civilizations.

 

Some nations are kinder: Dogs retain some of their historical kindliness to humans (although you wouldn’t want to scratch one of the Dogs behind their ears, it wouldn’t work out well), Dolphins (see below) treat their human servants well, while the Lions of North America believe humans deserve pity for their fallen state and attempt to protect the wilderness areas where they can live free, although they often also keep humans as pets. (It’s a cultural, not racial thing in their case: the Lions of the Indus river area treat humans like crap).

Not every species have developed intelligence. Few bird species and no amphibians have developed intelligence, while a variety of mammals from aardvarks to horses [2] to zebras have proven immune to the effects of cortexin. And not all species have developed fully human manipulative abilities: Donkeys remain hoofed quadrupeds and are essentially slave races wherever they are. Better off are the Pony allies of the Steppe wolves, thanks to their remarkable skill at wielding weapons with their mouths and ability to maintain an upright posture for an extended period, and the bipedal Camels do alright with their pincer-like forepaws, standing upright (if hump-backed). The greater Snakes, on the other hand, have no limbs at all, but they have grown huge and terrible, and combined with their hypnotic powers, this has allowed them to enslave other species to act as their hands. Dolphins and killer whales employ trained humans for a similar porpoise. 

There are sentient tigers, wolves, dogs, leopards, rats, gorillas, bats (several species), lions, pumas (a fairly rare species), beavers, bears, cheetahs, jackals, crocodiles, lizards, iguanas, donkeys, camels, ponies, coyotes, wombats, kangaroos, koalas, moles, monkeys (several kinds), boars, baboons, rabbits, mole-rats, snakes (several kinds), sloths, and cats (small, but often psychic), Kiwis and Toucans, with amphibious barracuda-men and shark-men representing the fishes. There are also invertebrate intelligences, most often marine: octopi, giant squid, lobsters, shrimp, snails, clams, crabs, and caterpillars. Not to mention penguins.

This is not an exhaustive list.

Not all of these species have managed to create states of their own, and many states are dominated by one species with other species taking the role of second-class citizens or servants, if they are not expelled altogether. Many species live in small and scattered populations, or even hide out in desert or wilderness. Some, like the moles, wombats, and rats tend to live _below_ other animal civilizations: the rats, rarely amicably. Large areas are uninhabited (by intelligent animals) wastelands, forests, or areas poisoned by radiation or toxic chemicals, but even inhabited areas tend to be thinly populated by the standards of late human civilization. The barren and mountainous “new lands”, only slowly obtaining soil and vegetation, are only just beginning to be colonized. 

Gorillas are one of the more successful species: besides founding several states of their own (oddly enough, none in their African homeland: but then, conditioned Gorilla servants and zoo Gorillas greatly outnumbered those left in tropical Africa by the time of the Disaster), they are widespread globally, their strength, considerable intelligence, and imagination having given them valuable positions in non-Gorilla states world-wide. Anywhere on the planet, outside the most viciously speciesist states and the more dangerous no-go areas, if you wait around long enough, a Gorilla will show up. The one great weakness of the Gorillas is in fact their imaginative nature: they are suckers for new religions or philosophies, and Gorilla cults and secret societies crop up like mushrooms, much to the amusement of more staid species like Lions or Dogs. 

The caterpillar men live for the day they will be cocooned and emerge as lovely butterfly men: the fact that they will then mate and die in a single year matters not to them. If they offer to cocoon you, it's an honor not to be turned down.

The world is far from united, and even the most advanced societies often have very hazy notions of what goes on across the sea or even a couple states over. Even the best maps, putting together the knowledge of multiple nations, leave huge areas blank or adorned with the equivalent of “here be dragons.” Pirates, dangerous marine intelligences, and weird weather phenomena means that trade and travel routes are often quite limited and restricted. Most states are on the shaky side, being very recent constructions, and are often of the warlord type: the various “republics” tend to be pretty sketchy. Human constitutions, laws, etc., where some records remain, tend to be adapted rather haphazardly. And there are an abundance of kings, rajas, emperors, and presidents-for-life. 

Given the still substantial radiation levels in some areas and the various odd persistent chemicals in the environment, mutations are common, and malformed or sickly Animals are common: some Animal states treat them with compassion, others kill them and feed their remains to the hungry. Occasionally mutants with strange and dangerous powers appear, or powerful giants: if born among the more primitive peoples, they may be worshipped as demigods, gods or those blessed by the same. Strange mutant non-sentient animals are everywhere: in some areas, such as the former Great Lakes area or West Africa, weird abominations have actually become the norm.

Technology levels vary widely, depending on what bits and pieces of human technology proved salvageable and what could be replicated and repaired. Some regions are early modern black powder weapons and halberds, while others have laser canon (not many, though). Rocket and jet plane travel has been lost, although biplanes and hovercraft exist in some places. Chemical weapons and artillery of late 20th century quality are being produced in quantity. The art of nuclear weapon building, fortunately, appears to have been lost, although there are still a few functioning nuclear power stations here and there (they built them to last, back in the 21st century). Cars and motorbikes (electrical, due to shortages of fuel) are used in many nations. Maintenance and recreation of technology has been greatly assisted by the appearance of animals with an unusual knack for science and technology: they used to call them “science heroes” or “mad scientists” back when it was a human phenomenon, but none of them so far have put on colorful costumes and set out with super-gadgets to fight (or create) crime. (Perhaps animals are more sensible than humans in some ways). 

Speaking of humans, there are a number of human-derived variants out there. Some humans have degenerate to the levels of (pre-change) apes, while others more resemble primitive cave men, communicating with grunts and gestures more than words and living (not very efficient) hunter gatherer lifestyles. Sometimes these can be trained to speak (particularly the occasional cotexin-resistant mutant, who still usually grow up largely non-verbal due to their environment), and in some areas humans are being deliberately bred for the ability to speak [2a], although with long human generations progress is slow. The best cases speak about as well as Movie Stereotype Red Chief and reason about as well as the disabled guy who bags at your supermarket, and these “superior” humans are prized by dolphins looking for “hands” or those animals who arrange various sorts of Wacky Races or gladiatorial contests featuring humans. There are other, odder, variants, though. Some retain human intelligence while taking on bestial form, notably the underground “gopher men” underlying the Tiger-Gorilla border in N. America. In what was once Eastern Turkestan, a state of hideous mutants the extermination of both “baseline” humans and animals. There are the Sleepers of India. A still intelligent civilization exists in hiding in South America, their genetically modified bodies growing to adulthood, growing old, and dying within five to six years of frantic activity. Radioactive men really wish the scientist who created them had created some radioactive women, too. Nobody is sure whether the Sand Men used to be human or not. In caverns under the Moon, fragile spindly humans are forever cut off from their home world by gravity, and looking at what has happened to it, they don’t really mind that much: all they have to fear is fear itself, and Moon Monsters. And there are others… 

Also surviving from before the Disaster is a variety of machine intelligences. Some are relatively harmless or even beneficent (the reestablishment of civilization in what was Great Britain owes much to the advice of a well-intended AI), others are hostile to organic life and sometimes simply insane. The cyborgs of the Pannonian Wastes lost their organic parts to cortexin-driven degeneration and old age a long time ago, but their drive to protect and repair their organic bits leads them to seek for “replacement parts”, most often from wild humans, but also from sentient animals in a pinch. The new parts almost invariably fail to work smoothly with the cybernetics, but they keep on trying. Elsewhere, the city-sized mass of moving machinery the Camels call the City of Brass slowly grows by a few acres a year and chews to pieces any organic life foolish enough to try to enter, while New Chicago, once the largest automated “historical theme park” in North America, is now a collective, self-sustaining mechanical intelligence whose robotic gangsters and flappers and jazz players and underdog baseball players are universally hostile to any intruders who disrupt the ongoing show which is it’s subconscious. A few giant war machines roam the landscape, looking endlessly for a foe that no longer exists. And in Japan, a mad computer which thinks itself the goddess protector of the Japanese race, tries endlessly to recreate the Japanese in the form of machines immune to disease or radiation, and seeks for “intact” humans for a reference more accurate than innumerable anime episodes. Strange, damaged, but often still powerful machines spin through the skies above the atmosphere, some waiting for a sign from Earth.

Surprisingly enough, the collapse of civilization did not put an end to corporations. Notable is the Pan-Pacific Corporation, with major centers in the north American Lion states, the Orangutan lands, southern *India, and the Island of Seafarers, which has done unto the backward inhabitants of the Hawaiian islands what Dole and Co. did OTL, but haven’t bothered to get it annexed by any meddling governments. And then there is Sacker’s.
Sacker’s is the brainchild of Sacker, one of the Greater Serpents, whose parents migrated from Africa in search of more opportunity than exists in the strictly hierarchical Empire. To be blunt, the Greater Serpents are on the average a good deal sharper than your average animal person (although other species rudely call it “cunning” rather than intelligence[3]), and Sacker essentially recreated Walmart. Perhaps the richest sentient on the planet, Sacker’s department store chain dominates the markets of the more civilized bits of the Americas outside the Lion states and Europe, and in last couple decades (his is a long-lived species) he has branched out into a wide variety of other profitable but less conventional enterprises, from smuggling to piracy to gambling to arms dealing – some say that he has a fang at the throat of the Tiger Empire’s economy, and the ruthless ruler of eastern America dares not interfere in his business. At the very least, he runs the Florida peninsula as his private fief.

A WALK AROUND THE WORLD

A vast area of the south Pacific, like much of the Atlantic, is plagued by giant waterspouts which seem to appear with no reference to the weather. Something odd seems to be going on in the deep waters, and aquatic intelligences claiming ignorance are often shifty-eyed and tentacle-twitchy. Of course, odd things take place on land, too: an area of one of the extensive new islands of the Pacific appears to operate in ways that are not good for sentient minds, with effects varying from merely disconcerting to deeply gruesome and terrifying. 

Australia is wetter than it used to be, and dominated above ground by the rats and kangaroos, fixated on the Vortex to the west, and below by the Wombats, mostly concerned with rocks, minerals, digging, and quality assurance. Within a wall of storms, the Vortex itself is surrounded by a golden wall, part matter, part energy, many miles high, and penetrable only at a very few points, heavily guarded by the Kangarat Murder Society, which has developed an arsenal of boomerang-based weapons that no doubt pleases the ghost of a long-dead supervillain. Rumor has it, based on a few valiant or crazy explorers and scientists, that the vortex is a tear in the fabric of space-time, and at its center innumerable alternate universes, pasts and futures, all meet. But getting there, even if one were to get past the Murder Society and the Wall, is not easy: the energy storm is not easily navigated or survived, and the outer layers of the vortex have become the home of increasing numbers of the hideous spawn of Chaugnar Faugn, elephant-trunked and horrid, riding and feeding off the energy waves, but always happy to break off and feed on the sweeter energies of life…

On the islands of New Zealand, there is (mostly) war, endless ritualized conflict between the Kiwi-men of the inland hills and mountains, whose versatile beaks and long, prehensile tongues make for surprisingly adequate substitutes for hands, and the amphibious Shark-men of the coastal areas. 

To the north of Australia, the pelagic state of the Orangutans is much more peaceful, being a mellow, civilized folk who can still beat you to death with your ripped off arms if you start making trouble. Their principal headache currently are the savage giant sentient Komodo Dragons now overpopulating the eastern half-drowned remains of New Guinea, and attempting to push west. (The Cultists of Mindanao are fairly harmless if they don’t capture you for a sacrifice, operating as they are off a bunch of tattered old editions of HP Lovecraft). 

Former Japan is split in two by colossal new peaks and the machine realm of Amaterasu, with the north a backwards but pretty badass approximate recreation of Old Japan with odd bits of technology and actually functioning magic[4], while the south is one of the more high-tech regions of the planet, although the locals insist on making everything excessively kawaii [5] in a somewhat misguided belief that it captures the highest aspirations of former Japanese civilization. 

In continental east Asia, two of the largest states on the planet clash in endless war, as armies of Lions with a Genghis Khan fetish (The Secret History of the Mongols is widely read) battle Tigers which have constructed a religion on the basis of a (poorly translated) copy of Mao’s Little Red Book. Neighboring states worry about one or the other finally winning, since they will then be free to turn their huge if somewhat backwards WWII-with-insufficient-motorization army on their neighbors. The Tigers are at the same time fighting a low-level war with the multi-species insect collective known as the “hive” which covers most of former Burma/Myanmar, with which little communication seems possible. 

 

Within the Lion territories of former North Korea, there lies the Forbidden Zone, where the bottomless Vaults of Cho-Sun reach the surface, and those who explored those mysterious caves rarely returned. The former Emperors forbade further explorations, a decree considered by many young Lion warriors to be based on foolish superstition. After all, surely the stories have been embellished or made up entirely. [5a.]

The “sealed land” of former Tibet is surrounded by a psychic barrier which baffles any attempt to enter, and the mysterious white giants who inhabit its mountains are only distantly seen with the aid of telescopes. The inhabitants of Sri Lanka have taken Buddhism and gone…strange places with it. Nepal is a nation of fearsome martial arts Pandas, giant Cobras rule Bengal, and south India is an anarchic monkey and ape dominated land, while another gaudy Lion empire lies to the west. In the center lies the mysterious wasteland appearing on somewhat speculative North American maps as “Raji-Land”: protected by ancient but still functional war machines, an underground remnant of humanity survives here, but after so many years of existing within a cyberspace simulation, they are no longer capable of surviving outside their suspension pods, and the Million Sleepers, in spite of efforts to grow new children in artificial wombs, probably represent another human dead end. 

Most of former Iran has been wiped out by volcanic activity and new mountains, with minor states along the borders of the largely uninhabited zone. To the north lie strange and dangerous lands, the former Soviet Union having gone down particularly hard in the Great Disaster: toxic wastes, wilderness inhabited by savage human tribes and animal tribes hardly less savage, the land of the omnicidal Un-Men under the Czar of Flesh, and the strange forest-dwelling degenerated, worm-like creatures known as the Polar Parasites for their hatred of warmth, riders and enslavers of any warm-blooded sentient foolish enough to penetrate their forests. And then there are the Communi-Bears.

In their underground endless tunnels, Breeding Prodigiously (or at least as much so as the slow expansion of their synthetic food supply allows) and maintaining the machinery, the Bears of the Socialist Perfect State await the return of Marx and Lenin, when they will return to the surface and liberate the world from the Capitalist Blood-Suckers (the schoolbook pictures are quite gory). Occasionally one finds in a disused tunnel a small, frail-looking skeleton with unimpressive teeth and no claws, usually with the remains of clothing. These are believed to be the relics of some sort of engineered specialized animal that died off (from unclear causes). Things are of course as perfect as they can be in this perfect socialist regime, but of late heresy has arisen, and part of the outlying tunnel system has broken off and collapsed the connecting passages. There is some dispute in the Supreme Soviet on how to deal with them: re-conquer them, or simply let the Inevitable Current of History destroy them for their impiety? 

The Island of Sorcery is just what it says on the tin. Mostly they want to be left alone, as do the desert-dwelling Mirage Makers. War continues in the Middle East, although at least it currently lacks a territorial basis, the former Holy Land now being mostly underwater. How the jackals, weasels, and hedgehogs of the Sacred Scroll picked up on Judiasm is unclear, but they are a little better informed about it than the People of the Book are about Chrislam, although the hedgehogs do worry if they are in fact non-kosher.

Africa is home to various, mostly somewhat backwards states, varying from the fairly civilized land of the Elephant Men, to the bloody horrors of the land of the Horrible Hung-Ups [6] to the utter psychic insanity of the Mad-Hole. The Elephant Men, twelve feet tall and six feet wide, able to squash a Lion or Gorilla with a single blow, have crude hands/forefeet, but their supple and now branching trunks can do quite delicate work. From their capital of Celestville, they rule over a variety of species, although they have granted autonomy to various Lion warlords to forestall rebellion driven by Lion pride (it’s uncertain when and where the Lions picked up the notion that they were “the king of the beasts”, but they’ve never put it down). South Africa is anarchic in a relaxed sort of way, the Panther lands are like the Holy Roman Empire crossed with Game of Thrones, the Snake Empire is ruthless, tyrannical, and deals with outsiders only at designated border towns, lest visitors bring unfortunate ideas to the servant species. The Mole-Rat Queens do Communism much better than the Bears of Siberia, and the Crocodile rulers of the Nile have just had another pyramid collapse on them. (The architect is executed and they try again: the Supreme Fang wants to have a monument to match the ancient rulers of this land, the Pyramids of Gizeh having survived the Great Disaster to impress new races with only minor damage, a little scorching from the Burning of Cairo and some superficial stone block losses from earthquakes.)

Mutant monsters roam the Western Sahara, which is in fact greening due to climate changes. Minor states hug the Mediterranean coast north of the vast toxic upswelling of raw oil from vast deep fields that would have made North Africa fabulously rich if they had been discovered before the Disaster, but now just is a colossal nuisance to the neighbors. The new king of the Lemurs is rumored to be a total party animal, while the Cheetah kingdom is Prussian in its military discipline out of fear of its southern neighbors. 

To the south, the Penguins have reached the natural carrying capacity of their barren lands. They regard the northern lands with envious eyes, and with intellects vast and cool and unsympathetic, they slowly and surely draw their plans against them.

Western Europe, for various reasons, was less devastated than many other parts of the world, and along with former Turkey, is the closest thing to liberal civilization this world has, with the ancient and half-forgotten, but sacred “Atlantic Testament” creating a functioning peace pact and mutual defense alliance between the curiously English Dogs of the British isles, the autocratic Wolves of former France, the rather hysterical (not in the funny way) Baboon kingdom of Iberia, the rather revolutionary and politically quarrelsome Wolves of Italy, the Bear Junta of Anatolia, the anarchic Gorilla republic of the southern Balkans, and the rather efficiently run Gorilla monarchy that extends from the former Rhine far into the rubble of former Eastern Europe. Although all these states are raw and new, they are functional and have at least the rudiments of functional bureaucracies, etc. Currently, there is some disgruntlement: the Britaneks are troubled by Scottish separatist terrorists (some of them Scotties), whilethe “Germaneks” have reached the limits of their expansion in the east in the face of the fierce Pony-Wolf hordes, and there is talk of a joint operation between Germaneks, Greks, and the non-Testament but friendly Bat aristocracy of Romanek to put an end to the Cyborg Menace once and for all and divide up Pannonia between themselves. This makes jealous the Napoleonek Wolves, whose own ambitions to expand into North Africa have been stymied by the un-crossable Sea of Terror and the Garibaldeks uncooperative attitude: the Emperor has suggested that the time may have come for the glorious nation of Napoleonia to cross the sea and bring order to the wild lands of northeast South America…

Under their glorious Empress Elsa Ist, the Snow Wizards maintain their neutrality and keep foreign menaces at bay through use of weird weather-control technology reconstructed from pre-Disaster mad science. 

Ships passing one of the new islands of the North Atlantic report UFOs, or at least unidentified flying objects. They are in fact scouts from the distant world of Ziranda, shape-changing organic ships piloted by energy beings, drawn across vast reaches of space by the strange energies of the Vortex. They have established a hidden base on the island, and are currently struggling to adapt themselves to the terrestrial environment. Various powers have laid claim to the vast new mass of land in the North Atlantic, but lack of resources and other concerns have prevented most from doing more than flag-planting expeditions, save for the Bulldog Britaneks, who have a foothold in the form of a still relatively intact slice of Ireland. 

South America was the most thoroughly devastated region of the globe, and much of the north is jungle, barbaric tribes, and a vast region of cratered, fused rock (the original cause of which is lost in the mists of the Great Disaster). In this region hovers a great metal sphere, magnetically suspended high in the atmosphere, a still-intact remnant of the age before the Great Disaster destroyed human civilization. Once scientists toiled here to reconstruct humanity for the new era: they are all dead now, and the sphere is inhabited by sophisticated but non-sentient repair robots, a few radioactive men (capable of turning themselves into near-indestructible living metal but unable to reproduce), a dwarfish, big-headed mutant with similarly poor dating prospects, and a jar filled with a mass of seething jelly, a collective mass of innumerable microbes, which if it ever found its way to the Earth below could kill every animal on the planet within a single year. To the west, bats with claws capable of cutting through metal soar in search of prey. South of a broad band of jungle, a strange wilderness of grey fungi grows a mile or so wider every year, consuming plant and animal life with no discrimination, the strange spores bringing curious and often maddening insight to those who inhale them. To the east, small Anteater and Sloth kingdoms: further south, the vibrant but coup-prone republic of the Beagle Brazileks, currently pestered by air pirates basted in the almost lawless small states of the southern cone fragments. 

Separated by the stormy Andean Channel, to the west lie two great and mountainous islands, the first home to the barbarous splendor of the Jaguar sun-worshippers and their highland-dwelling Toucan allies, and the other the mysterious land of the multi-species God-Watchers, whose mix of scientific and mystical efforts to reveal the Divine have led to the unveiling of what should not be unveiled.

Prosperous undersea states of many species span the Continental shelves of the Atlantic coasts and the Caribbean, with only limited contact with surface-dwellers. In the Caribbean, the chaotic small kingdoms are a dangerous, unsavory place full of piracy, smuggling and worse things, dominated by Panthers and a “safehouse” for illegal actors from around the North Atlantic. The Bermuda Triangle is a risky place to travel, with strange storms coming out of nowhere and occasional glowing mists which simply “vanish” boats, and thereby provides refuge for the tiny humanoid inhabitants of many small islands, a monkey-derived species that remained small even as they grew in intelligence. 

North America holds several states rivaling the European powers in size and development, but there is no peace treaty keeping things civilized. The Lion-dominated United States in the west is fairly democratic (if you are a Lion: if not, well, it’s not as bad as, say, 1950s Louisiana for a black man, but it’s not great either), but also militaristic and arrogant. Hollywood is back making movies, and conditions for extras are even more lethal than in the old DW Griffith days. The Lion state has poor relations with the socialistic Union of American Communes, a state west of the Mississippi dominated by Gorillas in funny hats, which has prevented them from forming a common front against the rising menace of the Tiger empire to the east, which has in recent years under its energetic Emperor Caesar the Great overrun a couple smaller animal states and bitten a chunk out of the Communes in a short, sharp war. While the Lion realm has something of a Diesel-punk America air to it, the Tiger Empire is very Roman-flavored, with arena battles, chariot races, and occasionally chariot-shaped motor vehicles. The Tigers worship military power – to the point where they have made a religious fetish out of what is perhaps the world’s only still-functioning ICBM – and are increasingly in denial about the former dominance of mankind, which leads to a lot of destroying of historical records and monuments and frequent textbook revisions. [6a] (Oddly, in spite of being far less democratic than the Lions, they are also more tolerant of non-Tiger subjects). In the ruins of old Washington DC, shunned by the Tigers for various reasons, dwells a secret colony of Gorillas, who seek the mysterious “Nixon tapes”, which they believe will reveal the true cause and nature of the Great Disaster. 

In the now much expanded St Lawrence seaway area, the intelligent and noble dolphins maintain their underwater cities with the aid of human servants or “squires”, cities partly filled with water and partly filled with air for their servants to live in and so that the Dolphins can breathe without popping up to the surface every time. The Great Lakes are now a single large body of water with many islands. The mutant sealife is strange and freaky, but it ain’t nothing compared to the lands beyond the strange glowing “radiation barrier” [7] which largely separates what was western Canada from the rest of North America. Beyond lies what is known as the “domain of the devils”, or “the insect revolution [8]”, a land of giant insects (some of which can breathe fire) and a curiously (given the latitude) lush climate, and other mutated and giant (if less gigantic than the insects) species, along with extraordinary plant life not seen anywhere else on the planet. To preserve this richness the nations of the Atlantic Testament, in cooperation with the Lions, have pledged to protect the Domain of the Devils from exploitation, but intruders from Tiger territory have already begun poaching the local species and carrying out mass exterminations of a scale comparable to the most enthusiastic of 19th century Buffalo hunters. 

There is an air of change in the wind. New ideas, new politics, new inventions. Some Animal scientists dream of sending rockets into space. More human children are being born immune to the cortexin proteinoid, although their upbringing generally does not leave them particularly well-socialized or verbal. In a hidden bunker near the half-flooded ruins of New York an ancient man, who has lasted well beyond the normal human lifespan thanks to remnants of a once great science, feels the time has come to fully explain to his blond-haired (and cortexin-immune) multiple-times-grand-son the true nature of his legacy and the world he lives in. And in orbit, ancient and still only partially functional after many years of self-repair efforts, Brother Eye waits for a signal from a descendant of Buddy Blank…

[1] “Trainable” Lions and Tigers were particularly popular as guard animals or simply display items among the rich of North America. 

[2] There is a rumor about a race of sentient horses with primitive human slaves on an island somewhere, but one hears all kinds of things. 


[2a] And for obedience


[3] Another immigrant snake family has immense influence at the court of the North *Japanese Shogun.

[4] Magical as well as “scientific” heroes once stood tall on this world, but magic is now rare and often considered a myth by the inhabitants of many animal nations. 

[5] Including the giant mecha with which they battle the machine minions of Amaterasu. 

 [5a] The great pits of picked-clean human bones are believable, and the stories about other skeletons chained to great dead machines may be so. There may well have been rusted but still deadly defense machines, although one may question the reports of rotten human brains floating in murky fluid at their center. But the White Crawlers? The Hungry Ghosts? The Blind Feeders at the Lake of Abomination? The Endless Tentacles of Steel? Ghost stories to scare cubs. The Great White Face, the God in the Pit, which eternally mutters its own praises from atop a moving, murderous mountain of writhing machinery and partial but still alive human bodies? Clearly the product of waaay too much kumis.


[6] The origin of the name is variously interpreted as having to do with either their tree-mounted cities or their habit of hanging sacrificial victims from said trees until all their flesh has rotted off. The cult has recently spread to the Sloth-men of South America, who fortunately are much less energetic in their pursuit of Death.

 [6a] This requires a great deal of ignoring stuff, but Tigers do double-think and rationalizing to maintain The Narrative as well as humans do, and since it became part of the official state line of course doubters have kept their mouths shut.


[7] Another phenomenon nobody can make heads or tails out of. 

[8] Much bigger than those of the Hive, but also much less unified and organized: otherwise the rest of North America would be screwed.

87. A Crystal World

OK: this one is basically L Neil Smith's "Crystal Empire", incorporating some bit of "The Gate of Worlds" and a little more plausibility.

A mutated version of the Black Death arises in France: it doesn't travel as well as the regular kind, so it doesn't spread too far, but western Europe gets a double dose of death, allowing for an easier Ottoman expansion and an effort by north African Muslims to do a re-reconquista (or would that be a de-conquista?) by way of Granada. European states most distant from the "front lines" manage to rally, but are in the end unable to prevent Islam from overrunning far more of Europe than OTL. The rather overextended Ottomans, meanwhile, eventually settle for ruling much of their vast conquests as puppets, while the northernmost parts of europe manage to slip out of their influence.

History happens. Due to butterflies from different events in the west, a Turkish *Timurid Empire manages to conquer the north of a less successful Ming dynasty, and over the course of several centuries of warfare, the south and finally Japan, benefitting from technological and military improvements filtering in from the Ottomans. The South Chinese, who like the Sung before them are pushed to look to overseas trade as a substitute for the lost northern lands, discover the route to the Americas, and as the Islamic Khanate slowly grinds south, many flee to the Americas for refuge, followed later by Japanese. The Scandinavians discover their own route to the Americas by way of Greenlands, and are followed by the Ottomans and their Moroccan vassals, who establish themselves to the south.

In the year 2014, the world is divided between three great empires, two of them Muslims: the Christian League of the North likes to think of itself as another big power, but it's not taken too seriously. Absorbing much European culture and philosophy, the Ottoman state has developed a primitive scientific community, and has made great advances in rule-of-thumb engineering: railways are binding the diverse regions of the Empire together, steamships spin their giant paddle wheels, a telegraph has been developed in spite of the still rather confused nature of electrical theory, and an industrial revolution of sorts has been going on for a while, if moderated by a paternalistic Ottoman state which doesn't stand for the sort of abuses normal in early British industrialization. The Empire is rather decentralized (although railways are starting to lessen that) and fairly tolerant of religious minorities, the tolerance that comes from largely unquestioned mastery - although that mastery is now under challenge.

The former Khanate is now the Holy Caliphate of the Central Realm, under a new southern dynasty which burn with the fervor of recent converts. They have no patience for the tolerant and easy-going nature of the Ottomans, [1] and with millennia of Chinese centralism behind them, are making a cohesive and centralized state out their Empire. The Emperor has taken the title of Caliph, claiming to have a better claim to it than the "degenerates" in Constantinople, and military planners are drawing up enthusiastic schemes for campaigns in disputed India, the islands to the south, or even Iran. All the world must acknowledge the Central Realms leadership of Islam! Their technology is derivative of Ottoman models and generally inferior, but they feel enthusiasm, good organization, and numbers will make up for that in case the Ottomans dispute their status.

It's not just rivalry with the Ottomans, though: it's partially sour grapes and a way of washing the sour taste of failure out of the collective national mouth after the attempt to invade the *Americas to regain control of their "disloyal subjects" ended up with their fleet sent to the bottom of the Pacific by the Threefold Realm's superior naval gunnery. 

The Threefold Realm is three kingdoms or "Thrones" founded by Chinese, Japanese and some Korean immigrant mixing with native American societies, and have only been unified in one overarching empire for the last century and a half. There are substantial regional differences: for instances, the more solidly Asian northern "Throne of the Golden Mountain" doesn't cotton to human sacrifice to the extent of the southerners, although it has begun to catch on as a mark of Imperial solidarity.

(It's not quite Mesoamerican or Andean sacrifice: it's not specifically meant to raise the sun or feed the Gods, who can feed themselves, but meant to help maintain the Tao, the harmony, of Earth and heaven, and represents the willingness of the People to sacrifice themselves for the common good: victims are - at least in theory - meant to be willing and honored. It also doesn't take place in quite such job lots: the elaboration of ceremony is more important than poundage of heart-meats).

They are generally tolerant of polytheists who don't follow their odd mix of Taoism, Buddhism, and local faiths, but when it comes to the Muslim enemy no follower of Islam is allowed in their lands, and Christians and Jews, as "people of the Book", are usually confined to trading ports and border towns. They have created an extensive network of native vassals to serve as a "cordon sanitaire" between then and the arrivals from across the Atlantic, and are quite concerned with reports of conversions to Islam and Christianity in some of their more far-flung vassals. 

The overall society is aristocratic, highly literate, and artistic, and while culturally quite divergent from old China consider themselves the "true heirs" to Chinese civilization: they hope to one day return and liberate their homeland (there is considerable dispute as to whether the locals can be "deprogrammed" or whether they will simply have to kill off most of the population and replace them with immigrants from the *Americas).

This is not entirely wishful thinking. The inhabitants of the Threefold Realm of the Dawn Lands are technically very adept, and their natural philosophy is in some ways more advanced than that of the Ottomans: of late, some of their deepest thinkers have begun to wonder what it might look like if one could ride atop a beam of light...

For now, they wait and watch the increasing tensions between the Ottomans and the Central Realmers. If a World War breaks out, the opportunities may be vast. 



[1] They actually don't mind too much People of the Book, Jews and Christians, which in any event are few in number in the Central Realm. It's tolerance of _heathens_ like Buddhists and Hundus which really honks them off, an attitude which began to develop when China went Muslim-majority and treating "pagans" nice became less necessary.

88. Imaginary Places in the 2000s

There was some demand for the notes separate from the map itself, so here they are.


Poictesme, a magical kingdom located south of France, indeed so magical (and home to various potent supernatural entities, such as the Lord of Sleep and the incarnation of Misery, plus trolls and witches) that while a vassal of the king of France for many years, the more rational-minded French republicans, after some failed efforts to civilize it, have chosen to deal with it by pretending it isn’t there. The Fellowship of the Silver Stallion, the knights charged with protecting the kingdom, still exists, but it’s mostly a dining and social club nowadays. While mostly Christian, some pagan devotees of the god Janicot still exist: they mostly run herbal shops nowadays and claim that the old stories of infant sacrifice are just Christian propaganda. A dry sense of humor and agility of speech – and, occasionally, a fast pair of heels - are recommended attributes for the visitor, especially if they plan to stray off the beaten path.

Targamon, a peninsula separated by mountains from Poictesme (1), to which it is something of a historical footnote, a formerly moderately magical kingdom and now a province of France.

Kingdom of the Abdalles – located roughly where Mauretania is in our world, these blue-skinned people (with some white and black minorities) have a historical reputation for cruelty and love of  torture, which nowadays has been sublimated into a fondness for reality TV and frightening Japanese game shows. (It is still a very bad idea for foreign visitors to fall afoul of the local legal system.) The kingdom overlaps the underground Kingdom of Trisolday (524), but also has uninhabited cave systems of its own, with rivers of mercury and bromine over gold-bearing sands, lakes of fire, and mountains of sulfur and bismuth. (Mining industries are extensive). The Stream of Universal Remedy, alas, has dried up.  The kingdom is also notable as the breeding grounds of the dwarf Roc or Rukh (no larger than a flying elephant, and barely able to carry off an ox), which alas have nearly been driven to extinction by modern weapons. Originally worshippers of the sun God Vilkhornis, in the 18th century they converted to Islam.

Adam’s Country – a French-speaking nation located in the interior of OTL Borneo, this state founded by the disciples of Proudhon, Fourier, and Cabet had turned into a rather nasty collectivist dictatorship by the start of the 20th century. Conquered (albeit at great cost) by the Japanese during the Pacific War, the dictatorship has been replaced by a republic with a multitude of feuding parties. The population is racially mixed, but all local cultures were suppressed during the dictatorship and attempts to revive them remain feeble. Indonesia claims the entire area.         4a. Ape Island – an island south of Borneo, so called because of the intelligent sort-of-Orangutans that used to dominate the interior, although at this point they have almost all immigrated to Farandoulie (169), where an ape can live like a man. (Saturnin Farandoul, the founder of that kingdom, was raised by the apes of Ape Island)

Kingdom of Agartha – reportedly there are gates to the kingdom somewhere in the interior of Sri Lanka/Ceylon and in Tibet: the exact extent of the kingdom, which is variously claimed to be underground, in another dimension, or coexistent with our world while remaining invisible and impalpable, is uncertain. Strong protective magic means that most of those who visit it don’t remember having been there at all, let alone remember the giant gilded Throne of Divinity with its two million individually sculpted gods, the world’s largest collection of spiritual and occult treasures in the University of Paradesa, the sharp-toothed birds, the libraries of giant stone books, and the six-legged turtles. Some remember the people with forked tongues, if only in their nightmares.

The City of Aglaura is probably in the north of Tuscany, in Italy, but possibly not: it can only be described by people who have passed through on their way elsewhere without knowing anything about the place, since the more one reads about and is told about Aglaura, the less one can remember about the actual city one may have visited. Perhaps its inhabitants (if they could be interviewed somehow) know about it: however, some reports indicate that the locals are unable to perceive aspects of their city visible to the aforementioned ignorant travelers.

Agzceaziguls – a surviving Inca statelet between Bolivia and Chile. Undiscovered until the 20th century due to the extreme ruggedness of the surrounding mountains, it put an end to human sacrifice under a wise king who foresaw inevitable conquest if he did not, although most still worship the old Gods. Loads of gold and emeralds have helped fund a frail modernization, while the introduction of modern veterinarian medicine has put an end to the endemic disease which plagued their llama herds. Much of their architecture is underground, taking advantage of the vast caves that honeycomb the area.

Aiaia, an island off the west coast of Latium in Italy, formerly the residence of sorceress Circe, who has, like most Olympians, had to downsize and move to humbler digs elsewhere. To this day the inhabitants will not eat the unusually intelligent wild pigs that inhabit the rockier parts of the island, suspecting them to be of human descent. Magical moly (different from the regular allium) can be found on the island: it is said to be hard for mortals to dig, but that was before backhoes.

Aiolio Island – the island of the King of the Winds, Aiolos, or rather its wreckage, washed ashore a bit northeast of Gibraltar on the Spanish coast: the surrounding brass wall, being largely indestructible, is still fairly intact in spite of many efforts to carve off bits to make armor. Sorrowful winds forever play about the rocky peak of the island, mourning Aiolos Hippotades, who died somewhere around the same time as Great Pan.

Alali – a stone age cave-dwelling people located south of the Sudan, north of the Congo, and west of Nubia (370) in the Great African thorn forest. They lie adjacent to Minuni, the kingdom of the Ant-men (340) and it is principally the Ant-men’s insistence on maintaining the thorn forest as a buffer between them and full-sized humans that has kept them from being swallowed up by the Sudan, Nubia, etc. Outsiders, alas, are not the worst danger facing the Alali: they have almost been wiped out by male-female warfare, kicked off when some bloodthirsty ape-man taught the men how to kill their larger, stronger female rulers: things have not been improved by the meddling of helicopter-borne anthropologists.

Albino people tribal lands – located in southern OTL Congo/ Kinshasa or Katanga-Lubai , remaining lands of a tribe of small but non-Pigmy African forest dwellers who are almost universally albinos.  Feared by their neighbors as magicians, which is their one advantage in their relations with their larger, stronger, sunburn-resistant neighbors.

Kingdom of the House of Galafrone, a middling country east of Manchuria and north of Korea. It is a Christian kingdom of princes and dukes and knights in the European pattern, oddly given that its population is mostly East Asian and their arts, traditional armor and architecture are mostly informed by Chinese, Japanese and Korean influences. The capital, Albraca, still maintains its old fortifications, the most massive in Asia, although now pierced by many new roads and highways.

Alca or Penguin Island – a small but extremely crowded republic in the English Channel/La Manche, essentially one big city with millions of inhabitants and heavily industrialized. The island seems to have drifted about in the past before attaching itself to France well before the French revolution. Its official history is dubious, claiming it once ruled half the world and that their ancestors were penguins turned human by the Angel Gabriel. The locals all speak French nowadays, finding it preferable to their former language, which consisted mostly of squawks. Formal wear is de rigueur.

Alcina’s Island – located a bit east of Japan, this island’s current name is unknown to this poor geographer, Alcina the sorceress having been overthrown centuries ago. It is and has been ruled by a long line of powerful Renaissance-type sorceresses and sorcerers, and is occasionally divided into multiple states due to succession disputes, which are usually resolved with magical battles and armies of monsters. Knights errant occasionally travel there and get drawn into the local conflicts.

Altruria – a state in the south of the Indian Ocean, SE of Madagascar. A Christian Communist nation with no private property, its inhabitants tend to strike foreigners as ridiculously self-satisfied, even worse than the Antangilians (22). A relative lack of advanced industry and insistence on small-town life has left the Altrurians lagging in GDP/capita compared to most first-world nations, but in things like health, education, and quality of life Altruria scores very highly. The local language is Greek-derived, but has been scientifically rationalized in terms of pronunciation, writing, spelling, etc. so it is quite easy for foreigners to learn. Said foreigners tend to find the place rather a bore.

Amazonia – located in the eastern Caucasus between Russia/the USSR and Persia, this nation has managed to remain under female rule for many centuries thanks to the extraordinary combat skills of the locals (although overrun and badly depopulated during the Mongol era, it was never pacified). The development of the sperm bank and abortion technologies has greatly simplified their reproductive strategies, and males above the age of puberty are simply not allowed in the country anymore, although young Amazons often travel abroad to…experiment before settling down. A member of the Sisterhood of Amazon Nations, of course.

Republic of the Amphicleocles – located in the western Sahel region, north of Mali and east of the Abdalles Kingdom (3), the locals worship a sun-god named Vilkhonis.  The only country in the area not Muslim or Christian, it lost considerable territory to the Islamic Jihads of the 19th century, the great wall that protected the land being smashed by earthquakes a century earlier, and later underwent a period of French rule. The people possess a local quirk that makes all males reddish-skinned, and all women pale-skinned: any born otherwise are exiled west to Abdalles. Visitors to the national museum should get a look in at the extremely silly coronation hat of the kings of old.

Anderson’s Rock – a territory of South Africa, south by southeast of that country. Inhabited by some sort of inbred human-sea monster hybrids, furry, scaly, and with webbed toes and fingers.  Engaged in an ongoing legal struggle to obtain compensation for parental abandonment from the sea monster who fathered their ancestors.

Andorra – no, not the one in the Pyrenees.  A small mountainous republic adjacent to Italian-speaking Switzerland but not part of it, very Catholic and rather backwards. Known as an anti-Semitic bunch, but then they don’t like foreigners in general.

20. The Animal Republic – a large island south of India and Taprobane, inhabited by talking animals of many sorts, which worship the sun and moon. Actually more of a constitutional monarchy, with the immortal Phoenix as perpetual head-of-state. Having beaten off at great costs various Portuguese, Dutch, and French efforts at conquest, the Republic is understandably paranoid about humans and has established mutual defense treaties with the Blazing World and other animal-dominated polities. Also notable for its various meat-growing plants (similar to those found in Cuccagna), which make it possible for pure carnivores to coexist with their neighbors.

21. Anostus – a magical isle a bit west of the Strait of Gibraltar, ruled by Portugal, existing in a perpetual reddish twilight and possessing two major rivers, the rivers of Grief and Pleasure. The magical trees which grew along the rivers have been all cut down as evil magic by the Portuguese [30], although seeds survived and the trees now bear their enchanted fruit in secret gardens.

22. Austral Confederation - a loose union of nations inhabiting a large island in the south Pacific, inhabited by a race of eight foot tall reddish skinned hermaphrodites. Numbers, geography and the curious fact that the slope of their lands continental shelf is ridiculously low - boats with a draft of three feet cannot approach closer than thirty miles from the shores, and the slope only becomes sharp sixty miles out - have protected them from foreign conquest [47], and they have modernized up to roughly Central American standards of living (with much less inequality and superior healthcare) in the last century. Many weird animals inhabit the land, including giant hairy pigs whose rooting causes serious erosion, flying clawed carnivorous horses, sheep as colorful as certain cartoon ponies,bears with enormous flat feet which allow them to walk around the swamps and bogs they inhabit without sinking, unicorns, and a sort of outsized camel which rather than a hump has a cavity which holds rainwater and when emptied can accommodate two riders. The bull-sized predatory birds (distant relatives of the Roc) have been largely exterminated, and there are few tiger-men left, although there are some tribes with tiger-man blood, which usually manifests as hairy, striped legs. Some of the locals have magical powers, most notably the ability to create life from inanimate matter: this is not a learned skill like that of wizards and witches elsewhere, but something people are occasionally born with. It is considered deeply impolite to discuss sex outside the home and religion outside temples or churches, [48] although these attitudes are slowly being eroded by satellite television. Since the building of causeway systems out into the sea to where it gets deep enough to float big ships, the Confederation has become a major exporter of fruits and vegetables found nowhere else on earth.

23. Ape Mountain – an island in the Indian Ocean, east of the Seychelles, settled by Arab and Swahili peoples after a hero slew the ogre which formerly ruled the place. The locals are engaged in a never-ending battle with the tiny but incredibly pestiferous and fast-breeding monkeys which infest the place, and if not kept out of houses will steal anything weighing under eight ounces not nailed down. Importing them is strictly illegal in every country on earth.

24. Aphania – a small kingdom of mixed Italian and German populace bordering Italy and Austria. Notable for having its own calendar of only four months (they feel 12 is seriously excessive), its abundance of church bells, and for the national obsession with fine literature, which on the positive side means the state publishes all author’s books at a nugatory cost, but on the negative side has the world’s harshest laws on plagiarism and copyright violations, and one can be permanently banished abroad for consistent use of bad grammar. (As recently as the 1870s, contemptuous misuse of the apostrophe could lead to the death penalty).

25. Ardistan – a mountainous republic, formerly kingdom (Mir-dom) east of Persia on the Indian Ocean, largely unvisited by seagoing nations due to its almost uninhabited desert coasts (the interior is rather more fertile) until the British punched the place open to international trade in the 1860s. Used to rule over Tschobanistan and Ussulistan and there remain some irredentist political groups. It is unusual for its religious tolerance, Islam, Christianity, and Buddhist Lamaism co-existing relatively peacefully.

26. Kingdom of the Arimaspians – located west of the Central African Republic, the people of this kingdom all have but one eye. They are pious Muslims, and their neighbors find them more tolerable than the Blemmyea (52) (always wearing wrap-around shades helps). They used to war with the Gryphons, but those are now extinct outside the Caucuses and Wonderland (568). One may still come across the half-ant, half-lion Mermecolion, which they breed for the exotic animal trade, a skill nobody else has been able to duplicate.

27. Argia – a mysterious underground city in southern Persia, which besides being underground is entirely full of dirt: yet those of sensitive hearing who press their ears to the ground can hear what appears to be the sound of a busy, lively city. Attempts at excavation never get far, with the dirt flowing in to refill any opening faster than it can be removed.

28. Arkham – a small coastal city in Massachusetts, north of Boston. Notable for its abundance of surviving pre-19th century buildings above ground, its jolly ghouls below ground, the Miskatonic River Squid, and Miskatonic University’s terrifying special collections. The local art scene is lively and also terrifying. The resident witches and wizards are an ornery bunch at best, and visitors who find themselves having strange dreams or find something odd in the basement are recommended to make tracks at maximum velocity. Avoid drinking the water and the graveyards after dark.

29. Realm of Astragalus, King of snow. A much friendlier chap than the Snow Queen (the divorce was finalized millennia ago), he and his alpine spirits are always happy to help lost travelers and also provides spiritual guidance. Located high in the Swiss Alps, the castle of Astragalus has become much harder to find since the Alps became crowded with well-off tourists looking for relief from their upper middle class doldrums.

30. Avalon – an island west of Ireland, inhabited by a race of immortal female enchantresses, one of which apparently is amphibious or some such. The wind never exceeds a soft breeze, and there is likewise no snow, hail, or rain: the plants are watered by a dense mist that arises from the ground in the early mornings. Some say Arthur’s grave is on the island: others that he only sleeps, awaiting Britain’s hour of greatest need. (The ladies are cagey about it.). Neutral in international affairs (formidable enchantments protect it from any invasion) and allowing in only a small number of pilgrims each year to visit the church built by Joseph of Arimathea, Avalon has politely turned down offers to join the Sisterhood of Amazon Nations. Occasionally a Hero stumbles across the island and receives some sort of commission or hunk of ironmongery.

31. Archaos – a polite and happy kingdom of natural anarchists lying between Austria and Switzerland. The economy is highly redistributive, nobody is rich save the king (and only so that he can support various charities and throw feasts and festivals for the people), and nobody works too hard. [3] Good manners are prized and cats played with. Currently under siege by foreign advertising agencies, which seek to brainwash the inhabitants into working much harder to accumulate vast amounts of useless stuff.

32. Sakayu-Wanda People’s Democratic Workers Republic – formerly Italian Azania, formerly the empire of Azania. The population is a mix of Arab and Bantu peoples, with a sizable Somali minority. A large, mountainous island nation off east Africa, it is currently a Soviet ally. Modernization and communization continue, although the “unavoidable costs” have dropped well below the 1980s average of 100,000 human lives a year.

33. Babilary – another land ruled by women, this one in the East China Sea, SW of Japan. The locals worship a God with separate male and female principles, each of which is worshiped by the appropriate gender. Briefly a German protectorate. From the mid-20th century on, Babilary has received increasing immigration by women fleeing the sexist societies of Japan, China, etc., to the point where the government has begun discussions lately to sharply increase the difficulty of gaining citizenship. The capital city is notable for the huge, octagonal market at its center, at each corner of which is a royal academy specializing in a different field of study.

34. The Land at the Back of the North Wind – an island north of the Kola Peninsula, perhaps. Not to be confused with Hyperborea, which is much more Ancient Greek themed. Although it seems from the point of view of map-readers to be near the other Hyperborea, it is not reachable by normal means of travel: one has to find the anthropomorphic manifestation of the North Wind somewhere in the Polar lands, and walk through them like a door to get there. The land is beautiful and full of light without sun or moon being visible, there is never any wind and it always seems to be the month of May, but the permanent inhabitants are never quite content, having been rescued from drowning by the North Wind but never allowed to return home. Visitors may become bored: time passes very slowly in the LATBOTNW, so a stay of a week can seem like decades.

35. Urac Timul – an island north of Guam, a possession of Glubbdubdrib (36), the island of sorcerers. A place of exile for banished wicked spirits. Visits are not recommended.

36. Glubbdubdrib – an island in the North Pacific, not far from Japan and the island of Balnibarbi (38): also known as the Island of Sorcerers, being ruled by a tribe of magicians which specialize in necromancy, who are served by ghosts. Their formidable ability with spirits means few if any secrets are unknown to them, and they possess a rather cynical view of the rest of humanity. Their ruler is styled merely “The Governor”, elaborate titles being one of the many habits they find laughable. They are very rich from selling knowledge to the many illustrious foreign visitors who stop by incognito, and maintain their independence by knowing where the bodies are buried, both figuratively and literally.

37. Luggnagg – an island state in the north Pacific lying SW of Balnibarbi (38) and SE of Japan. Due to French colonization, it has gone from an absolute monarchy where petitioners had to lick the floor before the king’s feet to a republic where one must sit for hours in hopes of meeting a government functionary. It has a long history of trade with Japan, but historical good relations were rather badly hurt as a result of Japanese occupation during the Pacific War. It is notable for its own brand of immortals, the Struldbruggs, as eternal as those of Ethiopia (see 246), but even worse off in that they continue to age while not dying, losing hearing, taste, memory, hair, teeth, coherent thought and sight while slowly shriveling into what look like bald monkeys wrapped in scrotum skin.

38. Balnibarbi – an island in the north Pacific SW of Brobdignag, until recently ruled over by the flying island of Laputa. It has had a troubled history, with a violent anti-science revolt in the 18th century leading to a temporary loss of Laputan control (during which Laputa embarked on its short but infamous career as a pirate island), before Laputa resumed control thanks to its development of the lightning cannon to burn and scorch the island back into submission. Laputa’s rule ended during the Japanese invasion, with a Kamikaze parachute force successfully storming the Cave of Astronomers and seizing the giant lodestone which suspended the island long enough to bring it crashing to Earth. After their loss of power, the traditional Laputan scholarocracy has largely died out, being congenitally incapable of taking care of themselves without the assistance of servants. Small flying machines, taking advantage of the curious anti-magnetic alloys which lie below the island and allowed the Laputan lodestone to function, are quite common nowadays. Modern Laputans are scornful of theory and revere practical knowledge: their universities produce many engineers but few scientists.

39. Basilisk country – a desert region in SW Africa, unsettled by humans due to the abundance of deadly Basilisks, which make the area toxic to most forms of life. The coastal areas are largely unfrequented by Basilisks, but that only means that visitors have to deal with Manticores, instead. The Basilisks nowadays remain confined to the area thanks to a system of loudspeaker towers surrounding the area, which broadcast at greatly amplified volume the crowing of roosters and the hissing and barking of weasels, both of which the Basilisks fear.

40. City of Baucis – located in NE India (Annam region), this city stands on widely spaced stilts two miles high of a magical, unbreakable metal and is usually hidden from view by clouds. Much of the city is actually farmland, rain is plentiful, and other needs are largely covered by magic: it needs little from the surface of the world, to which few of its inhabitants ever travel. (Although surface-dweller watching, using telescopes, is a popular hobby). For the uninvited, reaching the city requires the laborious climbing of endless ladders and staircases, and unsurprisingly it has never been taken by ground-bound armies.

41. Island of Fortune - one of a group of islands north of Bermuda in the West Atlantic, close to the Island of Chance (94). Its people were a peaceable race (save for their tendency to burn atheists alive) of sun-worshippers with a high regard for the arts and sciences, which did not help them at all when they were conquered by the French and subjected to a couple centuries of colonization and cultural destruction. The Island is nowadays a one-party socialist dictatorship largely supported by subsidies from the Soviet Union.

42. Bear Island – an island located off the coast of the US, on the latitude of Virginia. Bears here are sentient and civilized, while the local humans are quadrupedal beasts of burden. The island was long a British protectorate, exporting bear mercenaries. It is now a member of the League of Animal Nations. It has not been settled by humans, since humans living there tend to degenerate into beasts within a few generations.

43. The Valley of the Beasts – located near the inland “corner” of Nunavut, a peaceful valley where birds and beasts live in harmony. This nature refuge is under the protection of a powerful Indian spirit: visitors should avoid shedding blood or else they’ll have a Circe done on them. Hunting anywhere near the valley is also generally not recommended: local animals know to flee towards it, and incautious pursuit may land one up shit creek without an opposable thumb.

44. Bennet Island – a small island of no great interest outside of Poe scholarship, a bit south of the South Sandwich isles, claimed by the UK on the basis of its discovery by the Liverpool schooner Jane Guy.

45. Bensalem – an island kingdom NE of the Solomon Islands, in the west Pacific. Settled by Phoenicians, Chinese, Atlantians, and ancient Israelites, the pious (if science-happy) locals claim to have been converted to Christianity by a miraculous bible sent to them by St. Bartholomew. The remaining *Jews recognize Jesus’s superhuman nature but not his full divinity, while the Christianity of the majority has a strongly Hebraic tinge. Bensalem is one of the world’s most technologically advanced nations, and since their withdrawal from isolationism (it’s not like they can hide in an era of satellites)has gained the gratitude of the world for developing a cure for cancer and clean nuclear power (brain-tampered monkey slaves have proven a harder sell). They continue their practice of exiling those who object to the existing system to smaller offshore isles where they can try (and usually fail) to create an alternative. Recently, the elite have become concerned about the increasing success of Wina’s (45a) experiment in anarcho-capitalism, but this is nothing to the level of alarm very patriarchal Bensalemite Society feels at the growing menace of Feminism.

46. Bingfield’s Island – discovered by a stranded British sailor, this uninhabited isle north of western Papua was eventually colonized by the Germans: after German Papua became independent, it became part of Germany-overseas. Notable for the large and ferocious egg-laying monotreme known as the dog-bird, which if captured young can be raised as a hunting animal, if a bit too temperamental to be a household pet, and a form of hornless swamp-dwelling rhino almost as large as the extinct Baluchitherium.

47. The Island of Birds – in the St. Lawrence Gulf a little east of south Quebec and south of Anticosti Island, is inhabited solely by birds and the wizard Amenachem the Ugly, who has placed a curse on the island so any intruder becomes dreadfully unhappy and finds the island’s landscape unbearably disturbing. Nobody stays for long, not even the more morbid sort of poets and musicians, who come looking for inspiration.

48. The Isle of Birds – not to be confused with the Island of Birds (47). In the Caribbean west of the Windwards and SE of Puerto Rico, a minor French possession, notable for its abundance of birds and large but non-aggressive(at least towards humans) snakes. The bucolic bliss the shipwrecked Comte d’Uffai supposedly enjoyed here has made the island something of a pilgrimage site for enthusiasts of the Noble Savage ideal.

49. Ruins of Blackland, a “city of crime” founded by an English baddie, and after only a decade blown to bits mad-science style thanks to some darned meddling Frenchmen and their American. The wreckage is now one of eastern Mali’s more minor tourist attractions.

50. Fairy Blackstaff’s Island – lies in the middle of the Black Sea and is invisible [12], unless she is receiving visitors, which she rarely does nowadays. Blackstaff, one of the world’s most powerful fairies, nowadays meddles with people’s lives discreetly and without even bothering to show up at christenings.

51. The Blazing World – this empire is leader of the League of Animal Nations and a truly weird place. The Blazing World forms an archipelago extending from NW of Norway almost to the Pole. It is inhabited by bear-men, fox-men, geese-men, worm-men, fish-men (mermen and sirens), bird-men, lice-men (who spend much of their time clinging to and feeding from giant domesticated mastodons), fly-men, spider-men (they don’t get along), ape-men, goat-men or satyrs, jackdaw-men, magpie-men, and parrot-men. The imperial family consists of winged lion-men. There are also human-men who resemble the Inuit, but have blue, green, or orange skins. In olden times one’s profession was largely determined by species, but nowadays a member of any species can pursue any skill they can demonstrate mastery in. Magic keeps the climate pleasant, floats the navy of the Blazing World (the local magicians can make ships of iron or stone float as if they were made of wood) and protects the land from human invaders, most fortunately since the Blazing World is second only to the Kingdom of Prester John in wealth of precious metals and jewels. The Blazing World has an extensive trade with the rest of the world, mostly exporting luxury goods and manufactures.

52. Blemmyae Country – the land of men with no heads, or more exactly heads embedded in their chests. Once an extensive cannibal realm, their numbers have been greatly reduced by warfare with their cephalized neighbors, and now form merely an impoverished autonomous region of Chad. Located in SE Chad on the border with the Sudan.

53. Island of the Blessed – a long, thin island in mid-Atlantic, east of the Caribbean and west of Senegal. It is inhabited by bodiless spirits, which wear purple spiderwebs to give them a human shape. It is full of temples to all the Greek and Roman Gods, made of beryl: the roads are ivory, the cities are made of gold, and the rivers are of milk and wine and perfume. It is always twilight and the wind blows only from the west, and in spite of the dim light all plants grow luxuriously, flowering and fruiting monthly. Visitors are welcome, but should be warned that the spirits are able to sense evil, and wicked visitors will soon be joining the wild beasts of the islands on the sacrificial altars of amethyst. Various European countries have tried to conquer the place, but the whole “inhabitants are bodiless unkillable spirits with magical powers” thing has been a bit of an impediment.

54. Village of the Blind – formerly the Country of the Blind, a mountain valley in the Ecuadorian Andes, inhabited by a people suffering from universal hereditary blindness, but since contact was established by the outside world many sighted Ecuadorians have moved into the beautiful valley, and those who continue to follow their traditional (blind) way of life are now confined to a small village. Many have left looking for opportunities in the much richer sighted world, in spite of its prejudices. Criminals and assholes who think it would be a lark to prey on them should be aware that the locals have excellent hearing and nowadays are well armed (see, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Don%27t_Breathe )

55. Blokula – a small elfin kingdom centered on a mountain castle in the far north of Sweden, it’s inhabitants are called trolls by humans, but they are in fact a form of elf or fairy, just a particularly bulky, crude, and oafish sort given to heavy duty reveling. (Their queen is of a more refined sort, and often despairs of her subjects.) Has close ties to the powerful witches of Lapland.

56. Bong-Tree Land – a small isle, now part of Myanmar, east of the Andaman islands and west of the Malay Peninsula, most notable for the Bong-Tree woods. The pigs with rings in their noses and turkeys with the authority to perform marriages have mostly emigrated, and there is hardly any quince or mince available at any price, although runcible spoons are still available in the gift shop.

57. Boredom Island – the name is a black joke. This swampy island lying off French Guyana is shrouded in stinking mist, all its (ugly) plants are poisonous, usually thorny and like poison ivy to the touch, all its (hideous) animals exhale toxins when they breathe, and most of them attack visitors on sight. Some appear to have supernatural powers, and enjoy tearing the entrails out of visitors, magically healing them, disemboweling them again, ad nauseam. Being able to heal themselves, such creatures are very hard to kill. To quote Manguel and Guadalupi, “those who have visited the Isle of Boredom are not known to have ever visited a second time.” Currently being studied using remote control drones with typically very short working lives, under suspicion of being some sort of extra-dimensional intrusion.

58. Bou Chougga – an underground city in Algeria, inhabited by Christians who have been there since the Muslim conquest. Uncovered by French colonists drilling for water, the locals nowadays act as a French enclave in Algeria, having no interest in joining the Muslim nation “upstairs.” A single large well serves as B.C. territory on the surface, and French diplomats are usually lowered down it. Having become rather mole-man like over 1300 years of underground existence, they can no longer stand the sun of Algeria, although some have done alright after immigrating to the UK or the US Pacific NW.

59. Bragman – an island state off the SW coast of India. A boringly pious place, (also known as “The Land of Faith”) the locals being a branch of the Jewish people very dedicated to the Ten Commandments (they’re considered “not really Jews” by all but the most liberal western Rabbis). There is little in the way of entertainment and not much reason to visit unless one is there to study the local flora and fauna.

60. The City of Brass – of iron and brass and black stone, located in what would be the south end of Western Sahara territory in our world, this accursed city destroyed by drought remains a popular tourist attraction, although most of its riches have been relocated to royal treasuries by generations of Muslim rulers and the magically preserved corpses of its inhabitants removed for a decent Islamic burial. The illusory women who appear and try to lure you to some doom or other can be safely ignored.

61. Brazil or Bresail – an enchanted, ring-shaped isle some ways west of Ireland. Invisible to most mortals, and to satellite cameras as well, few have seen it. The inner lake or lagoon is dotted with islets, reportedly even more mystical. Some say it is a possession of the Sidhe of Mag Mell (315), while other hold that even to them it is a mystery.

62. Brobdingnag – a vast country filling most of the North Pacific west of the United States, from which it is separated by a towering range of active volcanoes almost constantly in eruption. The waters along its coasts are full of rocks and reefs and shoals, which, combined with the tiny size (by Brobdingnagian standards) of sea fish, has historically discouraged the development of a naval tradition. Its human inhabitants, and all other living things, are twelve times larger in all dimensions than those of the outside world. After learning the secrets of gunpowder from would-be invaders, they have built cannons large enough to hit China, Russia, or the United States from their own soil, but use them for purely deterrent purposes, being the bigger people. Brobdingnag is indeed peaceful, prosperous and civilized, and its inhabitants rarely travel abroad, although this has more to do with their difficulty of finding accommodations than their dislike for the small-hearted people outside. This may change since the scientists of the Ant-men (340) have developed methods of temporarily shrinking the Brobdingnagians down to a more reasonable size. Among other things, it imports wool and fabrics from the outside world, which while very expensive are prized for the extreme fineness of their textures.

63. Brigalaure Island – an island in the northern mid-Atlantic, about halfway between Europe and America, east of the abominable Empi Archipelago (146). Until conquered by the Spanish, the locals were best known for making sausages from the ears of visitors. Pig-ear sausages are still a local delicacy.

64. Brisevent or the Marvellous Islands, lying in the central Atlantic between Angola and Brazil, SE of Nimpatan (362). They are divided between some Amazon-ruled islands and others under the protection of the British (only the Amazons being militarily formidable enough to hold off Rule Britannia), inhabited by centaurs, small cyclopes, ape-men, people covered with eyes, people covered with ears, giants, dwarfs, and super-dwarfs little bigger than insects. (The men covered with teeth have been driven to extinction - they seriously creeped everyone else out). There used to be an island inhabited by men who had escaped Amazon rule, but they vengefully treated their women with such humiliations that outraged Amazons eventually invaded and wiped them out.

65. Broceliande – a wealthy Elfin Kingdom in a Breton wood, much of whose income comes from gambling: a rather classier Las Vegas or beach-free Monaco. There is much money wagered on the racing, of horses, cats, and members of the lower elf classes, who race by flying. (These are the sort of elves with gossamer wings, but the upper crust considers flying low-class and are instead carried everywhere.  ) Other visitors come to see the many elaborate ceremonies of the royal court, which is ornately pseudo-Iranian (the royals claim direct descent from the ancient Persian fairies, or Peri), including rituals meant to appease the Afrits (a possibly mythical form of super-Genie). Various other magical creatures inhabit the wood as well as the Elves, and traditionally the ruling family has been guarded by a pack of werewolves. It also rumored that Merlin the Magician remains imprisoned in a tree somewhere in the forest, although others debate this.

66. Brodie’s Land – lying between Somalia and Ethiopia, this land of savage ape-men (possibly distant relatives of the Mangani of the west coast) and strangely degenerated tribes quite lacking in vowels was colonized by the British from northern Somalia in the late 19th century, and the locals overrun by a mix of Europeans, Arabs, Somalis and Ethiopians. What ape men are left are penned up in reservations, while the few remaining Nr, Kroo and Mlch of pure blood are, in spite of their mental disabilities, gainfully employed in such professions as weather forecasting, due to their ability to remember the future as far as a week. (Alas, their memories rarely extend over a day into the past). The Mlch have a great fear of poetry, considering the inspiration that comes upon poets a form of demonic possession, and the government has been unable to entirely stamp out the murder of versifiers.

67. Busy Bee Island – south and west of Italy in the Tyrrhenian Sea, this island, which became part of Italy during the risorgimento, is inhabited by some of the hardest-working people in Europe (Milanese and Turinese consider them “honorary north Italians.”) Free lunches are Right Out. The local seas, on the other hand, are inhabited by magic fish of a helpful disposition.

68. Buyan Island – a damp, mossy north Atlantic island to the SW of Iceland. Oddly enough, it is inhabited by Russians, who were still worshiping the old Slavic Gods and carrying out human sacrifices into the 1600s, when they were Christianized by a magic monk in the 1600s. According to the legends of the locals, they were brought here by the superhuman efforts of a Bogatyr hero seeking to end a feud by removing himself and his household from the equation: the ruling prince claims descent from said hero. It rains and storms continually, with a full day of sun usually happening no more than once every seven years. Some local birds have adapted to the constant storms by developing metal feathers and beaks to conduct away the lightning, while other animals have developed the ability to generate electricity themselves, such as the snakes of lightning and the bees of thunder, whose honey tastes of rain and is gathered by men in rubber suits. Serpents of all sorts exist, some huge, some electrical, and one is reported to be the oldest in the world, although fortunately asleep under a chain of mountains running the length of the island (some say the snake extends the whole length of the chain). Then there are the intermittently (and rarely usefully) prophetic crows. The short, broad locals are all pale from lack of sun, and have remarkably thick skin which doesn’t get pruney and soft no matter how long it is submerged in water. The capital has a large statue in the main square erected in the honor of Benjamin Franklin, inventor of the lightning rod.

70. Islands of the Bird-People – located in the NW of the Caribbean, these are inhabited by various species of intelligent birds, including chickens, owls, magpies, ducks and cuckoos;   peacocks, geese and ostriches are subject peoples lacking a land of their own. Originally multiple quarreling nations, attempts by Europeans to conquer and convert (or eat) them have led to their unification. Although a member of the League of Animal Nations, they get along well with humans, being as greedy, venal, wealth-seeking and corrupt as any naked ape. Cacklogallinians or Chicken People are the most numerous and influential of the Bird-people nations. Unlike, say, the owls, (always alarmingly large)the physical size of the Chicken people is dependent on their place in the pecking order, growing or shrinking depending on social status, with the poorest and most wretched being only three feet tall while the monarchs can reach a height of ten feet (the Prime Minister is usually about a foot shorter). Like many modern Europeans, the Bird-People are largely indifferent to religion (with the partial exception of the Ducks and their Cult of Donald), and efforts by Christian missionaries have continued to be stymied over troubles arising from that “made in God’s Image” line.

71. Cagayan Salu – an island located east of Borneo and south of the Philippines, now part of Indonesia. The Dutch finally managed in the 1920s to conquer the Berbanang cannibals of the interior, who possessed the ability to send out their astral bodies to scare people to death, with a thorough aerial campaign of bombing with incendiaries and poison gas: the descendants of the few survivors work as assassins for very black budget departments of the British, Dutch and Indonesian governments.

72. Republic of Calejava – a small Catholic-settled island smack in the middle of the Indian Ocean, a fairly straight shot south from India past Taprobane. A republic of communitarian farmers, a bit like the Amish but not quite as freewheeling and jocular. Friendly to visitors, though.

73. Calemplui – a magical island in the mouth of the Yangtze, surrounded by a 26 foot tall marble wall and containing concentric circles of an eclectic nature. The island's only permanent inhabitants are 360 immortal sages each of which takes care of a chapel of a different god (the fifth circle), although the thousands of cast-iron monsters which make up the second circle can come to life to discourage would-be looters. The  Chinese government has constructed several large permanently inhabited oil-rig-like structures staffed by the People’s Army and surrounding the island, bolstering its claim to sovereignty.

74. Pathan - a prosperous island east of Sulawesi in Indonesia. Notable for its bottomless lake (it is actually unclear how deep it is: anything dropped into it is sucked under by strong currents and never retrieved), and trees growing meal, honey, and wine [44] (in little leafy sacks) – alas, none of these will grow elsewhere. More universally useful is the giant bamboo (or “reed”) known as tahby, which the locals use to build large and extremely sturdy houses and boats. Much is exported to East Asia.

75. Republic of Calonack – an island SW of the island of New Guinea: although colonized by the Dutch, its pagan religion and large non-Malay population meant it did not become part of Indonesia upon independence, instead unifying with west Papua. Elephants, giant edible snakes, and enormous snails – large enough that the poor often use their lovely iridescent shells as huts – are common. The formerly annual Miracle of the Fish ceased to take place when the monarchy – and with it, the fertility magic that allowed the kings to handle a thousand wives – came to an end.

76,77. The United Kingdom of Glathion and Emisgarth, also including the Lordship of Camwy and the Protectorate (rather nominal) of Sargyll (468) and the Red Islands. A conservative constitutional monarchy, only slightly magical, with some ghosts, bogies, fairies, and the occasional wizard. The former palace of the monarchy lies abandoned, having at some point become so infested with peculiar magical entities that it became uninhabitable once a ruler insufficiently magical to keep them in line came to the throne.

78. Magellania – a republic covering multiple islands south and east of Tierra del Fuego. Mildly magical, it is warmer than it should be, and is believed to have originally settled by Europeans thanks to the efforts of some European wizards, desirous of creating life as a form of art. The long term consequences have been poor. Most of the islands have some sort of theme, save for Staten Island, the northernmost, largest, and most populous, the location of the capital and some of the most stereotypically political politicians in the world.

79. Camphor Island – an island east of (and now part of) Madagascar, notable for its great groves of giant camphor trees, its 2/3 scale elephants, and its murderous elephant-sized unicorns, nowadays confined to a peninsula in the south, behind a very high and very sturdy fence. Used to be a major hunting grounds of Rocs from Roc Island (450) before humans greatly thinned the population of both elephants and unicorns.

80. General drifting range of the Canadian Floating Islands, in Lake Superior. The property of a capricious deity, the islands are beautiful wilderness, but if anyone tries to land on them, they are immediately enveloped in a thick fog and rapidly move to avoid the boat/canoe/helicopter/hovercraft/whatever. Although many find this annoying, there is insufficient incentive to look for some primal rite or blasphemous pact to banish said deity; after all, due to the islands’ constant motion across the lake, Canada and the US cannot agree in the first place on which should own them in the case of the God’s absence.

81. The Republic of Canthahr, (formerly an Empire) a roundish isle a bit SW of South Africa. It was colonized in the 19th century by the British, who put an end to the local practice of human sacrifice, but most locals continue to worship the Sun and Moon.  Off shore is St. Erlinque, a Portuguese colony.  The locals are long-lived, fond of sports, parties, and poetry and are universally ambidextrous. A notable export is the time-keeper plant or rigody, whose leaves turn a complete circle every 12 hours.

82. Captain Sparrow’s Island – no, a different Captain Sparrow. Located in the East Pacific, a fairly straight shot south of Baja California, west of Ecuador, this gigantic volcanic crater is inhabited by a race of mixed pirate/satyr descent, the human tribe which used to dominate having largely died out from disease. Currently a British protectorate under international Primitive Non-Human Sophont laws, although the League of Animal Nations is pushing in the UN for the mandate to be transferred to them. Aside from the locals, interesting sights include the nine-foot tall cassowary-like birds the half-satyrs employ to prune the fruit trees and cut back weeds with their sharp beaks, the blue pigs, and the now abandoned Temple of Gir, stained red-black with the never washed blood of those sacrificed to keep the population from outgrowing the island’s resources.

83. The former Cartographical Empire, now a Soviet ASSR, just west of Mongolia. Soviet historians have painstakingly collected hundreds of thousands of pieces of the 1-1 scale map of the kingdom which was the greatest (and last) achievement of the local map-makers, but less than 1% of the image of the 15th century kingdom has been recovered.

84. Caspak, a ring-shaped island in the SE Pacific, well east of New Zealand and north of only Antarctica. Surrounded by largely un-climbable cliffs, it was only the modern era of aviation which opened the place up to the outside world. Caspak is unusual in that evolution is constantly taking place at an accelerated pace, with modern and prehistoric forms of life all mixed together. All life is evolving on its own from birth, hatching as crude amphibians in the south, and evolving into ever-higher forms they instinctively migrate north, culminating as Stone Age Homo Sapiens in the far north. (Something similar happens with plants, but more slowly and over multiple generations, plants lacking the ability to move north as they change save by seed distribution). Occasionally a Caspakian, whether a reptile or bird or monkey at the time, will give birth the normal way, but this is generally unnoticed until they reach the ape-man stage. The children of such random births are known as Galus, and occasionally have young of their own, but they and their descendants do not evolve further. As they grow too advanced to enjoy the local stone age existence and start sprouting wings, [24] Caspakians, after navigating a maze of caves taking them to sea level, raft and canoe north to the Island of Ooh-oh (383), where whatever factor causes life to evolve on Caspak is missing and they become fixed in their final form. Currently the island is under an international quarantine, due to some dumb scientists keeping some of the locals on the island past their “ripe” stage, leading to moody big-headed winged telepathic geniuses which inevitably went all “tread humanity underfoot” and such. Several useful plants have been found on the island and exported, most notably the giant corn plant, which is usually grown for biofuels or corn syrup, six foot long corn cobs being unwieldy.

85. Castora, an all-female kingdom vassal to that of Prester John, which lies mostly to the west. A magic fountain provided by the Goddess Pallas allows the women to become pregnant sans male assistance. The traditional bird-pulled flying chariots face increased competition from imported Smart Cars, and the rat-pulled ground chariots have pretty much vanished entirely. There is also a small population of fairies, which are friendly but may be overlooked by visitors, on account of them being invisible, along with their houses and gardens.

86. The Wizard’s Mountains – the mountains surrounding Castora (85) are inhabited by Wizards (male and female) which use the many strange and magical plants found there to brew their potions. The few roads that pass through the mountains are controlled by Prester John’s army and are little used either by the Wizards or the Castoran women.

87. Castra Sanguinarius and Castrum Mare – two lost Roman cities in the north of OTL Congo/Kinshasa, the second on a lake island. Although they still speak a form of Latin, millennia of interbreeding with local tribes has left the Romans almost as dark as their neighbors, something visitors are not recommended to point out. After the takeover of the northern Congo Free State by the UK, British classicism allowed these cities to retain some degree of independence, albeit with the slavery and gladiatorial games ending. (The rugby and soccer games remain brutal). With the collapse of order in much of the Congo, the Romans have managed to carve out an “autonomous zone” in the north which is not recognized by many but provides all sorts of opportunities for shady dealings. Visitors should be careful: the Centurions with AK-47’s play for keeps.

88. Cathne, the City of Gold (south) and Athne, the City of Ivory (north) – located in what would be eastern Zambia OTL, another pair of feuding cities of ancient Roman, or possibly Greek types, if culturally more divergent from the original model: unfortunately for its inhabitants, the all-gold theme of Cathne led to its dismantlement by colonial authorities, although the volcanic hot springs remain popular with tourists. Athne still exists, but is mostly zinc roofing and cinderblock nowadays.

89. Catmere – a minor, boggy Elfin kingdom with a largely sheep-based economy, located in the north of British Northumberland. It has become a traditional location for other Elfin kingdoms to exile troublemakers not bad enough to merit execution, sent there along with a stipend so they do not become a burden on Catmere. Nowadays there are a few restaurants, mostly run by descendants of exiles, that serve something other than mutton.

90. The Elephant Kingdom – ruled by the descendants of King Babar I, this small kingdom on the west coast of Lake Tanganyika is inhabited by civilized French-speaking elephants, and is a long standing French ally in the region. The royal family possesses an unknown power to civilize wild elephants and make them bipedal, capable of speech and able to somehow hold a cup of tea properly in spite of their lack of pinkies, or for that matter, thumbs:  many endangered wild elephants come to the kingdom and become citizens. There used to be a population of similarly uplifted rhinos, but they broke away rather acrimoniously to form their own little state (90a). Rumors of an immortal little old French woman being the real power behind the throne are denied by government spokeselephants.

 91. Cessares – a former Dutch-speaking republic lodged in the mountains between Chile and southern Argentina. A secret colony up until the late 18th century, it was annexed by Argentina in the 19th century, after a brief interlude in which the locals strongly objected to becoming part of a Catholic nation and the Argentines responded with a few brisk massacres as a counterargument.

92. Capillaria – an undersea land in the Atlantic, west of Morocco, at a depth averaging some thirteen thousand feet, but illuminated by a glowing gas from sea floor vents which also makes the water comfortably warm. The local intelligent species is divided into beautiful tall blonde (all six foot plus) women with slightly transparent skin, and ugly ten-inch tall frog men. The women consider the frog men a form of animal and kill them with a toxin they can emit from their bodies, and then eat them. This is in fact how they become pregnant, since in eating them they ingest motile spermatophores, and when they give birth to other females they also release a great number of tiny eggs which will attach themselves to seaweeds or corals before hatching into frog-men. The frog-men are just as ignorant of the relationship between themselves and the women, but with rare exceptions are in religious awe of them and will not harm them, even as the females take over the organic towers the males constantly and instinctively build and drive out or kill the males. The males or bullpups have a developed biology-based science, and are experts at grafting organs, regardless of species, but spend most of their energy in constantly fighting with each other on confusing political and philosophical grounds: were it not for these wars and the female habit of eating them, the male population would soon grow beyond the carrying capacity of the Capillarian seafloor. The females or Oihas mostly spend their time enjoying life (they have their own biological skills, with which they do things like create perfume, edible furniture, and anti-bullpup toxins) and having lesbian sex. Visitors are warned to either be, or pretend to be, female: the males will enslave any non-Oihas that enter their realm, while the females consider all males creatures to be food animals. If one successfully fools the bullpups, they can fix you up with some gills and swim bladders and such for touring sans a diving suit, but be careful that they don’t get too creative. Current international laws strictly restricts visits to Capillaria, after some well intentioned meddling nearly led to the extinction of the Oihas through the interruption of the normal reproductive cycle and the invasion of the upper world by enraged bullpups.

93. Chana – a large and densely populated island off southeast India, where the locals believe divinity resides in all things and worship the first thing they see in the morning (until the next day). The priests tend to slap people who insist on always worshiping window curtains, sun, darkness, or alarm clocks. Sky burial is practiced and appreciated by the various large species of vultures, and the local giant rats can be trained to hunt alongside dogs. 3-d printers have caught on and sell like hotcakes, since they allow rapid creation of a personalized idol of whatever you are worshiping that day. Formerly a British colony, Chana is now an autonomous member of the Federation of India.

94. The Island of Chance, one of a group of islands north of Bermuda in the West Atlantic. Earthquakes are common, the weather entirely unpredictable, and both animals and plants frequently produce strange and monstrous progeny. The most weird and grotesque animals are confined to a forest in the south. Horses used to have hands and rule the place, while humans were hoofed herbivores: nowadays horses are once again quadrupeds but retain speech, humans have gained sapience but have crab claws rather than hands, and talking, cigar-smoking frogs are the dominant species on the island. Games of chance are in fact quite tricky on the island of Chance, since probability itself varies and highly unlikely outcomes are the everyday norm: one should not be surprised to see one’s alphabet soup spelling out the preamble to the Constitution. It has never been colonized (at least, not for long), only lunatics and those native to the isle finding it congenial. Said locals, whether horses, frogs, or crabby people, all hold a religious view that eventually the island will achieve through random chance a state of perfection in which all living things will be sapient and live in harmony, and then change no more, perfection being immune to change.

95. The Island of Hypocrites - one of a cluster of absurd islands in Mid-Atlantic, between Florida and Morocco. Also known as Chaneph Island, it has traditionally been a place for royalty to exile annoying hypocrites, and today pretty much everyone is a shameless hypocrite. The island is of course one of the world’s great centers of religion and politics, much of said political skill being employed in keeping foreign aid flowing in.

96. Cheli or the Island of Compliments – a former kingdom north of Corsica, now an independent republic after periods of French and Italian rule. Notable for the fertility of its land and the elaborate politeness of its inhabitants.

97. Chelm – a mostly Jewish town in southeastern Poland, notable for the curious logic of its inhabitants. This appears to be catching, or possibly due to something in the water, since anyone who lives there long enough will begin to see sense in the Chelmish mode of argument.

98. Chita – one of the southernmost of the Lesser Antilles, a bit NW of Trinidad and Tobago: held by Venezuela. Formerly notable as the residence of a crazed Chinese executioner, his minions, and the mutilated humans he created and kept alive as a form of art, until his discovery by French adventurers and extirpation by the Venezuelan army. The island is now notable for its odd ecosystem, which lacks birds and all but the smallest insects (tiny local parasitic worms are held to blame), while including some most unusual vegetation, including a tree closely resembling a giant lettuce.

99. Cittabella – the city of holes, located in Italy between Lombardy and Tuscany. Yellow warning signs and police barriers are a constant presence. It is unclear whether the holes existed before the city was built, but they have them now and deal with them as best as they can. The very large ones and the sauce-pan sized ones (the most common sort) and the fairly large ones lined with whitish stones are merely a nuisance, but the pin-hole sized ones which collapse into bottomless shafts when stepped on and the ones which look like thin slits but open to swallow people and then close up again are downright dangerous. The filling in of holes is forbidden, since this simply encourages new ones to open up elsewhere. Lying in between are the ones roughly the size of a human foot, which while not lethal are deeply annoying when you become immovably lodged and require the services of the Hole Enlargement Flying Squad to get loose.

100. The rather loony island of Civilization, part of what is known as the Viti archipelago, is located in the mid-Pacific near the Cannibal Isles (553), and is inhabited by an unusually high percentage of not-too-competent mad scientists, many of whose innovations don’t work very well (several hundred people were killed before the rocket mail delivery system was discontinued, and the death toll from the  treatment of disease by replacement of the affected part with mechanical substitutes is only slowly declining), but the establishment of a wind-up monarchy is not without its admirers, as is the habit of fitting government officials with high-explosive collars which go off if their approval rating drops too low.

101. The Mountain of Clouds is administered by West Australia, a straight shot east. The major export is the wood gathered by the local giant vultures to make their nests, which is very valuable for alchemists. Visitors are warned to avoid the six sexy female Djinn which pose as the daughters of a king: if one accepts their invitation, things soon get kinky, and not in a good way.

102. Coal City – a western Scottish town located 1500 feet below ground in a vast underground cave system, broken into by coal miners. Originally a coal-mining town (in a mine), it has become a diversified industrial manufacturing center, and a bastion of Scottish leftism: almost all industries are owned collectively by the miners, or rather mine-dwellers. It stands on the shores of a large underground lake, whose eyeless fish have largely been rendered extinct by pollution.

103. Cocaigne, the Island of Pleasure. Rather less one-note than Cockaigne, (the one local law is “do what seems good to you”), it is ruled over by the Anaitis, the sensuous and unpredictable Lady of the Lake, whose ability to magically deflect, divert and turn aside have kept the island from being overrun either by tourists or armies. Human visitors are few: most who come there are strange half animal, half human beings from the Doubtful Zones. There is a permanent human population, but it is small and getting a visa for a long term stay is almost impossible if you don’t possess remarkable talents, either artistic or sexual. The weather is always that of the most pleasant day of the year, and the royal library has the world’s largest collection of (physical media) pornography. In the Mediterranean west of the kingdom of Athunt (what in our world would be called Sardinia).

104. Cockaigne – the land of perpetual good eats, where chocolates sprout like flowers, rivers run with wine, roast fowls fly through the air and there are occasional rains of cake (which fall with a remarkably low terminal velocity). Hard to get to, since located in a miles-deep depression in the Antarctic south from Patagonia, but there are shortcuts through various magical realms, notably Romancia (451). It is also reportedly reachable by a cave in Germany and an opening under a tree in France. However, as of yet it is not exploited on a large scale like other magically food-rich lands. There used to be a local human population, but the sylphs, gnomes and water-nymphs which served them eventually grew tired of the ever more oppressive and selfish demands of their fat, lazy masters and baked them all into pies. [40] Those who live in Cockaigne can live forever, barring accidents or violence or imported illness, since when they reach the age of 50 they “reset” to the age of 10. This fact has of course been covered up by all the governments of the world.

105. Coimhedach – NNW of Ireland, a stony island of peculiar run-down Celticness, with a small and shrinking population of small, dark people desiring to get the hell out of Coimhedach, and an export industry centered on the tasty (if tough) flesh of their guaranteed organically raised cows, a breed peculiar to the island. Even today, few locals speak good English, or at least pretend not to, miscommunicating with visitors in a mix of heavily accented English and a Gaelic dialect unique to the island.

106. Concordia – a very small (slightly smaller than Liechtenstein) and very often conquered (they have more independence days than days in the year) country, which seems to have historically wandered about between France and the Balkans: there is currently some dispute whether it is located in northern France or Dutch Limburg, with some holdouts for the Montenegro-Albania border. It rarely appears on maps, and people touring Europe often stumble across it unexpectedly. There are many religions in Concordia, thanks to its many occupiers, but the majority follow the Holy Unorthodox Church, a splinter group of the Eastern Orthodox which has few followers anywhere else, and whose doctrines generally align closely with those of whatever power is occupying the country at the time. Sleepily indolent and welcoming to those tourists that manage to find it.

107. The former Island of Connubial Sacrifice, now Pulau Hijau, which lies southwest of Java, was converted by Indonesian Muslim merchants and no longer buries widows and widowers alive with their deceased spouses. The island remains riddled with underground live burial chambers, which occasionally collapse under the weight of the living and their construction projects. The island’s population is divided between a Malay dominant class and a somewhat oppressed darker-skinned population of uncertain origin, which used to rule a kingdom of their own in the southern third of the island but were conquered in the early modern era. It was briefly ruled by the French but now is an independent republic.

108. Cooperative City – a city in Maine, not too far from Derry, but without any killer clowns. Founded by a businessman as a cooperative commercial enterprise with coupon checks replacing money, the creation of opportunity rather than a social safety net, and loads of muscular Christianity. Today a city of 125,000 (well below its peak population in 1933), and largely and tiresomely normal, it’s utopian past barely visible in a few cooperative businesses and worker’s credit unions, and a number of shuttered, abandoned factories patronized only by the homeless.

109. Coradine – a matriarchal valley kingdom in Scotland, ruled by big-nosed women of unusual size and strength. Thematically rather Minoan, built of stone and bronze and petrified wood, and guarded until recent times by magic that kept people away and if that failed, by brass warriors a la Hephaestus. Currently a British protectorate, it used to export enchanted singing spheres, but various modern listening devices have caused sales to dry up.

110. The floating city of Cork - generally bobs about fairly close to Portugal (it has been a Portuguese possession for hundreds of years) and is in fact built atop a huge disk of cork. Its inhabitants used to have cork feet, allowing them to walk on the sea, but interbreeding with mainlanders means that most nowadays just have rather spongy corns, if still being more buoyant than most mainlanders. The cork on which it sits is in some obscure way alive, absorbing nutrients from the seawater to keep itself from decay: this complicates the creation of cellars, which without continued work fill in again within a few years. The economy is largely dependent on fishing.

111. Crim Tartarty – currently in dynastic union with Paflagonia (395), this monarchy is located where the Crimea is in our world (south of the Ukraine) and perhaps is it, in some trans dimensional manner, although the locals are neither Muslim nor Greek Orthodox, [43] and the nobility have mainly vegetable-themed family names. Local fashions are a curious mix of old school Orientalism and mid-19th century British upper crust, as is much of the architecture. After an unfortunate incident with the US Ambassador, visitors to the royal court need no longer press their noses to the ground and place the king’s foot on their head.

112. Crotalophoboi land – a mostly desert country in North Africa bordering Algeria and Tunisia to the north and Niger to the south. Formerly a land of pagan cannibals and necromancers, it was converted to Islam with fire (and the sword), and cannibals and pagans are almost unknown there today, although necromancy, being useful to monarchs, remains a frequent annoyance to those who want their dead relatives to stay in the ground. Many local tribes continue in their odd practice of developing eyes on the soles of their feet rather than their faces. It is an exporter of oil and unspeakable knowledge.

113. Crusoe’s island – near the mouth of the Orinoco. Nowadays something of a Venezuelan tourist trap.

114. Cuccagna – an Italian flavored knock-off of Cockaigne, located under the Italian part of Switzerland. A pleasant if greasy (and at times crumby) people, the locals have cut back sharply their export of edibles since the Great Panic of ’09 when overharvested pie bushes started producing scones instead, and the Pecorino wine river almost ran dry: the locals feel the foreign investments they were getting in exchange weren’t worth the risk of running out of good food and drink. Love of hard work for its own sake is a crime in Cuccagna, but the locals are too lazy and good natured to actually put much effort into punishing such criminals or, if they actually get around to imprisoning them,  in preventing them from escaping from jail (usually by eating their way through the edible walls of their cells).

115. Cucumber Island – an island kingdom in the Indian Ocean, a bit SE of Mozambique, so called because locally cucumbers grow on trees. It is notable for its playful tornadoes, which occasionally tear houses from their foundations or trees from their roots, but eventually put them back where they found them, unharmed. The locals are a mix of African and Arab ancestry, and see the tornadoes as agents of Allah, ever since a tornado dropped a tree on a particularly disliked and tyrannical monarch.

116. Cuffycoat’s Island – just northwest of Australian New Guinea, an Australian protectorate. The intelligent orangutans, like their cousins from Ape Island (4a), have mostly moved to ape-dominated Farandoulie (169), the Mermaids in their coastal coral cities are happy with the better access to British fashions and anti-sea-monster weapons, while the local humans (who oddly resemble north Plains American Indians) were still fighting the Australian government for the right to eat their dying elders and absorb their wisdom as late as the 1980s.

117. Cyclopes Island – just east of Sicily, it has been ruled by several human nations after the beginning of the era of Very Big Guns. The difficulty of integrating Cyclopes into polite society means the island is once again independent, the locals living off their rhino-sized sheep, fish caught in giant nets, and snozzcumbers.  The Cyclopes are a more mutually sociable and humble people since the days of human rule, and many still bear the slowly-healing scars of the era: one particularly morose individual is still not much more than a head (as mentioned elsewhere, immortality can be a bitch).

118. Daddy Jones, Jr’s Kingdom, formerly Daddy Jones’ Kingdom, is a small state in north Finland. A warmer, more fertile area than you would expect at that latitude, it has been run by a long line of witty jokesters since the days of Olaf the Knee-Slapper, the kingdom includes humans, Hemulens (like Moomins, but larger and with no sense of humor), the somewhat beaver like Niblings (which have a tendency to nibble), various minor sorts of trolls and fairies, and the Bobbles, two fortunately good natured Kaiju bigger than skyscrapers. Although towns are large enough for them to spot and avoid, travelers should be warned that there is a definite risk of being stepped on if one wanders about incautiously, although at least they always pay for the funerals. Due to the presence of the Bobbles, nobody has ever dared invade the Jones’s kingdom.

119. The Desert Town – the town is a former Roman settlement in the Atlas Mountains of Morocco, inhabited by Jews [11] who handle the trade from the south to the northern coastal cities.  Noted for the local black jackals and the beautiful garden built many years ago in a nearby canyon for an old man’s blind daughter, which is maintained by the locals as too lovely to allow to dry out and perish.

120. Despairia – one of the thematic states making up the island of Reformatia, west of German SW Africa and Thermometer Island (509). Despairia is mostly composed of deserts of sand and rock, and settled in the middle ages by people expelled from the neighboring kingdoms of the isle. At one time it seemed the entire population would end up killing themselves out of sheer misery, but then they found oil, and currently they mostly spend their time bemoaning their first world problems.

121. Devil’s Island – an Aegean isle a bit north of Crete, which used to be inhabited by giants. Tourists pay to the see the monstrous skeleton of the fiend which drove off all the other giants and was finally slain by Amadis of Gaul: according to legend, it was born from an incestuous mating of two particularly fierce giants. Greek territory.

122. Island of the Diamond Mountains – largest of the Seychelles but too rocky and barren to support more than 1/5 of their population, this island is deceptive in name, the “diamonds” found in some numbers in the high mountain valleys being actually crystalline predatory creatures: although they rarely attack awake and aware humans, someone who falls asleep in these valleys may be eaten alive. Since they go into a deep torpor after eating, some unscrupulous locals at times sell them to the ignorant, who may later find their bling ring has bitten off their finger.

123. Island of Dionysius – an island in the Atlantic, some ways west of southernmost Morocco. Wine-themed like the island of the Oracle of the Bottle (386), it grows grapes which constantly drip wine without need of fermentation. Dionysius no longer guards it - as chronicled by Eddie Campbell, he’s sort of retired now. It is an overseas department of Portugal, and the vine-women are not longer to be found, having been destroyed with encouragement of the Catholic Church, although cuttings have been propagated abroad and members of the species secretly cultivated by mages and rich perverts.

124. Calvinia - one of the thematic states making up the island of Reformatia, west of German SW Africa and Thermometer Island (509). Settled by various European groups in the Middle Ages. A grimly Puritan regime, like their neighbors in Jansenia (255) they are Calvinist types, but far more concerned with results than with appearances. A formidable military nation, they briefly conquered the whole island in the late 17th century, but finding that their conquests were infecting them with their own bad habits, eventually withdrew to their own lands. Have energetically pursued missionary work and trade globally over the last few centuries.

125. The Madri Federation – an archipelago south of Hawaii, encompassing many islands with diverse and often strange customs, if unified by language and religion. Colonized variously by the Spanish, the British, the French, the Germans, and even the Americans, many, many contending claims were finally resolved by giving the islands independence as a federal state in the 1970s. Due to strong localism, the number of political parties is vast, and politics tend to consist of building wobbly coalitions to get anything done, which has so far baffled the more extreme parties of the left or right.

126. Diranda - an island in the Mardi Federation, an archipelago south of Hawaii. Notable for its extremely violent gladiatorial games, which used to serve the purpose of keeping the population below the Malthusian limit, but in these days of easy access to contraceptives and condoms are merely a popular sport (and lucrative TV franchise). [21]

127. Djunubistan – A Buddhist nation south of Pakistan, fertile, mountain-girt and very rich in gold, jewels, and pearls. The British colonized the heck out of it in the late 19th century, and it is now a socialist one-party state, if still very Buddhist. (The formerly divine Maha-Lama is…tolerated.) Belching during a meal is considered a sign of appreciation and a compliment to the host.

128. Doctor’s Island – one of the various islands making up the Republic of Magellania, east of Tierra Del Fuego. Thanks to its abundance of healing plants, it used to be the center of Magellania’s medical profession: it also used to have the highest death rate of any of the islands, thanks to the various diseases carried by the mosquitoes of its pestilential swamps. The swamps have been drained, but the island remains plagued (now by quack health centers, fat farms, etc.)The local cave which supposedly was a quick route to hell has turned out to be merely full of huge blood-sucking leeches.

129. Dominoria - a rainy island in the Mardi Federation, an archipelago south of Hawaii. Formerly the most powerful of the islands, thanks to its mighty war canoe fleet, it was brought low by French colonizers and the monarchy abolished. The locals still consider themselves natural leaders of the archipelago and participate ferociously in Federation politics, often coming in conflict with their ancient enemies, the people of the island of Franko.

129b. Franko - an island in the Mardi Federation, an archipelago south of Hawaii. Ancient enemies of Dominoria (129). They possess the only golf course in the archipelago.

130. Dondum Archipelago – a long chain of fifty-five islands west of Angola, inhabited by a Mandeville’s worth of strange peoples, including Cyclopes (smaller than the mediterranean variety),  a variety of Blemmyea (52, 164), the people with no mouths or noses (they eat with the mouths in their hands), the similarly mouthless dwarves who eat through a hole in the top of their heads, the people with foot-long lips, the Rovers (normal humans, but spend almost all their time on boats, conducting trade between the islands), the quadrupedal tree-people, the hermaphrodites, the knee-walkers, and others. Conquered by a great Armada sent by the Spanish in the 16th century, [29] the islands became independent again with British help during the Napoleonic wars: most people of Hispanic descent have departed, although a majority are still Catholics.

131. Dotandcarryone City (formerly town) – a town with pretentions in the state of Apodidraskiana, west of Nebraska. Like the City of Thieves (511), it is mostly inhabited by people who have left somewhere else in a hurry. Corruption is intense, as is religiosity, the laws are peculiar and if the local “regulators” don’t like the cut of your jib, you may find yourself violently expelled overnight.

132. Castle Dracula – currently open for tours and owned by the Transylvanian government, in spite of the ongoing legal dispute as to whether a staked vampire’s undead thralls count as “heirs” in the absence of a will.

133. Island of Dreams – an island in the Atlantic, east of the Island of the Blessed (53) and west of Senegal. It is only reachable at dusk and later, always drawing off in the distance if approached during the day. The island is mostly covered with jungle, thick with giant mandrakes, poppies, and night-blooming plants. The only birds are night birds, and the bats outnumber them. The rainbow-walled capital is inhabited by Dreams, many of which are only vaguely human in appearance, and has four gates, of iron, brick, ivory and horn, through which small-d dreams escape into the world. Although mostly Greco-Roman in character, the island hosts a sizable expatriate community of dreamers. Visitors are recommended to take copious notes, since when asked later about details of their visit they will find they have a great deal of trouble remembering.

134. The Dream Kingdom, a small state on the border between the Soviet Union and the lands of Prester John. The land has been set up as a sanctuary for all those who wish to pursue their dreams sans the pressures of modernity, its inhabitants working just enough to provide the basic necessities and the rest of the time in largely spiritual pursuits. Needless to say, they are free riders on the defensive capacities of Prester John’s Kingdom.

135. Schloss Dreiviertelstein – a minor Elfin kingdom in Styria, south Austria. A fairly undistinguished place, the most notable stop for visitors is the restaurant run by Ludla, the former royal chef. Since Elves automatically get preferential seating, it is difficult for humans to get reservations less than a year in advance, and one must bring their own wine.

136. Drimonia – a small Balkan nation speaking an Illyrian-derived language lying between Albania, Greece and Macedonia. This local speech is notable for the fact that it is impossible in Drimonian to make a definite statement of “yes” or “no”; their history is similarly ambiguous, full of mutually contradictory accounts, all of them disputed by foreign historians.

137. Dunwich – a small town in western Massachusetts, surrounded by bulbous hills: has picked up a bit since it became a cheap place for the wealthier inhabitants of the eastern part of the state to build a country cottage, but the peculiar local noises and occasional disappearances mean that quite a few eventually move out again. Currently the Government Bureau of Supernatural Events and the Men in Black are for once cooperating to discourage interest in hiking, caving, and camping, and much of the area has been declared a national wilderness where any mining or other digging of holes deeper than a few feet is forbidden.

138. The Ear Islands, where the locals used to have ears big enough to use as blankets and were able to hear fish breathing underwater: due to interbreeding with outsiders, most islanders now have ears barely large enough to wrap around their heads as turbans and can only just hear a cat’s footfall at a hundred yards. Located in the Baltic off the coast of Pomerania.

139. Ebuda, the Weeping Island – where in Olden Times women were sacrificed daily to killer whales to keep at bay the wrath of the sea God Proteus. Located NW of Scotland and Ireland, the island was conquered by the Scandinavians and the whole sacrifice stuff was violently put to a stop. [34] Currently a possession of Estotiland (151).

140. Island of the Eight Delights and Bacchic Wine – a small island in the Atlantic NW of the Cape Verdes. Initially settled by travelers from Hyperboria, and mystical Christians and Pagans lived together in harmony until the Spanish arrived and most of the inhabitants died of imported diseases.

141. Republic of El Dorado – east and SE of Colombia. Formerly a gold-rich native kingdom, conquered by the Spanish after nearly a century of bloody jungle fighting (YucatanX10), it regained its independence in a nativist revolt taking advantage of the collapse of the Spanish empire and aided by Herland (232). The population is currently about 60% native and 35% Mestizo or black, most people identifying as Spanish having left. Little gold is left, but unlike other Amazonian realms the locals have managed to maintain their sophisticated agricultural system. Politics are turbulent, with much left-right feuding.

142. Elfhame – an Elfin kingdom under a hill, this one just near the Scottish-English border. Their noble class is notably fond of human children, having children of their own only rarely in their centuries-long lives. Although in modern times the elfins have been forcibly persuaded to stop kidnapping children, a mutually agreeable substitute has been found by using the elfins as free daycare. Like all British elfins but not in Europe or elsewhere, they have green skin and are only slightly shorter than human beings, at least British humans.

143. Elfwick – Another of the tiny Elfin kingdoms Britain is known for, in the far NE of Scotland. Famous for its library, which among other riches holds a collection of writings by early Christian authors, including works surviving nowhere else on earth.  It attracts a great many human scholars, which pay through the nose for the privilege of examining these texts.

144. El Hadd – a small mountainous kingdom east of Persia and south of Djinnistan (152), rich in minerals and very fertile, but nowadays dependent on Djinnistan to the north for a large portion of its water supply. Very hard to get to, it has remained uncolonized and is still in the process of slowly modernizing, although there is now a rail route to Tehran and points west. The locals are Muslims, but do not follow the practice of banning figurative art, only Allah and Mohamed being forbidden as subjects of portraiture.

145. Elisee Reclus Island – an island in the North Pacific, north of Brobdingnag [62] and near the Arctic Circle. A Franco-American co-dominion of sorts: much manly self-reliance. Gold and perpetual hot geysers and springs provide a basis for prosperity and energy generation, and the French dome city of Cristallopolis - now linked by covered roadways to multiple subsidiary domes - is worth a visit.

146. Empi Archipelago – a rather hellish group of islands in the north Atlantic (draw a line south from Newfoundland and another east from Virginia), surrounded by a mist smelling of sulfur and burning flesh and plagued with volcanic eruptions, rains of pitch and blood, and occasional burning winds. The islands are rocky, dry and barren save for vast tangles of thorns, and crossed by rivers of blood, fire, and dirt, all of which have very peculiar and inedible fish. Two-edged razor blades grow out of the ground, and then there is the constant sourceless screaming. The islands have no permanent inhabitants, although there usually are a few brave/masochistic scientists and mages around investigating the local phenomena.

147. Ennasin or Alliance Island – tends to hide behind or maybe under Sicily, so to arrive it is best to sneak up on it, at night or perhaps while whistling and carefully looking away from it. It has therefore mostly avoided conquest (the Romans managed it once, but then lost it in a fit of absentmindedness). Inhabited by a mostly naked people with ugly noses who paint themselves like the Picts, only red rather than blue, and have words for fifty-two variations of kinship, since the Ennasinians believe in diplomacy through marriage; by this time everyone on the island is related to everyone else, usually in multiple ways. They are tolerant of all forms of marriage regardless of age, gender, sexual orientation, or number of participants, as long as all involved are agreeable.

148. Entelechy – an island of absurd miracles, east of Crete and south of western Turkey, also known as the Queendom of Whims or the Kingdom of Quintessence. It is ruled over by an immortal queen who has all her food predigested (indeed, all her bodily functions are carried out by proxy) and is some two and a half millennia old. She and her officers can cure all diseases, but inevitably with some odd side effects, and the cures are likely to disappear in a puff of logic if those treated try to leave the island. Leopards may find it easy to change their spots, stones are employed in transfusions, and there are experts in nailing jelly to trees. Various efforts to invade the island have been reduced ad absurdum. 

149. Erewhon – a somewhat complicated country located in OTL Northern Australia/Arnhem Land, it is isolated from the rest of the continent inland by high mountains, while the northern shores are desolate and thinly inhabited. The locals are Mediterranean looking and somewhat prejudiced against blond, blue-eyed peoples (along with darker-skinned people). Like some Republicans, they tend to consider personal misfortune as a moral failure, and one can be seriously punished for being too obviously sick or sad or unlucky, and hospitalized for being too boring. Indeed, since Erewhonians believe people are born into this world as a deliberate choice in a former life, one's very existence is very much one’s own fault and an imposition on their parents. Theft, corruption and dishonesty are on the other hand considered a form of unfortunate, and treatable, illness, and have much less social stigma.  As white people they managed to avoid outright colonization, but not a number of unhappy unequal treaties and incidents of gunboat diplomacy, which led the locals to eventually give up on their policy of resisting all technological innovation. These humiliations have only strengthened the troublesome cult of the Old Goddess, Ydgrun, all-powerful (but cowardly) goddess of the cruel and absurd. They are fond of music, which sounds rather awful to foreign ears.

150. Erikraudebyg – a Viking Jarldom in NE Greenland, in a mountain-surrounded wooded depression deep enough to keep things roughly central Norway warm. Local fauna of interest includes mammoths, wooly rhinos, and cave bears. Undiscovered until flown over during WWII, after a certain amount of unfortunate violence (the locals had a habit of killing any outsiders to keep their little kingdom secret) it became a Danish protectorate and has slowly been modernizing: the locals refuse so far to drop their worship of Odin, but at least have dropped the murder-weregild thing and the occasional human sacrifice.

151. Estotiland – an island republic south of Thule (513) and north of Great Britain. When discovered by the Italians in 1558 they were as advanced as any nation on Earth in every art and science save that of navigation, which they quickly picked up from Europeans. Remain annoyingly talented people to this day and are members of the European Union. They are an intriguingly ugly people and speak a language of Basque-like incomprehensibility.

152. Djinnistan – a country to the SW of Afghanistan and east of Persia, surrounded almost entirely by volcanoes, which made visits very exciting in the days before airplanes and even afterwards if enough volcanic dust was in the air. The locals are almost always truthful, and their names, strangely, accurately describe their nature, occupation, and sometimes profession. (The ruler has no name save “Mir”, or “Lord”, and has always been very, very good at the job of being a ruler.)The nation is neutral and has always stood for peace. Although following a mystical, Sufi version of Islam, the locals, male or female, only wear veils when they have made an oath, keeping them on till the vow is completed.

153. Erewhemos - a native north Australian aboriginal state which picked up agriculture from Erewhon (149) over the mountains to the west. The land to the south and east being largely unfit for agriculture, Erewhemos expanded little until it was conquered by the British. The population was dense enough to not be swamped by settlers, and Erewhemos is now an independent (if very poor) nation.

154. Etidorpha’s Kingdom – or at least the entrance to, lies in a submerged tunnel in Mammoth Cave, central Kentucky. Whether the reports of beautiful maidens, grotesquely misshaped alcoholic dwarfs, and eyeless people who see with all their skins are accurate remains unclear: in spite of descriptions of colors superior to any on the surface, no photographic record, aside from some blurry and largely indecipherable infrared shots, has ever shown anything but total darkness. The few visitors sometimes have returned with fungal spores: the giant ‘shrooms which grow from these have some pretty wild effects, which may explain a lot.

155. Macaria (capital Eudaemon), lying off the coast of Libya, some ways east of the island of Lotus-eaters (304). Formerly one of those “utopian” republics of strict laws, harsh tongue-removing evangelical Christianity and elitist attitudes, until the Turks conquered it in 1562. Liberated by the French during the Revolutionary Period, they have started to become insufferable again since they found oil.

156. Eugea – an island of philosophers in mid-Atlantic, SW of Senegal. Its inhabitants, the Symphytes, worship the fundamental forces of the universe in divine form. Their alchemy-punk technology allows them to keep the rest of the world at arm’s length while continuing to pursue the achievement of ultimate gnosis, exporting various useful alchemical potions in exchange for raw materials lacking on the island and too much trouble to obtain by transmutation.

157. Eudoxia – a city in SE Persia, near former Qumar (XI). A sprawling, dirty city spreading up and down a mountain, with slums second only to the capital’s, the streets seem a mad tangle to the visitor, and indeed in satellite photos, but a carpet preserved in its most holy Mosque somehow portrays the city in every detail while maintaining a perfect geometric logic, allowing the visiting traveler to reliably find the shortest route path to their destination.

158. Euphonia – a German town WNW of Saxony specializing in music. People are employed in all forms of musical enterprise from instrument-making to Opera performance to the study of acoustics, but overspecialization is avoided; everyone knows how to sing (quite well, or else) and play multiple instruments. Radios, televisions, and all forms of means of mass communication are forbidden to the young, lest they be contaminated by outside bad taste: tourists are only allowed in for specific sets of concerts, etc. and are followed closely by their guides. To become a long term resident, one must pass severe tests of musical skill and personality.  Being tone deaf leads to exile.

159. East and West Euralia, a pair of closely dynastically linked magic kingdoms, north of the magical kingdom of Barodia (160), and connected to east England by a narrow and heavily fortified peninsula. Historically the rulers did little to reduce the local surfeit of dragons and wizards mostly wicked or dangerously incompetent, in part due to the dual monarchs feeling that this made their country a prize nobody would want: only in the last century have they come to trust the English and French enough to begin some major pest control measures.

160. Barodia – a magical kingdom east of England and south of the Euralias (159). Even more isolated than its neighbors, it is ruled by witches and seaborne invaders return as bats and frogs, if at all.

161. Eusapia – a city on the India/Tibet border, west of the Ganges, which is mirrored below by a huge necropolis, in which the mummified corpses inhabit elaborate tableaus reflecting the life they aspired to when alive. They apparently move around and change things to their satisfaction at times no one living is present. Or so is said by the mysterious hooded brotherhood which maintains the necropolis and has sole access to it: some outsiders wonder if the lower city actually exists at all.

162. Evarchia – an ornamental nation on the Black Sea near the Danube delta, ruled by Russia until the Revolution and until recently under a military regime. It is only moderately magical, being somewhat improbably baroque, and some of its offshore islands are curiously tropical, allowing the cultivation of nutmeg, cloves, and pepper.

163. Evileye Land – an island south of Svalbard, inhabited by nomadic hunters related to the Lapps: women with the power of the Evil Eye are more numerous here than anywhere else on Earth, and foreigners often risk a visit in hopes of hiring a magical hitwoman. The locals maintain their traditional way of life to this day, the costs of an invasion outweighing any benefits from owning the cold and barren land.

164. Ewaipanoma Province – a southern province of Venezuela, notable as the home of the majority of the American Blemmyea (slightly anatomically different than the Old World types - eyes in their shoulders, mouth in the middle of the chest, and hair growing down the middle of their backs). The Blemmyea Ewiapanoma tribe, which used to absolutely rule the area, suffered severely from the Spanish conquest, and only makes up 25% of the local population.

165. Exopotamia – meaning “away from rivers”, this desert kingdom just south of Algeria, a former French protectorate, is actually reachable from Paris by bus if one rides with a snaggle-toothed driver of Japanese descent - a small bribe will get you the needed specifics. An odd area of polarization above the kingdom causes the sunlight to be interrupted into broad strips, creating areas of almost absolute darkness; the sudden changes between hot and cold causes moisture to condense and produces enough rain for the kingdom to live off of. There is a small but annoying curse on the yellow sands that cover much of the country: if one stands barefoot in one spot too long, one will grow roots, the removal of which is quite painful.

166. Expiation City – a religious foundation, built near the Danube on the Hungarian plain, where people come to work off their sins through work, prayer, celibacy and silence. It has declined substantially in prestige and population since the savage nature of the punishments meted out to rule-breakers came to light and caused a government scandal. The Temple of Redemption, with its mosaic floors and beautiful blue dome, remains worth a look.

167. Fakreddin Valley – located in northern Persia, this beautiful oasis valley attracts pilgrims and wandering holy men from around the Middle East. It is named after the ruling Emirs, a centuries-old line of Islamic saints who oversee the local sacred springs.

168. The Kingdom of Fantippo – a densely populated Niger delta state, another former British protectorate, once notable for its remarkable bird-powered postal system, now for its loads of oil. 19th century Fantippo stamps are nowadays highly collectible.

169. Farandoulie – a kingdom in Australia inhabited by men and intelligent apes of various sorts, not to mention hybrids, ruled over by the descendants of a sort of French Tarzan. It used to be even more extensive, at one time reaching as far as Melbourne, but lost territory to British Australia in various conflicts. Its capital was built in imitation of Melbourne as it was before it was burned down in the first major British-ape war, and remains small and charming. The British rebuilt Melbourne as a quite different city, and nowadays is anything but charming.

170. Fattipuff and Thinifer – minor underground kingdoms under northern France (specifically the forest of Fonatinebleau). Separated by a narrow underground sea, the fat, friendly, jolly and baroque-loving people of Fattipuff and the alarmingly thin, constantly working, and brutally utilitarian inhabitants of Thinifer of course hate each other, to the point where the United Nations maintains troops on the intervening island of Pink to keep them separated. Few Fattipuffs are seen aboveground nowadays, finding much of the modern world too Thinifer-ish.

171. Feather Island – an island state in the Indian Ocean, some ways east of Madagascar and south of Pentixore (405). Like some other island nations, it is surrounded by reefs which protected it from invaders until the age of airplanes (the first to visit and report on it arrived by balloon). The inhabitants are all women, and their method of reproduction is unique: those with feathers for hair are born from the eggs of various birds, while those with fuzzy but normal hair hatch from eggs laid by very large hairy caterpillars. [39] The feather-haired used to be the ruling class, but that was before the Marxist revolution (There’s no social mobility when status is determined by your egg). There have been some efforts to establish colonies abroad, but the giant moths the caterpillars grow into do not flourish in captivity and being slow and clumsy, tend to get eaten by predators in the wild before they lay eggs. Feather Island is a beautiful but boring place, but then it was boring before the revolution. A secret underground movement seeks to restore the monarchy, or more precisely the immortal phoenix-egg queen, whose ashes are reportedly kept at the bottom of a well by the government, to prevent them from bursting into the flames from which she would be reborn.

172. Felicity Isle – another lovely magical isle ruled by an immortal queen, this one in the Aegean, north and east of Attica, protected by a variety of natural and magical threats. It’s a bit depressing, since said queen is working off two thousand years of heartbreak: it is always very dark and the birds whisper rather than sing.  The queen is unlikely to be receiving visitors before the 25th century; as for the immortal nymphs, which all look 15 or younger, pedophiliac visitors should be warned their amorous attentions will not be appreciated, and that they can inflict curses more skillfully than most mummies.

173. Ferdinand’s Island – site of a German “Robinson Crusoe” and later settled by a small band of escaped slaves. Currently part of British Guyana.

174. Ferisland – the southernmost of the states making the continent of Genotia, in the south Atlantic north of South Georgia. The savagery of the locals towards visitors having made the whole of Genotia look bad, it was conquered at great cost by the Empire of Ximeque (571), lest British or French do-gooders do it for them. The locals chafe under Ximequen rule and still hold out hope for the birth of some Rough Beast to one day lead them in universal conquest.

175. Fixed Island – so called because of the narrow causeway which connects it to the mainland of NW Africa. Something of a magical folly created by a Knight True and Bold, it is still ruled by one of the lines of descent of Amadais of Gaul, which knights have fought many a battle to keep the Moors from taking the island, although in the end gracefully accepting a French protectorate in the modern era of machine guns and poison gas.

176. Fixit City – located in a wood in Nigeria (Sokoto) this town is inhabited by sorcerers who specialize in repairing damaged bodies. Helping only those visitors who pass certain tests, they can restore someone from just some bones and hanks of hair, although results are better if they have all the bits. Originally on the Bauchi Plateau, the city has moved around over the years, to avoid government authorities: the locals are craftsmen and have no interest in being forced into industrial production or paying taxes.

177. Floating Island, Summer Island, or Scoti Moria, a small floating island which shows up near England only in the summer, spending winters in warmer climes than the Thames outlet area. Ruled by Naiads with a lust for bowling, it has a highly multiethnic population whose principal activities are gabbing in the local Lingua Franca, smoking, and doing the minimal amount of work needed to keep themselves housed and fed.

178. Flora – a lovely peninsula covered with flowers, where due to some local magic winter never comes. It is attached both physically and by dynastic union to the kingdom of Athunt (181, known as “Sardinia” in our world), which protects the peaceable singin’ and dancin’ locals from witches and other invaders.

179.Flotsam Island (“Isle des Epaves”) – located in the east central Pacific south of Mardi (125) and NW of French Polynesia, around 10 degrees south and 150 west. A French protectorate. There is an independence movement, but this is complicated by the fact the isle is inhabited by three separate subspecies of humanity, the late Homo Erectus-type “Bad Men” (renamed the Hairy Men or the Wanderers), nomadic, hairy hunters with limited language skills and a toolkit principally of clubs and throwing rocks: the “Cave Men”, early Homo Sapiens types that live in caves and have figured out spears and fire: and the Folk (formerly the “Wild Men”), with habits and technology pre-colonization on a par with Amazonian headhunters (they do in fact shrink heads and smoke a local variety of tobacco), with extra random duels to the death.  The demands for independence mostly come from the Folk, aware that they will automatically be in charge if the French leave (and they retain access to modern weapons). Given the likelihood of massacres, the French government is contemplating resettling the more primitive inhabitants elsewhere.

180. Fonseca – a cloudy island full of hard cases, located a bit east of Barbados and the Windward isles. Its population, about 20% white and 80% black and mixed, is notable for their casual relationship with honesty, and it is a major center for smuggling and drug dealing. They are part of the British Commonwealth, mostly to try and extract aid money.

181. Kingdom of Athunt – a small but historically martial kingdom, located where Sardinia is in our world, with perhaps the highest fortress/square mile ratio in Europe. Dynastically tied to Flora [178].

182. Foollyk or Poet’s Island - one of the various islands making up the Republic of Magellania, east of Tierra Del Fuego. The island specializes in poetry, and is something of a charity case: if any of the local poets achieves actual financial success, they inevitably leave the island. Visitors are warned that the locals invariably speak in blank verse at best and sometimes talk in haikus.

183. Forest Island – a possibly metaphorical island east of Hawaii, guarded by a dragon and a forest impenetrable save by way of a single river. Blowing up the dragon with heavy artillery does no good: there’s always another dragon the next time. That has not prevented adventurers from forcibly relieving the locals from their gold, however: it simply has discouraged settlement. Said locals finally ended up being resettled elsewhere by the US government, and the island is now a US territory.

184. Formosa – not to be confused with Taiwan, this large and densely populated island between the Ryukkyus and the Philippines is the homeland of the famed traveler George Psalmanaazaar. Various brutal attempts by the Spanish and Portuguese to conquer their kingdom led to a great hatred of Christians, and while the British (who finally conquered the land with the aid of Indian sepoys in the 19th century) put an end to their practice of mass child sacrifice, most of the populace remains polytheist. The island is known for its abundance of large snakes, many of which are raised by the locals as food animals, for the incomprehensibility of its language (an isolate family), and for the tendency of the locals to live underground during the torrid summers.

185. The Fortunate Islands - one of a cluster of absurd islands in Mid-Atlantic, between Florida and Morocco. Notable for their mountains of butter, rivers of milk and wine, sausage-bearing trees, pies that grow like mushrooms, etc., and fruit that have gold coins for seed. One of the islands grows normal vegetables and flowers to titanic sizes, with marrows big enough to be dried out and serve as houses, while the redwood-tall flowers are fertilized by butterflies with wingspans up to 100 feet (fortunately harmless to people). Much fought over for their riches over the centuries, they are now jointly owned (and exploited by) the nations of the European Union. Today the islands are filled with huge machines and piping systems to extract the local product, while the former inhabitants have been forced to either get jobs or leave: the resources of the islands are now for export, not for the supporting of lazy loafers. The beautiful women which the green goats turn into when their ears are cut off have discovered feminism, and moved en masse to Herland (232), taking the green goats with them.

186. The Fortunate Isles – not to be confused with the Fortunate Islands, these islands lying north of the Canaries and SE of Madeira are a refuge for happy spirits of the ancient Greek variety, although with the decline of the Greek deities they have become a bit more accessible. The Isles consist of the five islands of Purpurariae, Planaria, Convallis, Capraria, and Pluvialia; all are green and pleasant save Convallis, which is covered with mist and snow. The only human inhabitants are simple shepherds: the spirits, human and otherwise, are not visible in the daytime, but are visible in great numbers after sunset, inaudibly singing, dancing, conversing or simply sleeping amidst the asphodels. The shepherds take this for granted, but the creepy factor has largely prevented European settlement (not to mention the spirits’ habit of driving destructive visitors into the sea).

188. Foxcastle – a wee Elfin kingdom beneath a hill in southern Scotland, essentially one large labyrinth of stone corridors and halls and rooms, with an unclear basis of economic support. (Wee is a relative term, of course: no Elfin kingdom in Britain has as many as thirty thousand inhabitants).

189. The Isle of Fragrance – located in the Pacific NE of Vanuatu and NW of Fiji, this island surrounded by endless and almost impenetrable coral reefs was largely untouched until the era of helicopters. It is known for the sensitive nature of everything from its people to its plants, and its many kindly Gods, and the king’s chief function is taking care of the idols which are found all around the isle. Currently has a US alliance and a radar base (they’re mostly in it for the spam - the meaty sort, not the internet kind).

190. Freedonia – one of the small nations emerging in the breakup of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, located near Soviet Ruthenia, Sylvania, and Romania, a nation in many ways shaped by the long Presidency of Rufus T. Firefly - something the locals prefer not to be reminded of. Anglosphere visitors will be pleased by the fact everyone speaks good English, as a result of the independence movement being unable to agree on which of the 16 dialects of Slavo-Molvanian would displace the others to become the national tongue. (German, the former “lingua franca”, was rejected as “a legacy of Austrian tyranny”). One of those nations where musical numbers have a tendency to break out, visitors should not be alarmed if they find themselves suddenly singing in perfect harmony with a crowd of strangers: it will be over shortly.

191. Freeland – located mainly in the highlands east of Lake Victoria in Africa, Freeland was initially created as a Jewish state in Africa by the British Empire, although non-Jews have become the majority of the white population. (It used to be larger, but the areas of low elevation and dense native population to the west were given independence) Rich in iron, coal and oil, and many other minerals, this ecologically sound and largely collectivist (but non-Marxist) nation has all the mod cons, but relations are strained with the black minority (the more densely populated and disease-ridden areas west of the lake were allowed to break away, and “reactionary” tribal groups tend to find themselves exiled there).  More heavily forested than the equivalent area OTL, with some sizable jungles inhabited by lions, pythons, and big apes.

192. Frivola – a country in the Pacific, not far west of central Chile. Everything is cheerfully absurd, the trees are made of rubber (as are the claws and teeth of local wild beasts), the wind politely plants seeds tossed into it, and horses pretend to be too weak to support anything heavier than a small child. Prosperity accidentally falls into people’s pockets, and nobody takes anything very seriously. There have been various attempts to invade Frivola, but something silly always happens, like all the ammunition being left at home or the fleet invading the wrong country. Frivola exports balloons which never stop floating, sweets too unsubstantial for anyone to gain weight, and fashions.

193. The Sea of Frozen Words – located off the coast of northern Soviet Russia, where a combination of extreme cold and local magic causes all noises and words spoken to freeze in winter and thaw when it warms up. Frozen, the sounds look like crystallized sweets of various kinds, and visitors are warned to not eat them: a really loud noise, such as cannon shot, can do serious damage if thawed internally.

194. Kingdom of Gala, located a bit to the SW of Australia. With a temperate climate, Gala is rich in agriculture and mining, and has successfully “pulled a Meiji”, as they say. Although the monarchy no longer holds socialistic control of the economy, taxes are still collected through a sort of national lottery where winners get a share of total taxes collected. The kingdom expands through purchasing land, corporations, etc. abroad on a massive scale (they own quite a bit of Africa, for instance).

195. Galligenia – an island in the South Atlantic between South Brazil and the continent of Genotia (571, etc.) With a population originally descended from only three shipwrecked French people, the extremely inbred locals adopted a form of eugenics far earlier than anywhere else,  although the current eugenic technocracy did not come into power until after five violent changes of government, starting with the overthrow of the tedious collectivist regime which ran the place until the early 1800s. The population is currently over 3 million, with the percentage of children sterilized at adolescence heading steadily down, although still over 20%.

196. Ganabin Island - one of a cluster of absurd islands in Mid-Atlantic, between Florida and Morocco. There is a magically self-repairing fountain near the top of its double mountain peak, which is widely considered the most beautiful in the world, at least by French people. It used to be inhabited mostly by thieves and bandits, until the British took it over and sent them all to Australia. Now it’s mostly hotel workers.

197. Gangardia – a pleasant mountain kingdom of vegetarian shepherds, talking animals, and unicorns located between Nepal, India and Tibet, its western border defined by the upper Ganges. It exports wool and diamonds, and has generally proven capable of fighting off Islamic invaders and discouraging colonists thanks to the military advantage of their animal troops, particularly the Unicorns, whose horns can rip open an elephant like a big blancmange. Monotheists, but not Christians.

198. Garmanti country – a small vassal kingdom wedged between Afghanistan and the Kingdom of Prebster John, not to be confused with the place in Africa. The locals used to live by extremely harsh and collectivist laws (most punishments involving death) and put their women to death when they got too old, but since then the Kingdom of Prebster John has invaded, and impressed upon them the value of Christianity, mercy and little old ladies.

199. Gaster’s Island – a curious island near the White Sea, ruled over by Hunger and Poverty, here very much incarnate. Master Gaster and Dame Penia both have extensive supernatural powers and appear to be immortal: having had enough trouble with the old man in the Caspian (433), and recalling several failed efforts at conquest by the Czarists (the third expedition was almost entirely eaten alive by Master Gaster) the Soviets leave well enough alone. The island is rich and modern, Master Gaster being a master of all arts and sciences (some call him “the father of invention”), but people live in some fear of his all-devouring wrath [37], and positive terror of the mere presence of his wife, her fervent support of the arts notwithstanding.

200. Sea of Giants – a stretch of frozen-over ocean between Greenland and Ultima Thule (513), inhabited by giants, large trolls, and cyclopes (or possibly one-eyed giants) which have come here from many places, seeking refuge. Some keep horse-sized dogs to help them hunt. Red-dyed furs are popular among those giants which actually can feel cold (the pale blue ones are usually cold-proof), and some look a bit like Santa Claus from a distance (do not be deceived!) The giants have some magic which allows them to summon winds, and when the ice in the southern reaches of the sea breaks up in the spring, they can use this to ride icebergs as far as Canada and Norway: nowadays they do a lot of trading and smuggling to increase their food-buying budget. (The spread of modern weapons has persuaded the giants to largely stop raiding the neighboring lands, and the Greenland Inuit no longer have to hire sorcerers aka Angakok to get back kidnapped maidens.) Some of the giants are amphibious and can dive deep in pursuit of prey, and a few are almost purely aquatic and have no arms, being shaped like fish from shoulders downwards. The less water-adapted giants and trolls are increasingly threatened by global warming, and many are moving to other lands of giants.

201. Geometer’s Island - one of the various thematic islands making up the Republic of Magellania, east of Tierra Del Fuego. A square island full of square, quiet cities, the local specialization in math and geometry has prepared it well for the computer age, and nowadays it is full of programmers. A major importer of unhealthy snack foods and energy drinks.

202. Nepreklonsk, formerly Gloupov, a city located in central Russia some ways south of Moscow. One of the great wellsprings of stupidity in this world, Nepreklonsk makes Chelm (97) look like a realm of philosopher-kings, and the situation is not helped by the fact that every governor and high official appointed in St. Petersburg or Moscow to bring some order to the place has turned out to be an idiot, lunatic or combination of the two. The city tends to be burned down in whole or part by its inhabitants and governors every decade or so, but in spite of all reason it continues to exist.

203. Goat Land – an Empire to the south of the Indian Federation. The chief deity is the mother Goddess Kamadhenu, worshiped in the form of a goat rather than a cow, “The goat with a thousand young.” The country has a female ruler, whose successor is not hereditary but, like the Dalai Lama, sought out and found by certain signs after the death of the Empress, although not considered a direct reincarnation of the former ruler. Due to a complicated and unfortunate series of events the Empire became burdened by a hereditary claim from the British throne, leading to a century of foreign rule and a line of “Hidden Empresses.”

204. Land of the Goat Worshippers – located in the Russian/Soviet North Caucuses, nowadays they have been converted to the worship of tractors instead, and no longer carry out human sacrifice. They still scream and shout to show happiness and appreciation, and men still respond to thanks by spitting in your face and then wiping it with their beards (as long as they are sure you are not a Party official).

205. The Island of Golden Asses – a small island a straight shot south of Ireland, inhabited by donkeys with yard-long ears, all of which were once busybodies and intellectual fakes. Donkey rides are free if heavy on inane conversation. It is maintained as a nature preserve by the British government, administration as a settlement colony being impossible due to the high probability of members of officialdom turning into donkeys.

206. Golden Island – an island in the south Atlantic, about midway between southern Brazil and southwest Africa. Rich in gold and agriculture but lacking in iron, it has been variously conquered by wandering knights, gold-happy Portuguese, Spanish, French and British, and is currently a Commonwealth member.

207. Gondal and Gaaldine – poetical little republics (formerly kingdoms) of a vaguely Iberian cast and unclear history,  located between Ecuador and the Galapagos islands. The southern isle of Gaaldine, settled from Gondal, was formerly divided into multiple kingdoms, but today only one – Ula – has not joined the federal republic. For some reason the works of the Bronte sisters are extremely popular in translation.

208. The Republic of Gondour (nothing to do with Middle Earth), located in central Arabia, grants more or less votes to its citizens depending on their wealth or education, with extra votes more easily obtained by education than by wealth. The head of state is an elected and largely ceremonial Caliph, whose existence is not acknowledged by the Caliph of Baghdad.

209. Gort Na Cloca Mora – the modestly sized home of the Leprachauns, a pocket-sized underground kingdom linked to the surface by a tree somewhere on the edge of a field in central Ireland. They heal ailments and make fine shoes, but commerce has been somewhat complicated lately by their insistence on payment in gold.

210. Gramblamble Land, a country inhabited by talking animals (including fish) and famous for its great lake, the Pipple-Popple, and for the City of Tosh, which among other remarkable sights includes the world’s largest museum, which keeps every item it has ever received on display, which means it is constantly being enlarged. Particularly popular among the exhibits are the Seven Disappointed Families, which were so put out by their children’s behavior that they had themselves pickled as a permanent reproof to posterity.  Bordered by the US, Canada, and the Brobdingnag volcano chain.

211. Grand Euscarie – a tropical underground kingdom under southern France and north Spain, perpetually illuminated by a still mysterious electromagnetic phenomenon and ruled by intelligent Basque-speaking [31] and technologically sophisticated mammoths along with centaurs resentful of the mammoth’s rule (due to having been there first.) Visitors are encouraged to bring sleeping bags or futons: since they do not sit or lie down, mammoth houses have very little in the way of furnishings aside from lovely carpets. The nation’s most valuable product, the drug ohim, which, asides from its disease-curing properties, makes one truthful, deeply moral, and free of ugly passions, is of course banned in almost all surface countries.

212. Duchy of Grand Fenwick – a very small country (about five miles by three), located where Switzerland, Germany and France intersect, and where odd things are likely to transpire. Leader of the fairly powerless yet popular league of Small Nations, it used to have a claim on the Moon, until the often cash-strapped government sold it to the United Nations for a sizable sum, and is rumored to own a Doomsday Weapon.  Grand Fenwick is an exporter of wine, a brand excellent for either a simple dinner party or rocket fuel. English is the national language, the state having been founded in the 15th century by an adventuring English knight, although most of the population have German or French as a second language.

214. Great Water Lake, in the north of England, notable for its various enchanted islands, which have a way of changing position and nature in unpredictable ways. The islands generally follow a sort of Arthurian legend theme, and the few inhabitants tend to be a talky but obscure sort. The lake is of bounded but changeable size, since no matter how far you build a bridge out into the lake, the islands will always be further away. They can only be reached by enchanted boat, and enchanted by a proper wizard at that.

215. Greedy Island – one of the various islands making up the Republic of Magellania, east of Tierra Del Fuego. Once a haven for rich fat people, the modern obsession for fitness has depopulated the isle, many of the old estates now lapsing into ruin, and the temple of Baratrogulo, god of gluttony, is run down, with only a handful of faithful worshippers attending the services.  The island is now slowly being resettled by thin rich people who endlessly talk about their latest diet and health regime.

216. Green Land – one of England’s various underground kingdoms, it is lighted by glowing waters and inhabited by green-skinned, ferret-eyed blonds with no system of writing and a religion which holds that the ultimate destiny of themselves and everything else is to become a mass of eternal rock, which they anticipate by using a petrifying liquid to turn their dead into pillars of salt (rot and decay utterly terrify them.) Recent innovations using above-ground technology such as embedding themselves in concrete have led to severe religious controversy, not aided by a large proportion of the population denying the existence of the surface world (they do admit that people come from and locals occasionally travel to somewhere else, but hold that it is simply another cave: the notion of the sky is horrible enough, such concepts as outer space being simply unthinkable to many) . Notable local life-forms include tortoise-sized beetles which dispose of wastes and three foot long luminous blindworms, both of which serve as pets. Undiscovered until the 1950s, it has mostly been let be by the British government, although there is a guard post and visa station at the entrance to the cave system. A number of the locals have immigrated and obtained jobs working in mines or on the Tube (many never quite adapt to the void of sky above) and return to teach English to the stay at homes.

218. Green’s Wharfe – an island between Portugal and the Azores. The locals are good-natured and cheerful but with an exaggerated sense of their own talents and importance, not to mention the songs and poetry they write and publically recite: a nation of Mr. Toads. The prince of the island, whose fabulous wealth allows his subjects a largely care-free existence, is more self-important and pompous than anyone else: he’s also genuinely talented, being a powerful wizard. However, like many people who excel in one field, he believes his genius to be wide ranging – as a singer, poet, architect, fashion designer, etc., and it is best to humor him. He’s a generous host if buttered up a bit, but has no patience for foreign invaders or troublemakers or people who say the Royal Outfit is a triumph of bad taste.

219. Island of Grey Amber – a small island in the Indian Ocean, north of Pentixore (405), notable for being the place where anything valuable that floats in the sea eventually washes ashore. Or at least it used to be – after the British established a permanent presence in the 18th century and started harvesting the Oceanic bounty, less and less good stuff washed ashore, until nowadays what arrives is little better than that predicted by statistical chance.

220. The Greywethers – a valley of sheep-shaped rocks in the NW of England, which on certain nights come to life as wish-granting sheep. The usual monkey’s paw rules apply, and one must stay until morning and answer no questions before the wish can be granted: if the sheep can trick you in the meantime, you will remain forever as a new rock. In any event, the valley has been fenced off as a Magical Hazard Zone for years, although it is rumored that the government has plans to risk the sheep in case of a national emergency. (Since the Brexit business began, several MPs have gone missing and last reported near the Greywethers).

221. Grand Duchy of Grimmbart, a small southwest German principality notable for its forests, silver mines, and prophetic elderly gypsy women: retains certain historical autonomies dating to its voluntary union with the German empire.

222. Groenkaff – an island in the north Atlantic, not far east of New England. Rich in rubies, gold, and silver, the peaceable and sinless locals were protected by their impenetrable reefs from greedy invaders, until the invention of the airplane. Afterwards, they became a US protectorate (“we’ll protect those mines of yours!”) until the 1970s, and the current republic is roughly as sinful as anywhere else, although they still tattoo “love God” and “love your neighbor” on the arms of their children. In the local language (which sounds rather like German but really isn’t) the island’s name means “White Crown”, referring to the very high and perpetually snow-capped mountains of the interior.

223. Gromboolia – an island nation in the south Atlantic, a bit west of South Africa. Most of it is occupied by the Gromboolian Plain, a gloomy landscape of lakes, forests, marshes and low hills, bordered to the SE by the towering hills of the Chankly Bore, descending in the opposite direction to the rocky beaches of the Zemmery Fidd. The fauna and flora include chimpanzees, snipe, oblong oysters, and Twangum and bong-trees, although the fearsome and immortal Dong With a Luminous Nose has departed by banana boat, having looked up on the Internet those few and far lands where the Jumblies live. The island has long been a refuge for odd and unusual people and creatures, the locals, who rarely stir at night from their halls, terraces, and lofty towers, being a “live, let live, and ignore” folk. The Terrible Zone should be avoided by visitors, being really quite Terrible. Gromboolia has long been a British trading partner, importing marmalade, flannels, and Dorking Hens, and exporting a variety of objects which rhyme and are frequently runcible.

224. Gynographia – a backwards Christian kingdom off the SW coast of India, Gynographia is considered the most sexist Christian country on Earth, and Muslims worldwide, when criticized about the role of women in Islamic societies, will almost invariably say at some point “well, what about Gynographia?”

225. Gynopyrea: one of the states making the continent of Genotia, in the south Atlantic north of South Georgia. It is as infamous for the cowardice [27] of its inhabitants as Ferisland (174) is for the bloodthirstiness of theirs, and is unsurprisingly something of a Ximequen (571) protectorate. It is theoretically an absolute monarchy but the king is too timid to actually do much oppressing.

226. Haro and the Harmattan rocks, notable for their rich pearl fisheries. Located in what would be SW coastal Nigeria in our world. Formerly a sleepy African kingdom, then a sleepy British colony, is now a sleepy republic.

227. Emirate of Ellebubu, just north of Haro (226) in the west Nigeria region, a regional power once but rather thoroughly broken by the British when they established a protectorate over the area.

227a. Ellebubu territorial claims against Nigeria.

228. Harmonia – in Belgium, a group of self-sufficient monastery – like communities dedicated to a lifestyle meant to follow their theories on the classification and satisfaction of passions. They pay taxes to the Belgian state but consider themselves a separate, happier nation and are generally considered crazy but harmless by their neighbors, at least nowadays.

229. The Island of Hearsay – a bit to the west of France, this highly metaphorical island is as of this writing divided into twenty-nine republics, kingdoms, and People’s Republics, a number that will probably change in a few years time, since the island is regularly ravaged for wars fought for obscure reasons. Only the tendency of local armies to run away at very little provocation keeps casualties on the low side, plus the desire of the rest of the world to leave well enough alone. Some bastard set the giant made of wire and balsam wood alight, burning him to ashes and barely a pair of calipers surviving, but a man shearing a pig still circles the island (nowadays riding a Segway) pursued by crowds convinced there will eventually be pig’s wool. (People usually do a lot of running after things on the Island of Hearsay, which at least brings cardiovascular benefits).

231.Her – between Australia and New Zealand, this circular island consisting largely of an impossible smooth round lake set in jasper fortifications surrounded by green lawns is possibly a drug-induced hallucination, since it is almost never encountered by serious and sober people or military expeditions. Still, there are photographs of it, the Can-Can dancers, and the very polite Cyclops which is its king. For some reason the locals all speak French, or what visitors remember as French.

232. Herland – a highly civilized nation of parthenogenically reproducing females, located between Brazil and Peru, and one of the leading states of the Sisterhood of Amazon Nations. Originally no larger than Holland, Herland has expanded substantially in the last century as a result of multiple wars with its macho, sexist neighbors. Agricultural sciences are among the world’s most advanced, although with the great expansion in territory it is no longer considered necessary to intensively cultivate every square inch. Foreign visitors, male or female, can expect a lengthy medical quarantine: nearly a third of the formerly almost disease-free population died out from sicknesses brought by Latin American invaders, and many Herlanders retain a somewhat exaggerated view of outsiders as disease-ridden.

233. Hermaphrodite Island – a floating island inhabited by Latin-speaking hermaphrodites, currently anchored not far west of Lisbon, now that the Inquisition is no longer likely to come calling. (Historically the island always drifted just fast enough to be gone when trouble would have arrived, allowing the locals to maintain their carefree lifestyle). The hermaphrodites claim their land was founded by the God Elagabalus, who could not be reached for comment. The frequent outdoor theater productions are very sexy, as is life in general. The economy appears to be magically supported, and the one unforgivable sin is being too ugly for even plastic surgery to fix: such people are sent into exile upon reaching adulthood.

234. L’isle du Hewit, or Hewit’s Isle, a French overseas territory just north of Madagascar. Named after Hannah Hewit, a shipwrecked English lady and possibly mad scientist who did a bit of a Crusoe there after being shipwrecked.

235. Hooloomooloo Island - an island in the Mardi Federation, an archipelago south of Hawaii. Formerly the dumping ground for inhabitants of the archipelago who were born or grew with congenital abnormalities, their condition is considered to bring bad luck. The practice was discontinued during the colonial period, but it still has an unusually high percentage of the differently shaped - in fact, most normal-looking locals are descendants of the exiles who just happened to luck out in the genetic lottery, few  “normal” Mardians wishing to move there to live among those cursed by the Gods

236. Houyhnhnms Land – a country of intelligent horses and smelly, semi-sentient Yahoos lying south of the Australian continent. After a period of British rule they have broken with the Commonwealth and adopted strict neutrality, having never forgiven the British for forcing them to participate in their wars (as Her Majesty’s Sapient Cavalry). Notions of universal equality and choice in marriage have badly disrupted their formerly perfectly orderly society, and the island is now burdened with the formerly unthinkable, political squabbles: some Houyhnhnms now suffer from cases of depression or “the spleen,” previously unknown in their species. At least humans are no longer trying to “uplift” Yahoos to horse level or above: all efforts to civilize the Yahoos have failed so badly [18] that aside from PETA, nobody really cares about what the Houyhnhnms do to control their population, and few countries enforce the rules prohibiting the Houyhnhnms from selling Yahoos abroad.

237. Hsuan – an island lying between Korea and Japan, governed by fairies and immortal saints. Some of its plant life is composed of living gold and jade, and it exports (solely to people the fairies determine will use it wisely) small amounts of a magical incense which can bring the recently dead back to life and prevent anyone who can smell its fragrance from falling ill or dying from anything short of total incineration. The island is protected from intruders by strong magic (unsurprisingly) and only the pure of spirit are allowed beyond the one port allotted to trade with the outside world. Attempts by the US and UK to force the island open to wider trade proved less than productive.

238. Hunchback Island – this small kingdom is precisely what it says on the tin. Nobody is sure how the population of Arabic-speaking (hunchbacked) Christians and their camels got there, although there are various legends. The Spanish conquered most of the island in the 1740s, in spite of terrible losses due to the camel flu, but pulled out when it was discovered that any child born on the island, no matter how vertically aligned the parents, would be a hunchback. Located in the East Pacific a bit north of the Galapagos, the island exports iron and palladium. (Camels, formerly a major export to Spanish America, aren’t much in demand these days).

239. Hygeia, an annoyingly intrusive experiment in healthy living, now mostly turned into a bedroom community because most people couldn’t stand the damn place. Located in central England, a few of the original buildings still stand, having been brought up to modern code at great expense.

240. Hyperborea – the land beyond the North Wind. Lying north of Russia/the USSR and just south of the Polar island (440), Hyperborea is nonetheless quite warm and pleasant, [36]leading it to be surrounded by a thick fog where the Polar ocean comes in contact with the warm air coming from the island. The island is further protected by high cliffs and pillars of rock that come to life during the polar night and destroy any foreign ships they come across. Hyperborea has a variety of unusual local animal and plant life, including flowers that give birth to butterflies, two-headed frogs (a local delicacy), trees shaped like monsters and humans (or at least Ents), unicorns, and one-horned birds. Several elderly and outmoded Gods dwell here, having found it a more peaceable spot for retirement than elsewhere. The locals do not know sorrow, or at least they didn’t until they got an internet connection. They still choose their own time of death, jumping from a cliff after a party, although they are more often seriously drunk nowadays when they do it.

241. Ibansk - dotted lines in European Russia do not in this case indicate an underground kingdom but the main manifestation area of Ibansk, the city of Social Realist Absurdity, although some theorists draw it much larger. Various elements within the Soviet government have for years struggled to keep Ibansk from swallowing the entire USSR:  under current orders anyone called Ibanov (the name of most of its inhabitants) is to be immediately arrested under suspicion of counterrevolutionary activity.

242. Republic of Icaria – notable for its traditions of fine city planning and communitarian government, and profound disdain for the outside world. Now one of the poorer Mediterranean countries, they still tend to treat visitors with French Stereotype levels of disdain. Just NW of Corsica, adjacent to Philistia, from which it is separated by a massive set of defensive walls.

243. Ideath – a communal community in South Carolina, largely based on watermelon sugar, which is food, fuel, and construction material, although there’s also a trout hatchery. The sun for some reason locally changes color daily on a week-long cycle, from red Mondays to black Thursdays (dim but hot) to brown Sundays (when everything looks like an old sepia picture), colors which happen to match the color of watermelon sugar to be harvested on that particular day. Grey, blue, white and golden round out the rest of the week. The illuminated transparent coffins on the local riverbed may strike some as creepy as fuck, but most visitors will find the locals a friendly bunch.  Sapient tigers, OTOH, are advised to just keep on driving. A few miles outside of town is a vast maze of a dump known as the Forgotten Works, where one can find all sorts of forgotten things, but one easily can get lost there: the inhabitants of Ideath avoid it.

244. Idol Island – an island off the coast of South Carolina. Used to have a great variety of relics and ruins of an ancient Amerindian civilization, including the great golden idol that gave the island its name, but they have mostly been destroyed by earthquakes and God-botherers. It is otherwise notable for an unusual local deer that has adopted the predation strategy of the sundew plants, luring and trapping rodents with sticky, gummy secretions from its long hair. It is slow moving but rarely hunted, due to the toxic nature of its flesh. Idol Island is governed as a US territory.

245. Ignoramus Island - an island off the coast of Senegal and east of the Cape Verdes, north of Out Island (392). One of the Metaphorical Islands, it consists mostly of a very large winepress. The wine, made from government accounts, is actually pretty good, but the only locals to get a taste are the Lordships: the rest is for export. The locals claim ignorance of everything, and refer all questions to the Lordships, with which getting an appointment is extremely difficult.  The population is unattractive looking, but they’re not as bad as the various metaphorical monsters employed by the Lorships, which should not be approached too closely. The island has never been conquered, being too valuable to foreign governments as a case study in how to make value appear out of thin air.

246. City of the Immortals – located in eastern Ethiopia, the city is actually uninhabited, an unlivable mess of labyrinths, dead ends, doors opening into bottomless pits, upside down staircases, and other such absurdities, built three thousand years ago of the ruins of the _former_ city as a joke of the Immortals on the pointlessness of existence. The muddy stream that grants immortality appears to have dried up: at least, the drinking of any and all water sources by modern travelers has no positive result, aside from diarrhea. Only a handful of Immortals remain, dwelling in pits in the sand, the majority having left in search of a fountain or river of death to end their tedious existence: most of the ones who remain have so deeply withdrawn into their own heads as to be entirely insensible to the outside world.  [7]

247. Indian Island – an island off the coast of southern Argentina, originally settled by Indians fleeing Spanish persecution. The Argentines who inhabit the place nowadays tend to be a bit uncommunicative about why it is no longer inhabited by Indians, although there are some mestizos who might tell you a tale or two if you put some booze into them.

248. Infante Island – a small island west of Brittany and a bit north of the Island of the Scarlet Tower (474), it is ruled by a hereditary line of Irish knights true and honorable and provisioned by magic. It’s basically a castle on a rock. It is theoretically a part of Ireland, but since there is no clear legal basis for the Irish Dail to accept the fealty of a knight loyal to a line of minor kings that died out in the 16th century, it is effectively independent.

249. Innsmouth – located on the northern coast of Massachusetts. Has bounced back nicely from that little bit of unpleasantness in the 1920s, and is a magnet for antiquarians, marine biologists, magicians, and people with extremely disturbing sexual fetishes. Tourists should be warned that the only food the locals are actually good at is sushi, although some of the drinks are pretty good if approached with a certain degree of caution (the Shoggoth’s Old Peculiar can really steal up on you) and you don’t mind a little salt.

250. Irem of the Lofty Buildings – located in NE Yemen, the colossal extravagance involved in the building of this ridiculously ornate city of enormous palaces so pissed off Allah he reportedly struck down everyone involved, leaving it empty. It is extravagantly rich in lootable treasure, but since only the poor and humble can find it, the level of riches decreases slowly, one camel load at a time.

251. Isaura – the city of a thousand wells (actually 1,517 nowadays) is located in eastern Soviet Kazakhstan and is dependent on the waters of an underground lake. In spite of Soviet efforts to instill a healthy rationalism, many of the locals still believe Gods dwell in the almost bottomless lake below, or if not in the lake, in the complex system of wells, winches, pumps, windmills, pipes, and reservoirs on which the city depends. Soviet overuse has forced the locals to draw their water from 300 feet below the level of a century ago: fortunately, the lake extends at least 10,000 feet further down.

252. Boutonookoo – an African state wedged between NW Ethiopia and Sudan which avoided colonization through not being seen as worth the effort. Formerly Ishmaelia, it was renamed after the revolution which overthrew the Jacksons, Alabaman immigrants who long monopolized what passed for politics in this country of cheerful Christian (more or less) cannibals, rugged mountains, malodorous flowers, innumerable diseases and possibly Lovecraftian horrors [9]. The new native presidential dynasty conducts itself much as the old, gathering taxes mostly in kind through military force, but with the opening of new rail lines and an airport, efforts have been made to modernize: nowadays cannibalism only takes place well away from the main dirt roads. Major exports include coffee and silver.

253. Islandia – a pleasant and mostly agrarian state in the south of the Karain Continent, a small continent south of South Africa. Advanced and white enough to avoid colonization, the locals claim to be the indigenous population of the islands before the Africans and Arabs came. While the rest of the continent is mostly Christian or Muslim, the majority of Islandians follow their own pantheistic religion. Islandia is a constitutional, elective monarchy, and their society is traditionally egalitarian and non-sexist.  One unusual cultural trait is a view that pretending to be someone else is childish and completely undignified for those over, say, ten, which has stifled the development of any local theater or movie industry. Visitors should also note that while male-female sexual relationships are easygoing and casual, this does not apply to foreigners. A traditional isolationism and dislike of advanced technology was badly shaken by a brutal and only narrowly won 1980s border war against an alliance of Sulliaba (261) and Sobo (258), which had bought the most modern weapons they could afford, and the country since has embarked on an increasingly socially disruptive program of economic modernization, with many old verities, even including the absolute centrality of (extended) family, coming into question.

254. Jannati Shahar – located in the Empty Quarter, a magical city  of vast riches, carved from gold-bearing rocks,  (Really, the amount of gold is sort of ridiculous) located in a beautiful and fertile oasis. It is not quite as hard to find as Irem (250), but harder to get away from. A repository of some of Islam’s most sacred treasures, it is hidden by faithful Djinn from invading armies seeking to plunder its treasures, which in these benighted times might include most Arab governments. Like some other magical locations, it sometimes can be reached by odd shortcuts from places as distant as China and India.

255. Jansenia - one of the thematic states making up the island of Reformatia, west of German SW Africa and Thermometer Island (509). Settled by the Flemish in the early Middle Ages, the locals are the type of Calvinists who feel most people are inherently damned. They are paranoid, secretive, short (the average height is barely five feet), thick skulled, deceitful and in many cases have an extra heart. Feeling that truth is inaccessible save to God, the Jansenians are more interested in appearances than supposed actual facts, and deeply cynical about such concepts as honesty and common sense. Punctuality is another thing largely discarded in Jansenia, time being considered largely subjective. In Jansenia, the wolves have fur like sheep’s fleece, foxes roost with hens, and owls sing sweetly as nightingales. Unlike Despairia (120) to the west, Jansenia has the moisture for abundant agriculture – indeed, too much of it, being prone to violent thunderstorms and high winds off the usually stormy sea it borders. Its main exports are gold, mercury and missionaries.

256. Kingdom of Jolliginki – an African kingdom located in what OTL would be Gabon. Thanks to the wisdom of the England-educated King Bumpo I, who abandoned his father’s dangerous habit of imprisoning any European visitors, the Kingdom managed to avoid direct colonization as nothing worse than a protectorate of Britain. The Kingdom of the Monkeys is an autonomous province in the east, having been annexed to prevent it falling to colonization by the monkey-unfriendly French.

258. Sobo - a former German protectorate on the Karain Continent, a small continent south of South Africa. Mostly composed of marshland and mountains, it is very poor and something of a satellite state of Sulliaba to the north, and is bitterly hostile to the Islandians (253) to the south.

260. Republic of St. Anthony – a former British colony on the east coast of the Karain continent. Racially mixed and very pious Christians, the nation remains in association with Great Britain, relations with its neighbors being poor.

260a. Col – a former British colony on the Karain Continent, a small continent south of South Africa, south of the Republic of St. Anthony (260).  A poor nation of no current significance, although the sights include the capital of an empire  which once covered the continent north of Islandia (253).

261. Sulliaba – a former German colony covering much of the Karain Continent, a small continent south of South Africa. The population is mostly of a mixed Arab-African background, with a small minority of Caucasian indigenes, as is the norm for much of the Karain continent. Much of the land is desert.

262. Biacra – a former French colony in the west of the Karain Continent, a small continent south of South Africa. Similar to Sulliaba (261) in population, it is currently a leftist regime allied to the USSR.

263. The Joyous Isle – an isle off the coast of the Netherlands, ruled by one of the last Knights of the Holy Roman Empire, and one of the few places on earth one can see a proper old-fashioned joust. The Jousting Museum in the Castle of Bliant displays the 500 pairs of spurs Sir Launcelot won in a single tournament here. (497 pair actually, but who save nitpickers is counting?)

264. Juam - an island in the Mardi Federation, an archipelago south of Hawaii. It still venerates its royal family, who dwell in tropical splendor in the twin palaces, the House of the Morning, and the House of the Afternoon (each positioned so the royals always get some shade). The House of the Afternoon is smaller and dedicated to religious matters, holding the idol of the island’s protective deity (each of the Mardi islands has its own local deity worshiped as much or more so than Oro, the supreme God of all the islands) and its floors are inlaid with coral, meteoric stone, and the bones of dead kings.

265. Republic of the Jumelles Islands – a bit NW of New Zealand, formerly the Kingdom of King’s Island and the sort of federated chieftainship of Lake Dwellers Island (most inhabitants living on the many smaller isles within the inner lagoon, islands connected with bridges), these people with a common language and religion united under British rule. The locals cultivate potatoes, trees whose sap is made into alcoholic spirits, and a hatred of Maori, who raided the islands for centuries before the British conquest. Adultery, whether by men or by women, is still considered a serious crime (although no longer carrying the death penalty); fidelity – to one’s spouse, family, and leaders – is considered an essential virtue.

266. Jundapur – located in west central India near Gujarat, a somewhat down at the heels minor Indian state, ruled by a Rajah in theory but in practice a weakly autonomous member of the Indian Federation. One of the best places in India to get a proper Victorian-era British plum pudding.

267. Khanate of Kaloon – a country in central Asia, west of China, and north of Prester John’s Kingdom, of which it is a vassal. It consists of a fertile alluvial plain protected by mountains, and is rich in various minerals. Although racially mostly Turkish and Mongolian, Greek is the elite language, the state having been founded by one of Alexander the Great’s generals, whose heirs still rule. The alarming if temporary takeover of the Khanate by an immortal sorceress of African origin in the early 1900s led to a Johanine- backed push for modernity which continues to this day.

268. Karkar, a sea and former kingdom (now a part of southern Morocco) inhabited by a black people speaking a language isolate of Basque-like legendary incomprehensibility. They are pious Muslims, who claim to have received their faith from a glowing prophet from the sea. Once every thousand years, it is said, a fish in human form is found in the sea of Karkar and is a sign of astounding events to come.

269. King’s Kingdom – an island between Australia and the Antarctic. It is not reachable by sea, since the local waters are inhabited by man-eating sea serpents hundreds of feet long and ship-eating whales as much as two thousand feet long. Old stories held that the tomb of Solomon was on that island rather than in Saba (462), but expeditions by air have shown the vast tomb on the island does not hold Solomon, and there is a good reason for the sea monsters to keep people away. Since the early 1950s, atomic bombers have circled the island day and night.

270. Klepsydra – a town and sanitarium in NE Poland where time appears to be out of joint, where evening always seems to be coming on and where people are usually nodding off as if it were very late, the shops are always about to close and people, animals and physical objects do not always seem to share the same reality. Objects and people brought here from outside often regress to an earlier point on their personal timeline. For some time efforts were made to make use of this strange areas properties to cure already deceased patients before they died, but at best the cures left them alive but only partly existing: currently the Polish government strongly discourages un-monitored visits to the area, although magicians occasionally travel there to gather the strange, black local vegetation.

271. Klopstokia – this country full of goats and mountains, south of Bosnia and a little west of Montenegro, is inhabited by the world’s greatest athletes, which haven’t participated in the Olympics since 1932 to avoid embarrassing everyone else. Since 1946 a written exam has been added to the arm-wrestling challenge for the Presidency, and the trains are only occasionally pulled by goats or old ladies. Some suspect it’s something in the yoghurt.

272. The Ruined Kingdom of Kor – located in central Tanzania/Tanganyika, this ancient torture-happy civilization was wiped out by a plague millennia ago, and the vast ruin of its capital is notable for its immense necropolis, which contains the most perfectly preserved mummies in the world, an art still unrecovered, along with a shitload of normal skeletons. The Somali-related Amahagger, who live in the area today, used to maintain some of the ancient customs of the land, but the German colonial authorities suppressed most of these (say, putting red-hot pots on the heads of unwanted guests) with extreme prejudice. The land was formerly ruled by an immortal sorceress, but she departed elsewhere in the 1880s, leaving the Amahagger with few arguments to counter Maxim guns.

273. Kosekin Country – an underground kingdom overlapping Antarctica and the Weddell Sea, consisting of mountainous islands in an underground sea. A gas from local volcanoes rises to the roof and there ignites, warming the underground kingdom and giving off a light brighter than the noonday sun. The vegetation is primitive looking, with forests of giant ferns, and wildlife is generally prehistoric, with huge sea serpents, giant crocodiles, huge horned lizards as much as a hundred feet long resembling mid-19th century reconstructions of dinosaurs, and giant flightless birds that are trained to pull carts and wagons. The locals, who all wear sunglasses (a popular foreign import)nowadays against the constant brilliance, along with their wide brimmed hats, worship death and darkness, and eagerly purchase lottery numbers in hopes of being selected for the bi-annual mass human sacrifice, the winners getting to spend ten years as a much-honored corpse on public display before being moved to a regular tomb. [41] This is only part of a local fanatical belief in self-sacrifice, and no Kosekin will ever accept a favor without immediately starting to plan to commit a superior act of gratuitous kindness. (Doing someone a favor in secret or some other way that prevents repayment is considered a terrible crime). They are fond of music, as long as it is sad and depressing. The Kosekins have for some time been seeking another country to surrender to so they can commit a national sacrifice to someone else’s benefit, and are annoyed at not finding any takers. But then everyone thinks they’re mad, even the Wonderlanders. (568)

273a. Cannibal Island and Volcano Island – minor German colonies to the north of the Weddell Sea and Kosekin Country. The inhabitants of Cannibal Island, almost perpetually hungry black people (unrelated to the inhabitants of the Tsalal Islands to the southeast) with a material cultural roughly on a level with those of the Greenland Inuit, were largely wiped out by European diseases: those who remain form an underclass on an island mostly dependent on its fisheries.  Volcano Island is very volcanic, and very lightly settled, although it keeps a number of vulcanologists employed.

275. Kravonia – a minor former kingdom south of Poland and north of the Slovak parts of Czechoslovakia.  A Soviet puppet since the Semi-War of ’75, it retains something of a British air from the decades where it was ruled by Queen Sophie, originally from Morpingham, Essex.

276. Mulkahot Island – formerly the two kingdoms of Kronomo and Abyssnes, incorporated into German North Papua now the Papuan Republic, in which they make up a bit under 25% of the total population. The locals consider the “mainlanders” backwards and uncivilized, and resent their political dominance: there is an active independence movement.

277. Kukuanaland – this country of tall, handsome Zulu-related people, located on the other side of a nasty desert from South Africa to the south and surrounded by high mountains save to the north, is cursed with King Solomon’s mines, which brought first British colonizers and now that they are gone, a rentier economy based on mineral exports.  Corruption is rife, and being thought a witch is the most common cause of murder, in spite of the population being mostly Christian nowadays.

278. Mount Kunlun (don’t be fooled by imitations!) lies at the very eastern tip of Afghanistan. This physics-defyingly tall mountain is the home (at the very top) of the Queen Mother of the West, the Yin to the Jade Emperor’s Yang, a very fearsome cat-dragon-lady. Write or email first, don’t just show up, or the concierge, a giant nine-tailed tiger with the face of a man, will devour you upon sight.

279. Laceland – a small island east of Australia and north of Her (231), where the King of Lace endlessly spins forms numberless and most beautiful out of light.  By his magic the King keeps the island air black, to make for a better contrast. It is believed there are other inhabitants, but they cannot be seen.

280. Laiquhire – a large island a bit west of the Canaries, divided into the western highlands, inhabited by normally invisible deities, and the eastern lowlands, occupied by backwards kingdoms of a Berber derivation. Since the gods have successfully kept off various invaders, the locals are able to enjoy a traditional life of peaceful squalor occasionally interrupted by divine mischief.

281. Lamary – a hot and sunny Indian Ocean island, between Ceylon and Sumatra, formerly inhabited by naked socialists hungry for fat foreign babies, nowadays an impoverished Catholic Portuguese ex-colony. Still fond of Socialism (Soviet aid helps keep the feeble economy afloat), but baby eating, in spite of tabloid rumors, is really quite infrequent.

282. Lamiam – an island in the Indian Ocean, between India and Arabia on the approximate latitude of Socotra. Its inhabitants, a ten-foot tall race of formerly naked crepuscular cannibal cave dwellers, were conquered and enslaved by the Ottomans to dig the local gold and later “liberated” by the British: they are currently rather Anglican. There used to be a neighboring floating island rich in gold, precious stones, and spices, but under Turkish threat the locals attached sails to their trees and departed for more secluded climes.

283. Lanternland – an island state in the Indian Ocean, about midway between India and southern Arabia. One of those metaphorical places, where all the women are lanterns, and the men cressets, and very strange internet porn is unavoidably generated. Putting out a Lantern or Cresset’s light does not kill them, but it does render them blind and terribly dull until relit. A highly illuminated people, the Lanternfolk are very advanced in the sciences and a quite modern nation, although the dining leaves something to be desired for those not fond of wax, pitch, kerosene or oils.

284. Leap Islands – a group of island kingdoms near Antarctica, south of New Zealand, inhabited by an intelligent, if extremely annoying, race of monkeys, the Monikins. Fond of social experimentation and ranking people by their intelligence, and tend to rank non-monkeys rather low. The kingdoms nowadays form a loose federation, and are members of the League of Animal Nations, which just barely tolerates them.

285. LeaveHeavenAlone – an island in mid-Atlantic, between Silha (482) and Venusia (550). A peaceful, quiet island suitable for lying on ones back on the soft grass and contemplating the most beautiful clouds anywhere, or at least it would be if it were not increasingly overrun by loud, annoying tourists. A British possession.

286. Le Douar – a formally floating and then capsized upside down bell jar of an island off Brittany. The locals are doing alright, growing giant mushrooms and harnessing radium for light and power, future so bright they gotta wear shades. Visitors need to acclimatize to the rather high air pressure. Since the locals suffer from the same problem in reverse, there is fairly little emigration.

287. Leonard’s Land – a country in Patagonia, founded by a Frenchman with odd ideas about the weather. It has maintained his ideas on equality, but not his notion that that the future could be determined by measuring how the wind was blowing with sufficient exactitude, although a Leonardist cult of sorts persists to this day, building ever more complicated meteorological instruments. It was a French protectorate and naval base for some while: it is currently an independent French ally.

288. Leonia – a former city on the coast of Japan (founded as a trading port by Leon of Ghent), once the most modern city in Japan (the inhabitants made a habit of throwing out and replacing everything once it was no longer new), recently reached a tragic end when the enormous piles of rubbish surrounding the city, which had steadily grown higher as other cities blocked them from expanding further outwards, collapsed in an earthquake and flattened most of the city.  People are still digging up perfectly good pianos and full porcelain dinner sets.

289. Letalispons – an island republic in the south Pacific not far from Chile and Frivola (192). Used to be ruled by Spain, but gained their independence with French help. They still speak Spanish, considering it a more practical language than their highly agglutinative native one, but have largely dropped Catholicism and returned to the native belief in the transmigration of souls (the Letalisponians are an extraordinarily tolerant people, and couldn’t cotton to Catholic intolerance). Almost as odd as their tolerance is the fact that they age normally until 60 years old and then age backwards, dying at 120 of severe infantile senility. This appears to be hereditary, since foreign settlers and their children age at a normal rate.  Letalispons is a quite modern country nowadays, although tourists should be warned that along with their positive qualities, Letalisponians are extremely talkative, and rarely stop to think before going into full flood. Creativity and originality are greatly prized. The color green is sacred, and pretty much everyone incorporates the color in some elements of their dress. The capital of Scaricrotariparagorgouelo (a pre-Spanish name) is notable for its abundance of skyscrapers (or “Moon catchers”, as the locals call them) and the popular local theater, which is performed entirely by puppets.

290. Leuke, a small island off the mouth of the river Dneister in the Black Sea sacred to Achilles. A British protectorate since the Russian Revolution, its mixed Slavic-Turkish-Greek population lives mostly by fishing and tourism: the most notable local sight are the great white birds that daily fly from the sea to sprinkle sea water like tears on the tomb of Achilles. A sadder sight is the ruin of the old capital of Pseudopolis, reduced to gray ashes by the Philistine (see 410) invasion of 1337 and never rebuilt.

291. Libertinia - one of the thematic states making up the island of Reformatia, west of German SW Africa and Thermometer Island (509). Follow a sort of “soft Protestantism'' similar to British high church Anglicanism when they bother to be religious at all. A prosperous nation specializing in luxury manufactures, foods, and wines, they are known for their various annual celebrations both religious and secular and for (mostly by their neighbors, which have rather strict standards) loose morals.

292. Republic of Lichtenburg – formerly the Grand Duchy of, until the last heir resigned to marry a commoner. Notable for its basic insignificance and stinky cheese, its government has been trying to get annexed by Austria so they can pay the bills, but Vienna isn’t very keen.

293. United Republic of Lilliput-Blefuscu. After discovery of its 1/12 scale inhabitants, the islands were badly depopulated by pirates and adventurers, until conquered by the Dutch, who enslaved the locals to work as watchmakers, fine lace embroiderers, etc. It only became independent in the 1980s, with most locals currently employed by foreign electronics industries. By local request, the foreign embassies are confined to a repurposed oil rig some ways offshore and communications are strictly by Zoom. Native animals - tiny sheep, cows, horses, etc. - make for popular pets in many other nations, although they require a very specific diet to keep them alive.

295. Lituania – not to be confused with Lithuania. An island in the Baltic, rather resembling Transylvania: not as sinister, but drearier. Known as “the country of long winters”, weather is usually rain, hail, snow or a mix of the preceding. Before globalization the diet was largely limited to fish, and what little would grow in the climate (shriveled cabbages, tasteless turnips, an exceptionally tough and ill-favored form of rye, and potatoes, the introduction of which is celebrated annually on Potato Day.)There are no vampires in the abandoned neo-Gothic castles, but there may be dangerous larvae (in the Roman sense), and the nobility still above ground is fabulously inbred and decadent, if at least no longer running the place. A poor source of taxes and perpetually rebellious, the country’s periods of union with Denmark and Sweden have rarely lasted for more than a few generations.

296. Living Island – a small island east of the US state of North Carolina, a bit north of Rossum’s Island (456). The word “living” comes from the fact that it is full of animate objects that shouldn’t be, including trees, mushrooms, boats, clocks, houses, books, musical instruments, fireplaces, etc. It has one actual town, whose mayor is an odd creature named HR Pufnstuf, who claims to be a dragon in spite of not resembling any known species of the same. Other inhabitants include a few magic-acclimated humans, talking animals, mythical beasts often as odd-looking as the mayor, and occasional witches. (Said witches tend to perish in self-created accidents, but new witches invariably show up eventually, apparently drawn by the magic). Visitors are warned not to bring along any prized possessions, since there is a non-insignificant chance they may come to life and apply for citizenship. Angels occasionally show up, but there’s no use in hanging around waiting for one to appear.

297. Lixus – an island in a bay in northern Morocco, once famous for the magic bees that made honey of molten gold from a tree that bore golden fruit. The tree was taken away by looters long ago, and the bees (really more metallic hornets with golden wings by looks) are preserved in jars of oil in a local mosque. It is said that they are not dead but sleeping, waiting for the day when someone will bring back and plant a golden seed on the island. A few ruins remain from Greek and Roman periods.

298. Locuta – a quite modern North Pacific island a bit north of the westernmost Hawaiian islands, Locuta was dedicated to analyzing other nations through their language, until they decided it was a silly idea: they still spend a lot of time and money on new schemes to figure other peoples out. They post a great many Youtube videos. Locuta trades with all nations, and no Locutan of mature years knows less than seven languages. Outdoor study is encouraged by Locutan schools, and there are rows of steps going nowhere all over the islands, on which children sit for lectures.

299. Lodidhapura – a former city state in Northern Cambodia, formerly the eternal rival of Pnom Dhek (420), unusual in being one of the few remaining regions of SE Asia where the local faith is Hinduism rather than Buddhism. The city is a bit pockmarked with shell and bullet holes, the local monarchy having been far less obliging about joining the Cambodian nation than the leaders of Pnom Dhek. Members of the former slave classes are oddly unbothered by the damage. The deadly royal punishment known as “the test of the tiger” now forms the inspiration of a card game popular throughout Cambodia.

300. Lomb – a small republic in SW India, notable for its abundance of pepper and venomous serpents, which the locals repel with a juice made from local snails. Their ox-worship was less objectionable than their fondness for infant sacrifice, which provided justification for Portuguese conquest in 1577 and a Dutch takeover in 1688 that lasted until 1955. Ox-worship only exists now in the mountain hinterlands, most of the locals being now Reformed Church.

301. New London-on-Thames –lying in the ape-dominated kingdom of Farandoulie, Australia (169), this city was founded by refugees from the original London-on-Thames,  a city of intelligent gorillas under the delusion of being reincarnations of British historical figures (a product of Mad Science) in northern Gabon. The French colonial authorities cleared up their misunderstanding at the cost of half their population and a lengthy forced vacation as exhibits in the French botanical gardens, until set loose by pressure from the sentient animal rights lobbies.

302. Lonely Island – an island of curiously tropical and colorful flora, given its location in the Baltic close to Moomin valley.  It used to be an annual gathering place of Hattifatteners, a curious race of white, mute creatures, but excessive human and Moomin interest eventually led them to abandon it: where they gather now remains unknown.

303. Longjumeau is a small city in central France whose inhabitants never leave. (It’s not a forcible compulsion: some minor problem or other comes up and they just fail to get around to it). Visitors and delivery persons are warned to not stay more than a week, or they may find themselves unable to depart either. Wizards have tried to dispel whatever curse causes this, but with little success, some of them becoming stuck in Longjumeau themselves and others finding themselves perpetually lost and wandering.

304. The Island of the Lotus Eaters – a relaxed sort of place off the coast of Libya, whose inhabitants live off the blooms of the enchanted Lotus. It has never been conquered, since any invaders inevitably end up trying the Lotus and become too mellow to do any oppressing. The Caliph Abd Al-Malik tried to make the place conquerable by burning all the Lotus blossoms, but gave up when the job was less than a third done due to the smoke getting his troops high as kites. The island is currently under a quarantine manned by most of the world’s drug enforcement agencies.

305. Lubec – a prosperous German town (not to be confused with Lubeck) on the Baltic coast. Thanks to a local magic, applying only to inhabitants of the town, the citizens keep their genitalia stored in the town hall, and so avoid being distracted from their work, and only remove them from storage when reproduction is called for. Poverty never lasts more than one generation in Lubec, since the poor cannot afford the tax on genitals.

307. Luquebaralideaux Islands – some small magical isles lying north of the Solomon isles, notable for their (formerly) ever-replenished streams of mustard and the sharp-toothed living sausages or andouille, which grow to 12 inches in height (they have short little legs) and travel around in long rows or strings. The island group is a French colony, and is dotted with mustard wells. The drilling has led many of the free-flowing mustard streams to dry out, to the discomfort of the sausages, for which mustard is a universal balm and curative. Visitors are discouraged from trying to catch the sausages by hand: they have a fiery temper and can bite hard.

308. Lutha – a small Ruritania lying between Hungary, Croatia, and Serbia, with its own Prisoner of Zenda story and a very good mental health sanatorium.

309. Lytreia, just south of Cameliard on the Mediterranean. Notable for the local belief in big noses as a sign of virility, and indeed used to worship a Sacred Nose before this belief was suppressed by the Papacy. Some dirty-minded people suggest that the Sacred Nose was actually a metaphor, a theory somewhat supported by the meaning of the local expression “to blow your nose.” The Temple of the Holy Nose has been converted into a cathedral, and no man nose knows what became of the Sacred Nose, which was kept in its innermost shrine. Plastic surgeons do a good business in nose extensions.




310. Mabaron – formerly a landlocked country in the south of India, now an autonomous part of the Indian Federation. Mabaron was once known for its odd syncretic Christianity (which had mixed elements with Hinduism), in which an idol of St. Thomas takes on the role of Jagernath, with women throwing themselves under the wheels of the idol  and male enthusiasts stabbing themselves. In spite of the best efforts of European missionaries, self-mutilation as a form of devotion remains popular, although more conventional Christians and Hindus are now the majority. The Churches with their elaborate idols of syncretic Saints, protected from Islamic conquerors at an astonishing cost in blood, are well worth a look.

311. Macaria – a most pleasant and well run country like a fruitful garden, or at least was so before the industrial fumes got so bad and the population exploded. Located west of Chad and north of Nigeria, although it lost most of what is now Niger to the French and came under French “protection” for a while, the well-organized country has managed to modernize. Although it is mostly dry, it has an abundance of oases and natural springs, and its irrigation system was unsurpassed anywhere until the 20th century. Its traditional stone-built highways were similarly unsurpassed until the 19th. The local brand of Islam is fairly mellow, although personal standards of behavior tend to be rather puritanical.

312. Macondo – a village in north central Colombia, and South America’s Magic Realism Central. Notable sights include the immortal almond trees, the mermaid mimics (actually just very pretty cetaceans) in the nearby lake, and the ability of many of its inhabitants to levitate several inches off the ground given a good endorphin rush (say, by drinking a whole cup of hot chocolate). This last is possibly a result of the locals lacking any stain of original sin, although whether this is due to the Macondans having a personal contract with God, as they believe, or it’s simply an error in the celestial bureaucracy, remains a matter of debate among theoretical theologians.  The town is often visited by colorful bands of gypsies, which is puzzling, since there are less than 5,000 Roma in all of Colombia. Although the plague of sleeplessness has not returned, and the city has bounced back from the cyclone, of late the population has been spending more of its time dreaming, sleepwalking, and occasionally sleep eating and sleepworking, while their dreams have been occasionally seen touring the streets.

313. Macreon’s Island – at the southern entrance to the Irish Sea, a run-down island mostly covered by a forest which serves as a sort of rest home for the world’s tired, worn-out heroes and devils and some long in the tooth pagan deities, littered with the ruins of a hundred now past-their-sell-date civilizations. The weather is usually pleasant until one of these figures dies, an event always accompanied by storms, earthquakes and prodigies of nature. The coastal towns are inhabited by more normal people, albeit unusually old (even the children). It used to be a British protectorate until Margaret Thatcher turned it loose as an economic measure: it mostly survives off fishing (the locals are very good at boat building), tourism and the sale of autographs nowadays.

314. Rock of the Magic Maiden – a very high rock off the west coast of France housing a perpetually replenished multitude of monsters. The monsters hibernate during the dead of winter, and one can then climb to the very top, where there stands a castle containing the untouchable treasure of a deceased sorceress, which can be only claimed by the knight capable of drawing forth a sword from the doorknob. The castle is currently largely in ruins, due to a number of visitors trying (unsuccessfully) to use high explosives to force open the treasure chamber. The French government makes some money by capturing hibernating monsters and selling them to zoos.

315. Mag-mell – an island kingdom in the north Atlantic, not far east of Newfoundland, surrounded by an enchanted fog. It is inhabited by the Sidhe, the immortal spirits who long ago ruled Ireland. It is protected by powerful magic, and has never been successfully invaded. Some humans have become citizens of the land, and gained the eternal life of the Sidhe, but only as long as they stay there, aging instantly once past the limits of the mists. There are suggestions that the place may be a bit boring: Sidhe seem to read a lot (they’re often seen carrying books) and recent reports indicate they have started using smartphones.  The island is said to be connected by undersea tunnels to Ireland: one of these tunnels is rumored to emerge in the Leprechaun kingdom (209). The Leprechauns have been coy about whether this is in fact the case, but will definitively answer the question for a mere twenty tons of gold (nobody has taken them up on it so far).

316. Maina – a small island south of the Philippines, rich in minerals and rubber, originally inhabited by crazy dedicated artists descended from a wealthy Englishman who bought the place from the Dutch and their servants. Nowadays a US commonwealth and art colony, the descendants of the original artists (those not massacred during the Japanese invasion), known as the “Articoles”, always grumble about the lack of dedication of the newcomers and the ever-worsening Servant Problem, while the newcomers grumble about much of the income from the mines being earmarked to keep the Articoles from having to work for a living.

317. Makalolo – a country east of Angola inhabited by black Amazons, which used to ride armored giraffes and ostriches into battle, and for some time provided mercenaries for the Portuguese colonial authorities. An elective monarchy, it is no longer the case that the dual Queens are eaten by the successors at the end of their term – instead a non-lethal portion of their blood is drained and drank by the new Queens, which supposedly still passes on the wisdom of former rulers, although older women grumble about newfangled habits. Currently suffering from a shortage of males.

318. Mancy – a Hindu nation in eastern India, now an autonomous part of the Indian federation. Mancy is notable for its large native Christian minority, its outsized birds and furry chickens, and the local fondness for snake-based dishes. Its old capital was built on canals like a larger Venice, but most have been filled in for the sake of more construction.

319. Mandai Country – yet another underground Polar land, this one is under an island north of the Svalbard archipelago, and is inhabited by people naked save the soft white fur covering them, living in a communal primitive paradise with a tropical climate and no large predators or human parasites. The island itself is ruled by the Soviet Union, and the magical beasts that once guarded the magical gate to the country have been blasted to bits with heavy artillery, but so far it has proven impractical to conquer Mandai country, since one must descend a number of miles through a vertical chasm too narrow for helicopters to get through (and then get down from the mile-high roof of the great cavern below). People using parachutes have an unfortunate tendency to collide with the walls of the chasm on the way down. (Those who have no evil intent can just jump, since they will fall slowly enough to survive the fall, but such people have a bad habit of going native and failing to report back in). The Soviet government, undeterred, is working to install a really long staircase.

320. Manghalour – a rich and fertile island in the Indian Ocean, to the south and west of the Maldives. A constitutional monarchy founded by French Crusaders and settled by a variety of peoples, including a mountain-dwelling folk of apparently Circassian origin who were there well before the French. Notable sights include the Valley of Iram, which has beautiful waterfalls and is considered by the locals to have been the location of the Earthly paradise, and the village of La Voute, which from its original narrow foundation on a mountain ledge has grown out over the edge, and is only prevented from collapsing into the void by the continued prayers of hermit monks (currently there is an increasing monk shortage, and many fear La Voute will not remain in one piece much longer). Women have had a strong legal position for centuries, including the right to bear arms in the military, and gained the vote earlier than any European country.

320a. The Sultanate of Kalhac – with the establishment of Christian rule in Manghalour, the Muslim population largely moved or was exiled to these islands to the NE. The Sultanate was a British protectorate for a while, and currently is the “cheap choice” for immigrants from the Maldives looking for higher ground.

321. Manoba – a rainy, mountainous island part of eastern (Australian) New Guinea. Its inhabitants are dedicated cargo cultists, convinced that the White Man has put one over on the Gods and that Christianity is just a trick to keep them from ever getting back on to the divine delivery list.

322. Manouham – an island in the Pacific off the coast of northern Chile, on the line of the tropic of Capricorn. The locals, philosophical (former) cannibals with odd burial practices (their tomb-mounds, where the dead lie with all their possessions, Egyptian-style, always have a little door which descendants can open to take a gander), were conquered in the 18th century and incorporated into Spanish Peru. Rather more disease-resistant than mainland Amerindians, the indigenes remain a majority of the population and there is a separatist movement from Peru, against which they rebelled several times in the 19th century (when the Spanish empire broke up, Chile let Peru have the place: they had enough trouble with the Mapuche).

323. Maple White Land – an extensive high plateau in northern Brazil, inhabited by unique species of surviving dinosaurs, and the Accala Indian tribe, who mostly work for the Brazilian government as game wardens, the plateau having been made a nature preserve by the Brazilian government. Nature is kept untouched as possible, with the important exception of the (guarded with huge electric fences) Oliveira-Roxton Diamond Mine. There used to be a race of ape-men, but they were wiped out in 1912 by the Indians with the aid of British explorers, much to the annoyance of anthropologists and intelligent apes world-wide. The weird-ass glowing thing in the swamp continues to evade capture, although there are a few blurry photos.

324. Maramma - an island in the Mardi Federation, an archipelago south of Hawaii. This hilly isle is sacred to all the inhabitants of the archipelago and the center of their religion, although since the colonial era human beings are no longer burned in the belly of an idol. (Actually a different chap than the supreme God Oro, who has no need for fleshy sustenance, but still important enough to merit placatory gestures). No agriculture takes place on the island, since cutting down the existing wild vegetation for non-holy purposes is seen as damaging the Gods’ personal garden: it's only permanent inhabitants are members of the priestly class, who are dependent on donations to pay for food imports. Some sort of supernatural power certainly resides on Ofo, the island’s one sizable peak, since all who attempt to climb it die en route of heart attacks, strokes, or severe indigestion, and roll all the way back to its base. Observer planes have noted some curious ruins on the peak.

325. Marbotikin Dulda – The Island of Iron, so called for the great abundance of the mineral, which is a major local export:  even jewelry is made of steel. Although it is located in the Indian Ocean a bit west of Sumatra, the locals are a Sino-Tibetan people like the Chinese, if taller and much less down on women. (Rule by queens has historically been no big deal). The supreme creator God in their polytheist faith lives on the Moon, and the Moon Festival is the biggest celebration of the year. The French colonial era has left traces in the local fashions and architecture, and a small Catholic minority. The old royal residence is known as the Honeycomb Palace, being a complex network of ten-sided rooms, except for the throne room, which has twelve.

326. Land of the Marvelous River – on the upper reaches of a minor feeder of the Blue Nile in Ethiopia, just before one reaches where the river emerges from under a sheer wall of rock and must turn back, there exists an apparently enchanted land where all wild beasts (which includes unicorns) seem to exist in harmony and valuable spices are caught like fishes in nets by natives as colorfully skinned as the cast of Doug. The most notable enchantment lies in that nobody ever goes ashore for reasons which seem good at time, but seem baffling once they have returned to civilization. The area appears to be impossible to locate if approached by land.

327. Mask Island – a small island south of western Java, famed as the place of exile of the illustrious Dom Pedro and his wife. Currently administered by the Republic of West Australia.

328. Mayda or the Island of the Seven Cities – a volcanic island in mid-Atlantic, a bit west of the Azores, settled by Christian refugees from the Islamic invasion of Portugal. Each of the Seven Cities (there are now more than seven, but who’s counting) has a fine cathedral, and there are many lesser churches. The population is old fashioned and pious, and has been ruled by the Portuguese monarchy in exile since the events of 1910.

329. Meccania – a densely populated, highly ordered and terrifyingly organized state of 150 millions, it has only been restrained from conquering all of Europe by the long-standing alliance of its French and German neighbors. Although devastated in the last Great War, it proved impossible to conquer outright, (The entire country remains surrounded by a desolate no-man’s-land, rendered toxic by chemical warfare and full of barbed wire and mines) and is currently ruled by an isolationist Technocratic regime even more controlling than the previous militarist one, although since the 1980s it has opened a bit to the outside world to avoid falling behind scientifically. (That Meccania’s supposedly perfectly organized and perfectly rational scientific institutes fail to produce superior Science to the rest of the world remains a source of bitter, if secret, dispute within its ruling circles). Birth rates are strictly regulated by the state, and the current Plan calls for increasing the population to 180 millions by 2050. The language is similar to German but even harsher sounding, and seems to involve a fair amount of spittle.

330.  Medamothy – a small land in the Indian Ocean, a bit west of the Maldives. Consists mostly of coastlines, and is famous for its white marble towers and lighthouses, and for its great annual fair attracting merchants from Africa and Asia, although much of its economy nowadays is dependent on the tourists lying sunning themselves on beaches almost as long as the coastline of Canada.

331. Megapatagonia – an archipelago a bit SW of Tierra del Fuego, but not as cold as you would think. It is inhabited by anti-Frenchmen who speak reverse French and whose capital is of course Sirap. A majority of the locals are not entirely human, being bear-men, ape-men, otter-men and other varieties (the nation is an observer member of the League of Animal Nations).  They avoided colonization by virtue of always being approximately as advanced as the French (weaker in areas the French were strong, and stronger in areas the French were weak) and used to be good friends to the British, but have become rather closer to the Americans in the last century. The locals are a self-depreciating bunch, poor cooks but heavy eaters, happily import other people’s culture while being uninterested in their own (they consider the invention of photography has made both painting and sculpture unnecessary), work very short hours [25], and have no time for philosophers. That they wear shoes on their heads and hats on their feet is a slander: it is merely that their hats look like shoes and their shoes look like hats. (Megapatagonian fashion is imitated precisely nowhere).

332. Meillcourt – formerly a fairly boring nation founded by shipwrecked Frenchmen mixing with the peaceable locals (the so-called Troglodytes, who don’t live in caves, still retain some of their traditional culture, including a distinct lack of belief in Higher Powers: freedom of religion has been the law of the land for three centuries). It has since become part of France-overseas, invariably voting for Socialist parties. Located east of Pentixore and SW of the Animal Republic in mid-Indian Ocean.

333. Melita – a French-ruled island NW of Iberia, the Mycenaean Greek of its original inhabitants has nearly become extinct, and the most interesting local sight is the human-shaped shrub which grows onto and strangles local trees. A predictable legend is attached.

334. Mer-King’s Kingdom – a seafloor kingdom in the north Atlantic, westwards of France and south of Greenland. The homeland of the original Little Mermaid, whose father, the king, still mourns for her. The water is so clear that even at a depth of thousands of feet there is still light, and great groves of flowering and fruiting sea-trees grow as nowhere else. The gardens of the coral and amber palace, tended by the king’s remaining daughters, are a remarkable sight, but can be visited only with telepresence robots, the king in his wrath and grief refusing to allow any human visitors in the flesh in his kingdom. Since the king can control the weather above his kingdom and cause devastating storms, the rest of the world does not press the issue.

335. Mezzorania – a nation of civilized sun-worshippers, between southern Sudan and Ethiopia. Its cities are finely planned and the capital is built, like that of ancient Mexico, out on a lake and full of canals. The Temple of the Sun is one of the architectural wonders of the world. It being no longer acceptable to send their more serious criminals into exile (the neighbors won’t take them) murderers, etc. are now confined to a city of their own, reportedly the inspiration for Escape from New York.

336. Midian – now a mere sub-section of one of Ethiopia’s southern provinces, the area was settled long ago by a fanatical Christian sect trying to get away from a Roman Empire they saw as dooomed. Having been convinced with only a moderate number of shootings and hangings of the superior value of modern Ethiopian Orthodoxy to a version of Christianity that included “Abrahamite” child sacrifice and crucifixion of all “heretics”, they are now fairly tolerable, if given to occasional outbreaks of fanaticism.

337. Mihragian Republic – mid-Indian Ocean, SW of Skull Island, just south of the Animal Republic (20). The economy is reviving since the sea-stallions have begun again to come and mate with mares staked out on the beaches, producing the unique hybrid horses which have long been its most valuable export. (They were absent for most of a century after jerkass British colonizers scared them off by trying to cut out the middle man and capture sea stallions for themselves).

338. Milk – name has nothing to do with cow juice. Located in the mid-Pacific north of Samoa, the locals used to live for war and blood drinking: even nowadays, their rugby team, with its filed teeth, is the most terrifying in the Commonwealth.

339. Minda - an island in the Mardi Federation, an archipelago south of Hawaii. It is noted for its witches, who provide magic blessings and curses to all the islands in the federation. Results may vary, and some skeptics claim it’s all done with psychology, but then on the other hand their prices are reasonable, and they won’t turn you into a frog for looking at them funny like the witches of Barodia (160).

 340. Minuni – the kingdom of the Ant-men, averaging under 18 inches tall (their massive urban constructions are also rather anthill-like). It is located in the Great African thorn forest west of Nubia (370), north of the Congo and south of the Sudan. (They maintain the thorn forest as a barrier between them and their normal-sized neighbors) Formerly divided into warring city states, it has been united under the rule of the city of Trohanadalmakus thanks to their acquisition of modern weapons. Not that they lack science of their own: their biological sciences are in fact alarmingly advanced, [8] and allow them to stand off neighboring countries that would otherwise cut down the rest of the already shrunken Thorn forest for more farmland.  The end of intercity wars has caused unrest among the combat-loving people, to which the Kings of Minuni have responded by creating the extremely bloody (and very popular) Games.

341. Misnie – a small but stylish kingdom (It is generally agreed – by non-Anglophiles, at least - that the royal family’s little fingers contain more elegance and wit than the entire house of Windsor) on the south shore of the Black Sea, historically allied to Paflagonia and Trabezond, notable for its traditional ban on sundials (dating from the rule of an albino, photophobic princess who only came out at night) and popular dislike for set schedules.

342. Mondo Nuovo/ Novyy Mir – formerly a tediously organized utopia where all was held in common (including the women) nowadays a rather less organized Soviet SSR where all is held by the state, adjacent to Ruthenia and the Ukraine: on the positive side the arsenic mines are now used for industrial purposes rather than poisoning criminals, the mad, and the incurably ill, and wells are rarely contaminated by dead malformed babies.

343. Mongaza Island – formerly best known as home of the giant Famongomadan, but then a hero showed up. Now it’s most notable tourist attraction is the thermal springs, most notably the extensive Boiling Lake. Visitors will also be shown the idol Famongomadan sacrificed maidens to, although some will claim it is a more modern reproduction. A Spanish colony, it lies off the African coast north of the Cape Verde islands.

344. Moominvalley, a small but pleasant land on the west coast of Finland, inhabited by a variety of mythic creatures, from Moomins to Fillyjonks to Hemulens to long-haired Tree Spirits to the Groke, with a possibly magically supported economy, it being somewhat unclear where the locals get their oranges and inflatable beach toys. Few humans are to be found in the area, although there is an observatory in the Lonely Mountains region. Some hold the lack of human immigrants is due to a secret Finnish agreement with the Troll kings: others suggest that it’s because nobody really wants to run into the Groke, which is smaller but even scarier than a Bobble.  [2] Those who do brave the risks to visit should keep in mind that most of its inhabitants are rather smaller than human beings: Moomins are too polite to chase off visitors (Hemulens rather less so), but they will have trouble feeding you if you stay too long, and in turn you will find it rather difficult to fit into their houses. Many of its inhabitants hibernate during the winter, when shyer and stranger creatures are out and about: visitors arriving after the long Polar night sets in should exercise caution, especially during the mid-winter solstice, when the Spirit of Cold (a relative of the Snow Queen) is about and will freeze solid anyone who gets close enough to admire her beauty.

345. Moriana – a city in western Nepal, which only exists when approached from the North or South, being an invisible vertical line from the western and eastern sides. The alabaster-gated south face is a city of luxury and palaces and glass water-filled houses inhabited by Mermaids: the north face is a horrid trash-filled slum inhabited by the wretched and the walking dead. Presumably they meet somewhere between in the dimensionless space between South and North, but no invader has ever penetrated either side of the city more than a few miles without apparently encountering a boojum.

346. Morphopolis – a city of people in chemical suspended animation under the protection of the French government, to be wakened in 2250. Meant to represent the best of 1950s France, and indeed is set up as a miniature of central Paris at the time.

347. Morrow  Island – a French possession in the north Atlantic, roughly 46 degrees north and 33 west, close to Francobolia. Formerly one of the poorest French overseas departments, it has been saved by modern tourism, mostly to spot the twelve saints that make apparitions on a regular schedule, although they very rarely have anything to say.

348. Mount Analogue – a mountain island bigger than Australia, located in the Pacific east of Samoa and south of Spensonia (490). It occupies very little space, however, being in a pocket dimension of its own, and only can be visited (and left) by being at the exactly correct positions to be sucked in (or out) by the heat exchange system at dawn and dusk. The climate, at least at the lower levels, is temperate, and a wide variety of peculiar animal and plant species found nowhere else attract biologists, including cyclopian lizards, bushes which parrot human speech, convolvulus plants whose grow can split boulders in a matter of days, explosive fungi, dirigible caterpillars, and two meter long centipedes which can bite their own tails to form hoops and roll down the mountain. It is unclear if Mount Analogue has a top, since it gets taller as one climbs closer to the center of the island, but it is widely known that one can reach heaven by climbing it. The many small coastal villages on the island consist mainly of either people from all over the world who plan to climb it or have tried and failed and are planning another try, or the locals - merchants selling supplies, hotel owners, guides for hire, etc - who make a living off them. And biologists. [23] Descendants of those who gave up on making it to the top but didn’t go home, the locals show traces of every race and nation on Earth, including some now extinct elsewhere. The currency of the island comes in the form of shining, water-clear spherical crystals as unique as the local flora and fauna: exchange rates are punishing, although the locals will provide poor visitors an advance in the form of thin metal disks which allow them to purchase supplies (this advance must eventually be paid back with crystals, for which one will have to work. Incautious visitors may find themselves stuck in a form of debt slavery). As of the latest reports, nobody has definitely been proven to have reached the top and returned.

349. The Island of Moving Trees - draw a line east from NY and one south from Greenland to find this surprisingly dull island, the trees of which (those which have not been cut down for firewood), while having unusually colorful foliage, are otherwise not very different from trees elsewhere, and possess the normal sedentary habits.  A possession of Estotiland (151).

350. Music Island – a somewhat noisy island where archaic musical instruments grow like plants and play as they come into bloom: it is relatively quiet in mid-winter, but can be positively cacophonous in early summer. Reportedly the sun, moon and planets also produce musical noises during favorable conjunctions: this has not been observed elsewhere.

351. The Islands of Musicians and Comedians - two of the various thematic islands making up the Republic of Magellania, east of Tierra Del Fuego. Since the introduction of modern mass media, these closely collaborating islands have become one of the more successful parts of Magellania.

352. Nacumera – an island of dog-headed people a bit NE of Brazil and north of Silha (482). After various bloody efforts on the part of Spain to conquer them, the Cynocephali converted to Christianity to take the pressure off, although Spain would continue to try to mess with their internal affairs and extract wealth (Nacumera has an abundance of rubies) from them for another century. They are not part of the League of Animal Nations: they are quite insistent on being people with animal heads, not animals. (Do not scratch a Nacumeran behind the ears: they find it quite insulting). In their continued effort to be accepted as just regular people, they have chosen the French as role models, and are extremely French in everything from dress to politics. (The French aren’t quite sure whether to be flattered or not). Oxen are no longer worshiped, but are treated with considerable kindness.

353. The Island of Naudely – an island north of the Guyanas, inhabited by extraordinarily moral and upright Catholics.  Settled by Frenchmen and reigned over by a minor branch of the Bourbons (who have made it as clear as possible that they have renounced their claim to the throne of France), the kingdom of Naudely is allied to the French republic, but are not interested in joining what they consider a morally dissolute country. The place is racially tolerant: slavery has never been legal in Naudely, and there is a sizable minority descended from slaves fleeing there. Openly gay people, on the other hand, should probably just keep on sailing.

354. Nazar - Near Bergen in South Norway is the entrance to the Land of Nazar, a group of underground kingdoms, including Crochet Island, inhabited by learned people half human, half musical instrument; Martinia, a land of MENSA-joining apes; Potu, inhabited by talking and moving trees; the extremely tolerant Jochtanians: woman-ruled and tyrannical Cocklev; and Quama, of which little is known save its tendency to revolt against know-it-all outsiders. A very silly place, even more so than Camelot. The air is oddly dense, allowing one to fall from great heights sans harm, and has led some local birds to grow to huge sizes. Nazar unified in a loose federation during the 19th century, and is represented in the UN by one voter, which is always a Jochtanian, since they are almost guaranteed to not lose their temper no matter how silly the surface people get.

355. Nepenthe – a volcanic isle near Naples notable for its magnificently colored and scenically eroded sea cliffs, very fine wines, colorful houses, and peculiar religious traditions, including local saints still waiting for Papal approval and a colony of Russian Orthodox cultists. A shortage of fresh water prevents it from being entirely overrun by sun-worshipping tourist hordes.

356. Never-never Land: first star to the right and keep on till morning, and not locatable upon normal maps, although occasionally stumbled upon by pirates and other Antagonists. Inhabited by Mermaids, Fairies, Lost Boys, and American Indians, which claim to have gotten there by coming up from somewhere underground. It is richly provided with edible plants and fruits, including yams, bananas, melons, pawpaws, breadfruit, mangoes, coconuts, and others, and has a population of wild pigs and goats hunted by Indians and Lost Boys. It also, however, has a variety of dangerous wild animals, including bears, wolves, lions, tigers, and pythons, while the sea holds man-eating sharks and huge saltwater crocodiles. It appears to be in some ways partly outside of time, since those ships which stumble across it usually seem to be from times and places past, sometimes long past. Reportedly had some sort of succession crisis lately.

357. The Archipelago of New Britain, south-east of South Africa. It is divided between the Kingdom of Aprilis, a parliamentary republic brought into the modern era by some rando Englishman, which consists of a. Rock Island (pretty much what it says on the tin), c., Aprilis proper, and d., Pullosin, which used to be ruled by women until they were overthrown in an Aprilis-sponsored revolution. It also used to include b., mountainous Sarcosa, but that island’s dark-skinned inhabitants chafed under the racist rule of Aprilis until they successfully broke away to form their own nation in the 1970s. Aprilis is about half and half Christians and sun-worshippers, which get along about as well as Christians and Buddhists in South Korea OTL. Polygamy is permitted, but is increasingly rare nowadays. The islands are home to a variety of unique species, including 40 foot long but harmless snakes.

358. New Switzerland – an island north of eastern New Guinea, notable for its peculiar zoology, with flamingoes, kangaroos, black swans, lions, tigers, tapirs, apes, ostriches, peccaries, and elephants all coexisting. General opinion is A Wizard Did It. Its inbred Swiss-descended population (for some reason there was no native population) eventually voted to join Germany.  A certain small-town rivalry exists between it and the other part of Germany-overseas in the Pacific, Bingfield’s Island (46: Bingfelds Isel).

359. Grand Duchy of Nexdorea, a minor state wedged between Germany and the Czech Republic, formerly important as an exporter of well trained noblewomen for the German top crust’s marriage market, but in these more enlightened times better know for the high quality of its eggs, laid by the happiest chickens in central Europe. Its coat of arms, featuring geese, cracked eggs, and a lazy baboon, is, shall we say, unique.

360. City of Night aka City of Death aka City of Dreadful Night, found in Sweden on an isle in the River of Suicides. The sun never shines here, and the streetlamps are dim; the buildings not in ruins are vast and dark. In the highest point of the city stands a great statue of Melancholia, https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/1/14/Melencolia_I_(Durero).jpg  patron of the city. It is inhabited by pale, unsleeping ghostly revenants, or it used to: increasingly they are vanishing from the city as the Goths and Emos which have made it their Mecca move in and play their annoying music.

361. Nimmr, an oasis city of very lost English crusaders, and its neighboring city of equally lost but rather more anal-retentive French crusaders, having been disabused by French colonists of the notion that they were guarding the sepulcher of Jesus (actually ruins of an African Lost Civilization) have joined forces to become one of the smallest independent African countries, current Britain and France being too non-12th -century for their tastes. With modernization they have given up most of their medieval trappings, although jousts are still held. The economy is largely supported by smuggling and tourism. Borders SW Libya and northern Niger.

362. Nimpatan, a large island in the Atlantic east of the Bahia region of Brazil. Thanks to its nearly impassable reefs and seashore cliffs, it has managed to avoid conquest and long retained its character as the world’s most heavy-handed parody of 18th century Britain, although the enormous wigs are now mostly for the tourists. (Warning: while tourists who spend freely are treated like nobility, tourists lacking in lucre will be treated like crap). The locals worship Mammon, feel that the pursuit of wealth and power and naked self-interest are the only sensible courses of action (Ayn Rand has been canonized as a saint) and consider many of what the world commonly accepts as virtues to be a form of insanity. Culturally, there is a great love for the grotesque, the absurd, and the bizarre, and modern first world culture - both high and popular - keeps the Nimpatanians highly entertained. Architecture tends to be plain where not downright unsightly: a pleasant outwards appearance would be both expensive and tend to attract the tax man’s attention. Since an economic meltdown in the late 1990s, the government has become somewhat dependent on advice from those in the insane asylums to keep the country running, a fact that is kept from the public and indeed much of the government itself. A number of US libertarians and objectivists have moved to Nimpatan: the locals tend to eat them alive (metaphorically speaking. Whatever their other flaws, they aren’t cannibals.)

363. Dragon Isle (known for the petrified dragon on the beach), formerly the Island of the Nine Whirlpools, said whirlpools had ceased to exist when the princess was rescued and the curse broken. A small but very fertile island in the SE Pacific nearly a thousand miles from anywhere in particular (between Chile and Antangil, but a long way from either) it was eventually picked up by the Germans, who conferred (German) Duchess status on the descendants of the original cursed princess.

364. Noble’s Island, better known as Moreau’s Island, a fairly straight shot west of northern Peru. Seized by the British navy in the late 19th century to gain control of Dr. Moreau’s secrets, [22] which however had mostly perished with him and the burning of his laboratory. His remaining creations having either died off or been forcibly removed, the island is now inhabited solely by a few British settlers and some New Caledonians imported as labor. Claimed by Peru on the basis of vague Spanish naval documents.

365. The People’s Republic of Nonexistat, an island country in the Atlantic east of central Argentina and south of Utopia (540). Although its inhabitants are ethnic kin to the Utopians, they were divided into two (sometimes three) squabbling and poorly governed nations,, of which the Kingdom of Nolandia is the best known, which fell to Spanish invaders, and later to the British. The revolution which finally threw out the colonizers took on a distinctly socialist air, and the country is currently allied to the Soviet Union. It is still poorly governed.

366. No-Man’s-Land-Island, an international animal refuge maintained by the Dolittle Foundation. Located just out to sea from the Niger Delta, it is inhabited by a number of unique species, being almost entirely lacking in predators. Most notable is the immense Piffilosaurus, a diplodocus – like (but sillier looking) dinosaur, which lives largely on tropical fruit (it is most fond of bananas) and historically has been responsible for scaring off human would-be settlers.

367. Nora-Bamma - an island in the Mardi Federation, an archipelago south of Hawaii. Known as “the island of dreams”, this round green island is one of the more literally magical of the Archipelago. Visitors will feel compelled to take a long nap shortly after arrival, only massive quantities of caffeine can stave this off: afterward, the compulsion is less strong, but few who stay get less than ten hours a night. The island is inhabited mostly by dreamers, hypochondriacs and insomniacs seeking restful sleep, and people who suffer from sleepwalking, for nothing bad ever befalls sleepwalkers who walk on Nora-Bamma: at night they are a common sight, drifting from place to place like random specters, illuminated by the abundant fireflies. Besides its soporific qualities, the island is known for its magnificent golden pumpkins, which are widely exported.

368. Nopades Indian Reservations – located in Colorado, this materially advanced tribe were settled agriculturalists with brick houses as early as the 1730s, and while they have lost much of their land they have at least avoided outright expulsion. They have mostly converted to the more aggressive forms of Protestant fundamentalism, after a false start in which misinterpretation of Spanish Catholic doctrines led them to adopt a practice of burning criminals alive in a home-made “hell.”

369. North Pole Kingdom – the dots in northern USSR, Canada, and the Arctic Ocean show the rough limits of this underground kingdom. Its inhabitants are a sort of intelligent dinosaur (scaly, not feathered) usually dressed in sealskin overalls. Although its extent is considerable, actual living space is limited, the Kingdom lacking the vast open spaces of some other underground kingdoms. In spite of ages of digging, it remains a cramped place of endless tunnels and small caves, kept warm and lighted by machines drawing on the Earth’s electromagnetic energy. Life remains harsh and regulated as a colony in deep space, and those who fail in their duties become lunch. [14]

370. Kingdom of Nubia – not to be confused with Olde Nubia, which is next to Egypt, this Christian state lies in the south of what we would call the Sudan. Although rich in gold, jewels, balsam, musk, freshwater pearls and amber, the kingdom is backwards and torn by socialist unrest. Notable are the Mountains of the Moon, which are in places as high as the Himalayas. It is said that in a remote area amidst the mountains lies the, or possibly a, terrestrial paradise; it is forbidden to seek it, lest God be angered and his Angels sent, as once before, to go Old Testament on the kingdom.

371. Nut Islands – a chain of small islands now part of Morocco, off the west coast of same. The 300-foot tall trees bear 15-foot nuts, which the locals used to make into boats, similarly to the inhabitants of the Pumpkin Islands (434). It is recommended that people with nut allergies do not land here, and indeed had best stay a few miles off shore if downwind from the islands.

372. Nutopia – a non-territorial nation, its members scattered all over the world, founded by music wizard John Lennon in the 1970s. Its inhabitants are generally starry-eyed and daydream believers.

373. Commonwealth of Oceana – a largish island republic in the north Atlantic, a fairly straight shot west of France. Ruled successively by Romans, Teutons, Scandians, and Neustrians, its language is an unholy mish-mosh of Latin and Germanic speech and a painful challenge for the foreign student. Under Republican government since the early 17th century, Oceana is a commercial-minded nation and joined the European Union a few years ago. The constituent island of Panopea (373a) is notable for being nearly one-third Jewish, a result of a now regretted historical prejudice against both non-Christians and the native inhabitants of the isle, generally seen as being too pusillanimous to object being made into Oceana’s own Pale of Settlement.

374. Republic of Oceana – a mountainous, rocky-shored and impoverished republic southwest of Ireland, where the Irish used to go to have someone to look down on. Although mostly Protestant, it has long had a problem with witch cults, although oddly enough for this world, not with actual witches – there was a lot of devil worship and obscene rituals, but little actual magic. The cults were suppressed violently by the socialist government (in power from 1971 to 2003), but have started to reemerge in recent years, portraying themselves as innocent victims of religious discrimination, never mind their close relationship with the pre-1970s dictatorship and the whole “sacrificing babies” thing.

375. Octavia – a city suspended by ropes above an abyss, located in what would be northern Azerbaijan in our world. Before the Communist era it paid tribute to many rulers, but never was effectively occupied, due to the near impossibility of getting foreign troops to stay there. Its inhabitants are cheerfully fatalistic, sure that sooner or later too many fraying ropes and rusting cables [13] will be overlooked, too severe a storm will take place, or something, and their city will fall ten thousand feet to its doom. A major exporter of circus acrobats, especially aerialists.

376. Isle of Odes – a minor Mediterranean island republic of uncertain location, where all the roads, although visually apparently normal gravel and brick and cobblestone and asphalt, move on their own a la Heinlein, at the speed of a brisk walk. Aside from easy transportation across the island itself, one may frequently find roads from all over the world moving across the island, including the Yellow Brick Road, the Road to Mandalay, and Calvary, along with many others, making the island a major crossroads for world travelers on the cheap with no particular destination in mind. The traveler should be warned that there is no certainty as to where on a particular road one may find oneself after departing the island, and since their surroundings do not travel with them to the island, one may easily pick the wrong road if it is less distinctive looking than, say, the Yellow Brick one.

377. Odo Island – an island in the Mardi Federation, an archipelago south of Hawaii. One of the smaller islands, it is notable for its fine wine and guava fruit, and the local’s habit of disposing of the dead in the sea, feeling bad things are likely to grow from graves. During the colonial period the local nobility lost their special privileges and the slaves were freed, but people of noble descent still are seen as semi-sacred, and retain the habit of building huts for themselves in odd locations where they can exist in a sort of personal display case. Selfies are very popular.

378. Ogygia – the lovely island of the nymph Calypso, south of Italy and east of Malta, abounding with birds. She still lives there, if a bit long in the tooth, and runs a bed and breakfast with the motto “You’ll never want to leave!” Another protectorate established by the influence of British Classicists.

379. Ohonoo - a curious-looking  island in the Mardi Federation, an archipelago south of Hawaii. (Three vast rocky terraces rise one after the other, like steps built for a colossus). If Hooloomooloo Island (235) is the archipelago’s traditional dumping ground for the physically misshapen, Ohonoo was its dumping ground for the morally misshapen, thieves, rapists, etc., habitual criminals not evil enough to put to death but not tolerable by their neighbors. The practice was continued by the French, who established a penal colony. Nowadays the population is no longer confined to the island and seem little worse (if no better) than their neighbors. The most notable sight is the impressively large statue of the God of Thieves, which has five eyes, six legs, and ten (outsized) hands. The statue is buried in Earth up to its thighs, and legend has it that it has always been that way, having fallen from heaven and embedded itself in the ground.

380. Island of the Old Man of the Sea – actually not that any longer (the Old Man left the island to pursue a career in wrestling after Sinbad blabbed and spoiled his con), this small island is administered as a British overseas territory.

381. Oldwivesfabledom – another of the Metaphorical Islands, located in the north Pacific west of Hawaii. It is considerably improved since the Pow-Wow Man was driven off, although a fair number of locals still worship the Howling Ape. A member of the Commonwealth.

382. Kingdom of the One-Eyed – a matriarchal kingdom located in the north-west of Cote D’Ivoire. Unlike the Arimaspians (26) the locals are born with two eyes, but in past times many put one out in imitation of their greatest queen, who was one short. (And it was pretty much mandatory for gaining political office). Nowadays, as a result of French disapproval of local customs during the colonial period, an eye patch usually suffices.

383. Ooh-oh- a populous, urbanized island in the South Pacific west of Patagonia, just north of Caspak (84), inhabited by clawed, pale, skinny and hairless humanoids with wings. While Caspak evolution has always produced a steady stream of both male and female Weiroos (as they call themselves) migrating to the island, Weiroo matings used to produce only male children, unlike true Galus (see 84); in the Old Days, they maintained a gender balance by kidnapping females from Caspak, and indulged in heavy inbreeding to maintain their unique physical attributes. Weiroo reproductive problems were finally overcome with the aid of potions brewed by magicians from the Kingdom of Prebster John, but this has only led to Ooh-ooh island becoming terribly crowded, as the Weiroos have tried to increase their numbers to match their imagined importance (Weiroos have always thought themselves a  superior race destined to dominate: foreign conquest failed to change this): this in turn has led to an effort to create Weiroo breeding colonies all over the world, which has been greatly complicated by very high rate of female Weiroos divorcing their husbands once they realize it’s an option.  In the Old Days large numbers of children were necessary, since male Weiroo society was founded on murder, with social status tied to how many of your fellow Weiroo males you managed to kill, with generally only the most accomplished killers living much past 30. Their inability to restrain themselves when meeting foreigners led Ooh-ooh being invaded simultaneously by the French, the British, the Americans, and Chile, and it eventually proved (or so they said) necessary to kill over 90% of the male population to change their habits. Weiroo island is sometimes included on foodie tours (their cuisine is described by Manguel et al as “both baffling and delicious.”): such visitors are warned that most Weiroo buildings remain designed for people who can fly, and the murder rate is the world’s highest (Weiroos no longer structure their society around murder, but they’re still violent jerks).

384. Opar – located in what would be north-central Congo-Brazzaville in OTL, this lost Atlantean colony of ape-men, beautiful women, and huge heaps of treasure has not been treated kindly, with the locals forced to live in huts outside their own city while the French and later Congolese authorities removed everything valuable that could be carried off and made archeological exhibits of the rest. Between killings of the ape-like males and the women moving to countries where the marriage prospects are better, the Oparians are a dying race, although some still survive as a distinct people in East Africa under the protection of the Waziri. (542).

385. Ophir – this rich and almost first-world modern country in SE India and northern Ceylon/Sri Lanka is notable for its gold, silver, ivory, apes (actually just big monkeys with vestigial tails), and peacocks. Although Christian, it is tolerant of minorities of Jews, Hindus, Catholics, and others. Local jurisprudence is fond of non-lethal but humiliating “punishment fits the crime” judgments, so be careful of your speech if you don’t want to, say, spend a week wearing oversize novelty pig’s ears.

386. Isle of the Oracle of the Bottle – lying west of India not too far from Bombay, this island is the most holy shrine of serious drinkers worldwide, and is under the protection of Old Bacchus and forty-two other potent spirits (hah) and entities associated with boozing. Grape vines grow in all seasons and all sorts of wines are produced. Guides to the magnificent underground temple of the Oracle (which is literally a large bottle) may be found on the Island of Lanternland (283). People who have trouble understanding the Oracle’s messages will be helped with a large flagon of wine.

387. Orator’s Island - one of the various islands making up the Republic of Magellania, east of Tierra Del Fuego. Produces numerous windbags, which usually go abroad to find careers in politics and on talk shows. Its rich agriculture is mostly carried out by deaf immigrants, the locally born generally being too busy talking to actually do any other work. Public oratorical contests are popular, in which the speakers often work up such a head of steam they end up fainting from hunger or thirst, and may employ an assistant to remind them to breathe.

388. Orofena – an island in the South Pacific, a bit east of Samoa. The backward locals were made part of the French state, and the human sacrifices to their God, Oro, banned. The mysterious ruins found beneath the lagoon have led to a vast expansion of French archeological exploration, but rumor has it secret pressures have been brought to bear to stop excavations in the islet at the center. The natives nod knowingly: Oro still sleeps beneath the collapsed rubble of the lagoon-center volcano, and will one day awaken to destroy the world.

389. Oroonoko Island – a Britain-protected island on the Atlantic edge of the Caribbean, a bit east of Trinidad. Its most numerous inhabitants are an unusually disease resistant breed of Indians with reddish-yellow skins and a taste for piercings: they are best known for their extreme dedication to promises, to the extent that promise-breakers are treated as dead, since any proper person would die rather than break their oath. This has greatly complicated the development of business on the island.

390. Orphan Islands – a small reef-girdled isle SE of Hawaii and east of the Mardi Federation (125), originally settled by shipwrecked orphans and their teacher: one of the few remaining bastions of Victorian values in Britain-overseas. The Hibernian Peninsula on the east end of the island is, essentially, the bad side of town.

391. Orsenna – an island nation between Greece and Italy, followers of a somewhat off-brand variety of Christianity (a touch of Nestorian and even Islamic flavoring), of mixed Greek and Latin heritage and correspondingly Italianate peculiarities and Byzantine habits: of the current revolutionary government, about all that can be said for certain is that it exists, [6] and has pursued with considerable energy the rebuilding of the dry, dusty country’s decayed irrigation systems and the dredging and modernizing of its silted-up harbors. Intrigue, espionage and treachery are in any case long ingrained in local politics, and not knowing what the government is up to is considered normal. Although sober and austere, once the locals warm up to a visitor, perhaps over a few glasses of the fiery local brandy, they will share with them a profusion of local gossip and rumor, if few straight answers.

392. Out Island – an island off the coast of Senegal and east of the Cape Verdes, a protectorate of France to prevent the exploitation of the locals by others. Said locals have an amazing resistance to infection, which makes the island a center of medical research: less appealingly, the locals take advantage of this to slash their skin to let their fat puff out, which they claim brings greater comfort and encourages growth. Centuries of anti-gluttony preaching on the part of Catholic priests has failed to prevent many of the locals from literally eating themselves to death, holding “going away parties” in which locals who know their skin is no longer able to hold together feast until they explode.

393. Oz, or Sir Notappearinginthismap.

394. Pa-anch: a prosperous tropical island near the south end of the Red Sea, which managed to get through its period of British rule without too much trouble. Gold, silver, and sugar dominate exports, incense and myrrh no longer selling well. The locals are Muslims, of a fairly secular sort. Small elephants still serve as a beast of burden, but the lions are nowadays extinct. Those interested in the Classical world will find some surviving Greek ruins.

395. Kingdom of Paflagonia, a small nation in northern Anatolia, united dynastically with Crim Tartary (111). A Christian nation, it was once part of the Byzantine Empire, but after the breakup of that Empire and a brief period of Turkish rule, out of a desire to be seen as modern has become quite British. Criminals still have the option of joining flagellant societies rather than more regular punishments, but are monitored to make sure they are whipping themselves adequately: if they fail to do so, they are assigned a Whipping Motivator. The prestigious Order of the Cucumber has been renamed the Order of Sativus due to too many foreign giggles.

396. Pala – just north of Greater Rendang (446), little remains of this island’s remarkable experiment in utopian living after forty-seven years of Rendangi rule. Its hypnotists, psychiatrists, doctors, ecologists, criminologists, educators, and yoga experts, scattering abroad in exile, have however greatly enriched the world as a whole. The population is mostly Buddhist, albeit a form of that religion heavily syncretized with Hinduism; Shiva is a very important God.

397. Pal-Ul-Don – located in the south of the former French or North Congo,  not too far north and west of Lake Tanganyika this colorful land of dinosaur [42] riders and warring tailed and tail-free Tarzan-strong races has avoided colonization, partly because it is a natural fortress surrounded by almost impenetrable cliffs and mountains, and also because freakin’ superstrong dinosaur riding warrior races.  They were allied to the British for a while, adding some extra color to Durbars and such. The rather chaotic conditions in the current Congo don’t bother them much, since now that they have guns, who is going to prevent a freakin’ superstrong dinosaur riding barbarian with a minigun from taking a cross-border trip to Freeland or the south Congo? Aside from dinosaurs, there are also some prehistoric creatures of more recent type, such as the tiger-striped sabertooth lions, and it’s a real paradise for birds of all types.

398. Papefiguiera – a Papal fief located in the western Mediterranean north of Algeria, this small island is notable for the fertility of its soil, the rotundity of its inhabitants and the abundance of (rotund) religious scholars.

399. Paradise Island – no, not the one with the Amazons. This one is split by a mountain range into a narrow west cost and a larger and more fertile eastern side: the formerly unpopulated west was settled by the British after a shipwreck gave them a foothold (“never lower the flag after it has been raised”, and all that), while the peaceable Polynesian inhabitants of the eastern half, after the joys of colonization, Christianization, and a rich variety of diseases, have quit the British Empire and Commonwealth with great prejudice, and taken their domesticated big headed lions and trained song birds with them.

400. Empire of Parhan – lying between Persia and the Soviet Union, a loose federation of several nations, including Portuguese who got there by way of India and the Black Sea, Punjabi-speaking  Muslims, Persians, Zikdes, the Knights of Ordoukh, themselves a multi-ethnic group, and the Parhani proper, the ancient nomadic indigenes. (There are also the Faceless People, but they do not participate in politics and their lightless cities are rarely even acknowledged to exist). The Portuguese may strike visitors as odd and empty-eyed, but that’s simply because most of them are perpetually stoned on a local drug which allows them to deal with most tedious tasks (say, dealing with tourists) in a state of pleasant reverie. The country is mostly desert and steppe, but there are fertile areas as well, along with dismal swamps and dark forests inhabited by strange and possibly supernatural beasts. Foreign visitors often come searching for the magical blue metal said to be found near the vast and possibly non-human ruins of the Castle of Alamut: the locals try to dissuade them, but they go anyway, and if they reach the ruins without turning back en route, never return.

401. Paroulet’s Country – an underground country some seventy miles below the Northern Territories of the Dominion of Australia. While most of it is dark and barren, it is rich in uranium, gold, silver, and dinosaurs (including pterodactyls), and large enough to contain several small seas (which contain ichthyosaurs.) The locals, who inhabit only a fraction of the total area, claim to be descendants of another ark than Noah’s, and have rather biblical names, beards and robes, and Olde Middle Eastern architecture: however, they are technologically advanced, with atomic power, death rays, flying machines, and other mod cons, although due to the small population progress is slow and the outside world has largely caught up by now. Contact with the surface is limited to one heavily guarded tunnel: some conservatives refuse to believe the surface world exists. (Reportedly, there are also undersea exits accessible to Parouletian flying submarines, but where they are is something they’re staying dumb on.)

402. Land of Parrots – a poor but peaceful republic in the Indian Ocean, east of Madagascar and south of Mauritius. Inhabited by a blond, light-skinned people of obscure origin, having spoken entirely in sign language until educated in Swahili and French by an enchanted prince in the form of a parrot. Aside from a 100 foot pyramid topped by a 20 foot statue of a parrot erected in memory of the blessed event, the most notable sight in the island are some huge trees in the island’s forests, which Science has proven to be millions of years old. The island was later rather easily incorporated into the British Empire, the locals having no interest whatsoever in warfare (it remains a part of the Commonwealth).

403. Parthalia – an island state in the Indian Ocean, a bit east of Oman. It is inhabited by generally civilized giants some thirty feet tall and extremely long lived, some of their eldest being over two and a half millennia old, and a smattering of wizards and smallish dragons. Aside from the giants, the most notable sight is the oyster-bearing trees.

404. Pastemolle Island - one of a cluster of absurd islands in Mid-Atlantic, between Florida and Morocco. A French possession, Pastemolle is dedicated to pies, and exports them world around. The circular island is protected from pie-rats by a wall of stale pastry with a single gate, of steel-hard old cheese. Aside from the pie makers, the most notable inhabitants of the island are a colony of very religious intelligent marmots, which inhabit an underground hermitage and live off the stuff the pie makers throw out.

405. Pentixore – sort of a discount Prester John’s kingdom in the southern Indian Ocean, roughly halfway between Madagascar and Australia. There are few safe ports, magnetic rocks along the coasts tending to drag metal-hulled ships to their destruction. It has a Sea of Gravel rather than a River of Stones, housing similar species of bizarre metamorphic and sedimentary fish. A river of gems flows into it, and sinks to the bottom. Other local oddities include parrots which can speak like men, horned men who speak in grunts and desert trees that retreat underground during the night. About ¼ of the kingdom is desert, the rest is fairly humid, and always hot: the king dwells in the cool mountain city of Susa rather than the capital of Nyse, which sits on a fertile plain at the intersection of two rivers. The royal palace is almost as fancy as that of that of the Presters, although the monarchs have had to tone the feasts down a bit since Parliament gained some control over the royal purse. (Only a few thousand citizens are invited nightly.) Densely populated and rich in both jewels and wizards, Pentixore has managed to keep its independence, but is considered somewhat backwards nowadays, and produces few innovations in either science or magic.

406a. The Sea of Blue – a small sea west of Mexico. Descend some 18000 leagues from here to reach Pepperland (406b), passing through the Sea of Time (where time may flow at an accelerated rate both backwards and forwards), the Sea of Science, the Sea of Monsters (what it says on the tin), the Sea of Nothing (which may be an unnecessary detour), the Foothills and the Headlands, the Sea of Holes, and finally the Sea of Green.

406b. Pepperland – impossibly far below the sea, possibly in another dimension, a brilliantly colorful and very musical land where things are always groovy, the drugs have no bad side effects, flowers have much power and nobody is mean. (Well, there are a few diehard unreformed Meanies in the surrounding Blue Mountains, but most such are believed to have followed Alternate Routes to the United States and the UK and become voters.) Visitors whose vibes are positive will be understood no matter what language they speak.

407. Peri Kingdom – located in a deep valley surrounded by icy mountains in northern Iran not too long a drive from Tehran, the Peri Kingdom is by far the eldest of the Fairy kingdoms. Unlike European fairies all of the tribe likes to fly, which is a help since the valley walls are too steep for all but the most skilled mountaineers. (What commerce with Iran there is mostly takes place through ballooning; the Peris strongly dislike helicopters). Visitors suffering from diabetes should be aware that pretty much everything the Peris eat has sugar in it. Note that here and there in the Middle East one may also find a tribe of Djinn known as Peris: don’t confuse the two in the presence of members of either race, or you will be in Peri-l.

408. Perinthia – located in southern Mesopotamia (the Caliphate), the city was built by the Caliph’s master astrologers to reflect the perfect order of the heavens and thereby bring universal prosperity: until it was torn down and rebuilt in the 1970s as a dull rectangular grid, almost everyone born in the intricately designed city grew up abnormal in some way, from merely dwarfish, Durante-nosed, or hunch backed to extraordinarily mutated (rubber bones, three heads, six legs, external stomachs, etc.). The remaining survivors grace (so to speak) the freak shows of all of Arabia. There is much debate whether the astrologers merely fucked up, the order of the heavens actually mandates the weird and pathological, or simply that Allah does not approve of anyone trying to use Cheat Codes on His creation.

409. Hohenfliess, a minor German principality not too far from Berlin, most notable for Pestitz, its lovely capital built on a hill, and Lilar, the palace and pleasure gardens of the prince, smaller but more playful than Versailles, now open to visitors at irregular intervals.

410.  Philistia, a state on the Italian-French border. A dull gray country, with little in the way of art or literature, it is a matriarchy where the only law is that people must do what seems to be expected of them.  The Popular Tribunals which deal with those who attempt to game the system are aware that they are expected to be harsh and unreasonable. The conversion of the locals to Christianity from their own odd trinity has not improved the tone of the place, aside from the end of the temple orgies. (Many do not see that as an improvement). Grey remains the national color and the color of the national flag. There are few readers in Philistia, and no professional writers: there is a publishing industry, but it is kept solvent by printing textbooks, how-to works, bibles nobody will read and lots of pornography with absolutely no literary value. Pregnant travelers are cautioned that the country lacks obstetricians, since babies in Philistia are delivered by the stork, which is summoned by witchcraft.

411. Kingdom of the Philopponines – a mid-Atlantic kingdom with beautiful beaches, some ways east of central Brazil, ruled by the descendants of King Philoponus “the learned”, a notable natural philosopher. Settled by Greeks, it has been often historically divided between quarreling heirs, but has been unified since the Spanish and British invasions of the late 17th century. The locals are notable for their mechanical ingenuity, having developed long-playing automatic pianos and mechanical automatons as early as the 17th century, and are major modern cyberneticists. The giants which used to inhabit the isle are extinct, only their huge bones, often employed artistically and whimsically, remaining.

412. Philos – an island in the mid-Pacific near the Equator, guarded by innumerable rocks and reefs and sandbars, a dream of love (and nookie). Notable for flowers, oranges, lemons, jasmine, and beautiful women who rule through the love they inspire. The economy seems to be magically based, since there is no clear way a mostly 18th century technology could sustain the rather luxurious local standard of living (every house in the capital resembles a palace). The invention of airplanes, parachutes, etc. has allowed for people to visit the island without surviving a shipwreck (the only former way in), but the locals find outsiders mostly far too unloving, insincere, and unjust to allow them to stay. (There are no incels on Philos, and no Nice Guys or Chads either: there is, however, an order of women who specialize in pity-f****).Their one import is foreign plays, particularly French ones: the inhabitants are great enthusiasts of the theater.

413. Philosopher’s Island – the southernmost of the various specialized islands making up the Republic of Magellania, east of Tierra Del Fuego, and the coldest and snowiest. Most of the more rational philosophers, if they can afford it, depart for warmer climates: those who remain tend to be rather terrifying people. They live off government cheese and outrage. Visitors are strongly advised to avoid debating them. If one must visit, accommodations have been provided by the Republic’s government in the form of quonset huts: architecture created by the locals has a tendency to collapse, usually due to poor foundations.

414. Philosophy Island – will thank you not to confuse them with those loonies on Philosopher’s Island, if you please. One of a group of islands north of Bermuda in the West Atlantic, near the islands of Fortune (94) and Chance (41), it has neither government nor religion, although it has a great many clubs, schools and academies. The island lives off tuition fees from foreign students and royalties from the innumerable books, articles, TV specials and video lecture series that the philosophers create and export: the money mostly disappears into the hands of the non-philosopher community, which lives in walled-off ghettos where their stupid opinions will not annoy the philosophers, and produces or trades in everything the philosophers cannot make for themselves. (Said community is under threat since Amazon.com started delivering to the island).

415. Phyllis – a beautiful city in western Turkey that contains some of the world’s most varied and enchanting architecture, absolutely none of which is noticed by the hard-working, grimly pragmatic inhabitants. Keeping its treasures from being torn down is a full-time job for the Turkish Antiquities bureau. Visitors are warned not to become permanent residents, because it’s likely that before long they, too, will start to ignore the beauties of Phyllis.

416. Isla De La Pierre Blanche – largest of a chain of minor rocky islands in the Malacca straits and a minor member of the British Commonwealth, it has a small population of peacefully coexisting pagans and Christians, the Christians descended from shipwrecked sailors, and is notable only for its main export, the bark of a local tree possessed of amazing curative properties, which will not grow anywhere else on Earth. (The local habit of keeping the mummified, dried corpses of their relatives on display has largely died out).

417. Pile – A city north of Prague, so massively built of dull gray (if elaborately carved and mosaic’d) stone as to have never been taken in a siege, it has successfully negotiated its continued autonomy from successive rulers of Bohemia thanks to the (maybe) infallible advice of the Oracle Machine, [4] a holy computer made of wood, stone and pewter housed in the Church of St. Klaed. Unfortunately, with no wars abroad, the huge family of the Princes of Pile spends most of their time feuding and intriguing against each other, which can be distressing for locals or visitors accidentally caught in the crossfire. The locals grin (or grimace) and bear it, since they superstitiously hold that to leave is to lose contact permanently. Since the 1970s, it has developed suburbs: a certain rivalry has grown up between the inside and outside the walls populations, the ‘insiders” grumbling that the “outsiders” aren’t proper Pilites.

418. Pimminee – an island in the Mardi Federation, an archipelago south of Hawaii. Flat, hot, humid and weedy, the most notable fact about the island is the local obsession with dress: although the influence of British and French styles eventually broke down the incredibly elaborate traditional dress code, outbreaks of violence over differences of fashion remain common, with the introduction of lycra stretch pants recently leading to two weeks of riots.

419. Play, Land of – located, oddly enough, in New Jersey. A green and pleasant little country, about the size of a large meadow, inhabited by colorful fairy-type creatures small enough to use a leaf as a sailing ship. The only other inhabitants are friendly insects and the occasional child visiting the place in spirit and playing around the tree-sized clovers and the lake-sized rain puddles. From outside the Land of Play seems to have a barbed wire fence and looks variously like a lumberyard or a seep field or a rubbish dump or a stubbly harvested field, whatever will spur the greatest disinterest in the adult passersby.

420. Pnom Dhek – this Buddhist city is, or rather used to be, the eternal rival of Lodidhapura (299), located likewise in the Most Impenetrable jungles of northern Cambodia. It used to be ruled by a royal house descended from a local princess and a Manly Explorer, but since the lumber companies cut through the surrounding jungle and the city was incorporated into the national state their authority has become largely nominal. Tours of the royal palace and the underground maze below occur weekly.

421. Island of Poetry – one of those annoyingly metaphorical places. Seeing the locals give birth to their often malformed children from their fingers and brains is only for the strong of stomach. Lying off west Munster, Ireland, the island is claimed but not governed by the Irish, since there isn’t anything of use aside from scenery and poets.

422. Polar Bear Republic – formerly a kingdom of sapient Polar bears, this (as usual) mostly underground Polar kingdom north of Novaya Zemlya was conquered by the Russians in the 1890s, and became independent during the Revolution. A protectorate of Great Britain, which has a number of air bases on the island, and an observer member of the League of Animal Nations. It exports the acids, giant crystals, asbestos and low-temperature liquid basalt found in the deeper caves, along with a great variety of frozen prehistoric animals (the number of such animals found in the ice caves is so vast that the entire population of the kingdom had been living off their flesh for centuries without seriously reducing the supply).

423. Polyglot Island – in the Red Sea, off the coast of the Sudan, fairly fertile on the coasts but dry in the interior. The locals possess the gift of tongues, which allows them to speak and understand all the languages of the world. Eating visitors bemused by their skill now being frowned on by the international community, the island is mostly supported by remittances sent by locals working abroad as translators and interpreters. The island was also inhabited by a race of cowardly 15-foot giants with ears big enough to use as blankets: there are few of them left, most having been shot and eaten by the polyglots after they started importing gunpowder weapons, or sold off to foreign circuses after cannibalism became gauche.

424. Island of Polypragmosyne – this island west/northwest of Ireland is where failures in denial and intellectual busybodies with no idea what they’re talking about gather from the world over, and spend most of their time sharing their wisdom with each other. [32] Embarking on tasks for which they are deeply unqualified is the islander’s other occupation, and if it were not for the constant arrival of new nitwits, the island would probably soon become unpopulated. Most travelers visit the Pantheon of the Great Unsuccessful, displaying the works, actual and projected, of the spectacular failures of history, although they tend to dodge the endless lectures on why they should have succeeded, if only…The island is by international treaty forbidden from connecting with the internet.

425. Pomace – a small Elvish kingdom (mostly underground) as staid as its location in Herefordshire would lead one to expect, if unusual in sponsoring a college in the human world.

426. Ponukele-Drelchkaff, an extensive African empire, if somewhat shrunken by British and French depredations, consisting of two warring kingdoms united in 1904. Lying in roughly the central Nigeria-Cameroons area of OTL, it is divided by the river Tez into Ponukele to the north, and Drelchkaff in the south, with the capital of Ejur lying at the river’s mouth, atop high sea cliffs which protect it from invaders. Among its exports are ever-pulsating sponges that can be used as artificial hearts and heavy water for nuclear reactors, which flows from a perpetual spring in the royal park. The nation houses many unusual plants and animals, especially the coastal invertebrates, strange creatures apparently of the Cnidaria order but not yet fully classified, resembling flags, curtains, soap, blocks of jelly, plates of zinc, etc. Also notable are the squirrels with musical hair, the giant music-loving worms that live in the heavy water spring, and the Roman candle banana, which makes a terrific noise when lit. The royal park contains many remarkable members of the vegetable kingdom, and since the country opened up to the wider world, has obtained new tropical plants from around the globe. The locals have some skill at magic with a technological flair, and build various machines elsewhere un-duplicable, including the oil-painting machine, the radio coconut, and the vodou-powered bamboo heligyro. Politics are turbulent, the army having an unfortunate habit of intervening “to preserve order”: the monarch is mostly a figurehead at this point.

427. Popefigs Island – up until the mid-17th century constantly plagued with hail, storms, diseases, famines, etc. sent to them by Popimania (428, just NE of the island) as vengeance for once having made a rude gesture at an image of the Pope: they then became a protectorate of Holland, which hired foreign sorcerers to protect the place from Popimania’s curses. It has since greatly improved, and the local mixed Jewish and Protestant population have recently revived the nation’s old name, Jollyboys’ Island.

428. Popimania – an island state a bit SW of the Canary Isles: up until recently, the world’s biggest fans of the Pope, which they considered to become a literal avatar of God on Earth upon their election. Since Vatican II Rome has fallen out of favor, and the locals have adopted the doctrine of the Hidden Pope, in which the True Pope is in concealment at present but will one day reveal himself on the island of Popimania. As such, they refuse to follow any changes in Church practices after 1958. They are also very good at destructive magic, although they claim any misfortune befalling their enemies is the work of God. The island exports missionaries and tasty pears.

429. Poyang Mountain – located in Central China, this is one of China’s sacred peaks and is inhabited by a deity very picky about his food: those not well versed in the arts of dog cookery should avoid the mountain, unless they have a deep desire to become a man-eating tiger.

430. Present Land – located on a phosphorescent plateau beneath volcanic mountains in eastern Antarctica, a mystical land whose crystalline-fleshed inhabitants exist in an eternal present (visitors will need to bring some sort of magical charm or gem with them or they will be unable to remember their visit, and their watches will not function during their visit). The locals are immortal, do not sleep, eat, or excrete, do not suffer from pain or fatigue, never lie, and spend their time in song, swimming and playing in the warm volcanic pools, and making love, with occasional interruptions (which they will not remember) to visit the temple of their terrifying God to worship (chanting “Tekeli-li”) and occasionally sacrifice themselves by leaping into a chasm. Said God appears in the form of a snow-white shrouded figure of giant size, and armed visitors are to take note that harming the locals will lead to divine vengeance so horrible and crunchy that only the fact that nobody will remember it afterwards preserves sanity. It is always daytime, although the light of the sun becomes dim at the time of worship.

431. Prospero’s Island – a bit NE of the Windward Isles of the Caribbean. No longer contains Prospero, Caliban, or Ariel, although some lesser spirits and goblins still are to be found in the woods.  Also contain a lot of legacies of Dutch colonialism, including an ethnically mixed population which tends to play their music loud to drown out mysterious noises and sweet airs. Prospero’s humble habitation remains and is a tourist attraction, although all the magic books were taken away by the Dutch. (His magic staff, however, has never been found, and treasure hunters still annoy the locals with attempts to find it and dig it up).

432. Providence Island – a fertile island north of Papua and SE of the Philippines, a British possession: most of its population being descended from a single shipwrecked couple, it is notable as the most inbred location in the Commonwealth, even more so than Buckingham Palace.

433. Ptyx Island – a magical isle in the Caspian Sea, made of white, magical and blood-warm stone arranged in concentric rising platforms:  from the highest point on the island, the visitor can see what is said to be the raw underlying fabric of reality. Above the island’s surface float slumbering nymphs, satyrs and other magical beings, and its Lord, a pipe-smoking and plaid-wearing old man in a (floating) rocking chair. He is friendly to visitors (which he gifts with painted eggs), but has firmly turned down all offers to join the USSR. After a few little misunderstandings (The Caspian Sea Fleet found itself very surprised to suddenly be the Aral Sea fleet), Soviet scientists are allowed to visit the island regularly – although they only stay on the top level for periods mandated as no more than one hour, since looking at the (supposed) Substance of the Universe tends to make your brain run out of your ears after a while.

434. Pumpkin Islands  - a small archipelago to the SW of Portugal and now part of that country, although some interesting relics remain from the era of Muslim rule. Notable for the giant pumpkins which grow there, which the locals used to carve, dry out, and use as boats, until the era of modern boats with engines relegated their use to the annual Pumpkin Regatta. A certain rivalry still exists with Nut Island (371), with which many nut-vs-pumpkin naval battles were once fiercely fought.

435. Purple Island – lying in the south Pacific east of New Zealand, the island is inhabited by the Red Ethiopians, so called because of their vaguely African features and skin color, not due to their socialistic, if still fairly democratic, mode of government since the Revolution. (Their name for themselves is almost unpronounceable by English speakers). Said revolution was quite uninfluenced by Soviet ideology, since the extreme difficulty of the native language (unrelated to any known language family) meant that at the time European socialist writings were quite unknown. (It was not until the 1990s that a large enough number of locals learned foreign languages to start representing themselves at the United Nations). Like the big island of Hawaii but worse, Purple Island is pestered by frequent volcanic eruptions, which have discouraged foreign settlement. Due to this, the Red Ethiopians tend to be highly fatalistic, which oddly does not lead to a passive attitude: they cheerfully embrace taking chances, since the time of a man’s death is predetermined and will not be changed by anything one does.

436. Pigmy Kingdom (claimed) –a disputed territory in central India. The Indian Pygmies lost their kingdom to Islamic invaders, and were scattered across the subcontinent: now they seek to return and restore their old nation, something the Indian government is rather opposed to. They stand some 27 inches tall on average and only live six to eight years at most, but pack more living into that time than many humans who live to be sixty (it helps that they do not sleep).  The speed and skill of their hands is legendary, and they remain some of the world’s greatest craftsmen.

437. Pyrallis – a volcanic isle a bit south of eastern Crete, inhabited by small volcano-dwelling dragons with insect wings: it is too prone to lava flows and eruptions to be settled by humans. Occasionally the “pyrotocones” are storm-driven as far as Crete, where they have been known to take refuge in foundries from what to them is unbearable cold.

438. Pyrandia – a fiery island near Antarctica, SW of West Australia. Its inhabitants, the Firemen, are themselves ablaze, and must consume coal or oil to keep burning when they step out of the innumerable volcanic fires which dot the island. If they run out of fuel too far from a fire, they fall apart into a cloud of sparks, which drifts away from the island and will eventually become a will-o-the-wisp. The only other inhabitants are salamanders (the magical, elemental sort, not the amphibian), which the Firemen keep as pets. Of late, they have begun to trade with the outside world, importing coal and other fuel stuffs in exchange for the gold, silver and other useless metals the Firemen find while swimming in the depths of volcanoes.

439. Quarll Island – a small island belonging to Mexico not too far west from Colima. Notable mostly for having its own Robinson Crusoe story and giant many-trunked banyan-like trees. The climate is pleasant and it is increasingly plagued with vacationers.

440. Queen Island – a desolate volcanic island at the North Pole. Due to conflicting claims by multiple Polar nations and Great Britain, the first to plant a flag there, it is currently a neutralized United Nations protectorate and international territory.

441. Quivera – a mixed Welsh-native American state between British Guyana and Venezuela, founded by Prince Madoc in 1170. Famous for its abundance of rubies (the capital’s name, Cibola, means ”frozen fire”), its volcanoes, its epic harp-accompanied ballads, and the giant man-eating blind salamanders that live in the vast flooded caves under the highest mountains. Although badly hit by European diseases in the 19th century, the country has bounced back and become in recent years more developed than its Venezuelan neighbor.

442. Raklmani – a Pacific isle east of Hawaii and west of central Mexico, inhabited by saintly egg-eaters, people so holy that they only need material food once a year, Easter, when blessed eggs drift ashore. Such is the spiritual sweetness of the locals that no invader has ever been able to do anything more than shame-facedly kick the soil, eyes averted and hands in pockets, and ask for directions to Australia or Hawaii or the New World.

443. Rampole Island - probably just a bad dream.

444. Ransom Island – an island surrounded by high black cliffs, west of southern Norway, of which it is a possession. Used to be a major pirate hideout, thanks to the great cave into which ships could be sailed and hidden. The former Hall of Ravagers is a tourist attraction, notable for its fine wood-panel carving carried out by kidnapped artists.

445. Regentrude Realm – a minor underground land under North Germany, ruled over by the Regentrude, a rather tired immortal lady in charge of making sure rain goes where it is needed, at least in Central Europe. The locals are not particularly different from the Germans above, if with much less history to be ashamed of, and the only thing to disturb them is the rumor that the Regentrude is becoming increasingly addicted to energy drinks.

446. Greater Rendang – a former sultanate, later a bellicose military Junta, now a corrupt one-party state, just north of Aceh in Indonesia. It has recently pulled out of the formerly utopian Buddhist state of Pala (396) under international pressure, although cynics say they finally only pulled out because Pala’s oil reserves were running dry. In what some wise-asses refer to “Pala’s revenge”, much of the youth of the nation are addicted to the powerful mushroom-based Palan drug moksha.

447. Ringing Island - one of a cluster of absurd islands in Mid-Atlantic, between Florida and Morocco. It is another of the Allegorical Islands, inhabited by a variety of human-sized talking (well, singing religious music, mostly) birds whose plumage duplicates the hierarchy of the Catholic Church, from monks to bishops to (one) Pope. They lay eggs asexually, and a small percentage of each species ’ brood is of the next level up in the hierarchy, so each caste is produced by members of the one below it. They are fed by birds and Catholics from around the world bringing donations, and live in very fancy cages with bells they frequently ring (they can open the cages from the inside but rarely do.) There is one permanent human resident at a time on the island, the Sacristan, who is appointed by the human Pope. The island was invaded by Cromwell in the 1600s and most of the birds killed, being very bad at flying, but some cleric and monk birds survived and eventually reproduced the entire hierarchy back into being. Outside the hierarchy are the Halcyons, lovely birds who just come here to nest and hatch their young, and the Bigot Bird, a large, foul-smelling bird which steals the other bird’s food, shits over everything, and seems to be able to come into existence through spontaneous generation.

448. Rings – an Elfin kingdom in Galloway, south Scotland. Largely underground, like most British Elf kingdoms, it is notably the only Elfin kingdom to ever be haunted by a ghost, when it turned out the dead Lord Chancellor was part human (elfins do not have ghosts, and are generally assumed to not have souls).

449. Road Town – another odd experiment in US urban utopianism, a linear city several hundred miles long built along a road and tram system and resembling an impossibly tall skyscraper laid on its side, running from the NY/Jersey border to some ways into Ames (OTL north Pennsylvania). Currently rather run down and referred to by some disparagingly as “America’s longest slum”, although it continues to (slowly) grow westward. New highways pass over the (mostly) two stories high structure, and in a few cases through it.

450. Roc Island – an island SE of Madagascar, uninhabited due to the brontosaur-sized and highly intelligent birds prevalent there. Although nearly driven extinct in the 20th century after the adaptation of the anti-aircraft gun to hunting them, the birds have recovered somewhat in numbers in the last generation, largely due to generous donations of (non-sentient) cattle by the League of Animal Nations and human bird lovers, which largely keeps the Rocs from ranging abroad in search of prey. [38] Poaching remains a problem, since the flesh of Rocs, besides being pretty tasty, reverses many of the effects of aging: it does not actually prolong life, but it does return color to whitened hair, remove wrinkles, and revive sexual potency.

451. The Port of the land of Romancia comes and goes, sometimes in France, sometimes in the west of Ireland, sometimes on the Black Sea, sometimes underground, sometimes on the Moon, sometimes on Sri Lanka, sometimes even in Hoboken, and recently on the coast of Peru. It is divided into Upper and Lower Romancia, with Upper Romancia being more Romantic and inhabited by the local nobility, while Lower Romancia is more bourgeois. It is the land of Magical Romance; there are rivers with precious jewels for pebbles, and enchanted forests of Love [45]  and is full of magical beings: talking beasts, centaurs, ogres (mostly pacified nowadays), sirens, dryads, fauns, flying horses, unicorns, griffins, hippogryphs, giant grasshoppers, three-headed dogs, etc. (Admittedly somewhat diminishingly so in these secular times: they’re quite out of Genii, for instance, and there are few fairies, and only one phoenix, and the only dragons left are loathly wyrms.) Upper Romancia is more magical than Lower Romancia, although the slow decline in Magic has reached there too: it is no longer possible to live entirely off air and love (pastries should be consumed at least once a week, and a beverage is also required.)  It is only easy to find by the right sort of people, which does not include, for instance, most social media addicts. Anyone who stays there for long will become young and beautiful, although of course there are those who are even better looking than the norm, since who would the top heroes and heroines strive after otherwise?

452. Roma Subterranea – lying under eastern England and parts of Scotland along the shores of a salty underground sea, this is a mind-control tyranny of the worst sort, settled by Romans who literally went underground to escape the Germanic invasions, and went sort of screwy in the monster-infested darkness. (The giant lizards, toads, crabs and land-octopi are bad enough, but the lion-sized spiders are really a bit much). Giant luminous fungi supplement torches to illuminate their buildings, which in a land with no sky or weather have no roofs, and the population lives off snakes, fungi, giant slugs, seaweeds, and marine fish and lizards. Society is based on total submission to the state and most of the population is under a form of hypnosis that leaves them permanently incapable of independent thought. Given that the majority of its population is incurably mentally crippled by above-ground standards, and the ruling class is composed of dangerously powerful (and telepathic) hypnotists, the British government has decided to let them be, since if “liberated” it’s inhabitants would either be a permanent burden or a permanent menace. [1] The Romans themselves (those capable of thinking about such things), having learned that Rome has thoroughly fallen, have no desire whatsoever for contact with the “barbarian” outside world.

453. Roncador – a small Latin American republic between Brazil, Paraguay and Argentina. It is known for an ultimately failed utopian regime under a British dictator (most of its later history has consisted of a succession of short-lived republics interspersed with military juntas) and nowadays for having the largest number of species of hummingbird per square mile of any Latin American state.

454. Rondisle – a small, circular isle, a relaxed sort of tropical paradise in the Indian Ocean, NE of Mauritius. Portuguese and later French rule has not greatly reduced the jolly nature of the locals, although they nowadays wear (a moderate amount of) clothes even when not in town. The dead are still burned on funeral pyres, with the size of the pyre dependent on the virtues of the person – the more loved and esteemed they were, the more wood is brought. (It is the village chieftain’s job to provide the minimal amount of wood for full cremation in case nobody liked the deceased).

455. Rootabaga Country – a magic-rich land of American fairy tales, and therefore of uncertain and changeable borders, but generally found in the Midwest after a long train ride through balloon-picker country. One knows one has arrived when the rail lines begin to zig-zag, pigs are observed wearing bibs color-coordinated with their spots, stripes, or checks, cats are seen wearing stockings and there are alarmingly large but friendly spiders wearing frying pans as hats. Most animals are intelligent, or at least talkative. The area exports corn, rootabagas, cream puffs, neckties (which grow as a form of flower) and various forms of twisted metal - paper clips, staples, etc. - which are manufactured with the help of the local zizzie bugs, which have a talent for twisting things. It also does a good business in salvage, thanks to the local rats which eat the rust off of metal items. Rootabaga country consists of twenty-one counties (twenty two during leap years), but has only partial government representation, since the counties tend to wander from one state to another as they please. Visitors should be prepared for odd things to happen, and should avoid panicking - female visitors who find themselves turning into birds, for instance, should just fly back over the river they just crossed, and they will return to normal.

456. Rossum’s island – off the coast of the southeastern US, and famous as the site of the world’s first independent robot republic. After spending an interval as smoking rubble, it returned to the governance of North Carolina. Rumors of a secret underground robot city are crankily denied by the US government, but then this world has quite a few known “secret” underground cities.

457. Rotundia – a round isle of beneficent magic, where evil spells are impotent. Located in the Irish Sea, it can be spun on its axis, but the locals (people of Welsh extraction that began settling the isle after the Norman conquest) prefer you don’t, since it tends to mess up the relative sizes of things (mice used to be of elephantine proportions) and feel lucky the human inhabitants weren’t shrunk or expanded the last time it happened. The British armed forces nowadays guard the Pillar the island revolves about, to keep people from messing with it. Rotundian plants are notable for not producing fruit or tubers, rather buns, cakes, and other processed foods,  but local cooks have a strange ability to take sugar, water, suet, tapioca, and a few other ingredients and make fruit and vegetables out of it. (The EU forbids export of these to other European countries, much to the annoyance of locals).  Has a sizable expatriate population of people under curses, which remain inoperative as long as they don’t leave.

458. Round Valley – a round wooded valley in central Wales, surrounded by very high walls, nowadays a sort of reservation for Welsh giants, who grow outsized turnips and brassicas while they await the return of King Arthur, their true king. (“Windsors? Phooey.”)

459. Ruach or Windy Island – this island north of the Azores was inhabited by a folk which lived off winds and abundantly generated them. An overseas province of Spain, its original inhabitants have dispersed around the world, having been much in demand as sailors with no need of provisions (if the winds don’t blow, they can make do with fans or bellows). In the end, in spite of modern efforts with relief valves, all Ruachians die of overinflation, and go out to the sound of trumpets.

460. Ruffal – another mostly underground north Polar kingdom. It is inhabited by people of African ancestry who migrated north some four thousand years ago, and pursues a highly communistic form of economy, which has made them natural allies of the socialist, anti-colonial Soviets to the south. The Ruffalians have a reputation of being dull-witted and slow to grasp new ideas, which is quite unmerited: they simply consider it foolish to consider a new idea understood until it has been carefully mulled over. [35] Below Ruffal is another, vaster cave illuminated by a tiny sun and inhabited by a race of bat-winged peoples which their ancestors considered the spirits of the noble dead, but modern Ruffalians consider them a form of vermin that will have to be cleared out before the new cave can be settled.

461. Ruritania, a small former kingdom of mixed German and Slavic characteristics, lying north of the Czech lands and in the armpit of Silesia. It is now a republic, after passing through an unfortunate post-monarchy period (the revolt against King Rudolph VII, “the shit”, turned rather rabidly socialistic.) It is very scenic, and nowadays a major tourist destination.

462. Saba or Meroa – an enchanted city in northern Ethiopia, east of Lake Tana. It is extremely hot all year around, and visitors should book ahead to get a room with air conditioning. Most of the inhabitants are a local semi-human race born from apples, who grow darker in color as they get older, [46] and who act as caretakers for the extremely over the top crystal and gold tomb of King Solomon, the city’s main tourist draw, although there’s also an enchanted well or some such. A local magic herb is said to allow one to see Solomon and Sheba making merry in the tomb, but the FDA strongly advises against its use. The tomb remains un-plundered due to the Melty Face Curse on those who attempt to damage it (whether by stealing the gems that encrust it or by forcing open the sealed doors) much to the frustration of the Bank of England, which theoretically owns it as a result of Ethiopia defaulting on a loan.  Beware the local water (dysentery is prevalent) and the temperamental local wizards.

463. The Sacred Valley of Kali – lying near the India/Sikkim border. The temple of Kali remains very fine in spite of all the British looting when they occupied the valley in the 1920s, but the trained tigers and cobras now work for various zoos and circuses rather than bringing people in for human sacrifice to the Goddess. Rumors of revived sacrifices in hidden caves are strongly denied by the Indian government.

464. The Saharan Sea – located in central interior Tunisia and connected to the Med by canals, it is something of a French engineering accident of the colonial era, and has partially dried up since then. It has had some beneficial effects on the local climate, but local Tuaregs are still after a century trying to get compensation for their lost lands.

465. Saint Brendan’s Fairy Isle – a small and Very Magical isle west of Ireland, a bit north of Braseal (61), with which it may have some connection. It stands some distance above the waves on many pillars of colorful stone, and is covered with a cedar forest noisy with birdsong. It is inhabited by sea-fairies and several eternally sleeping long-bearded saints, including St. Brendan himself, while the surrounding waters and sea-caves are inhabited by vast numbers of the slightly creepy Water-Babies and an abundance of sea-snakes, or possibly sea-centipedes, with their bodies divided into up to three hundred segments, each with a brain, pairs of eyes, and a pair of foot/hands. These snakes guard the island, and in each of their hundreds of hands a weapon appears when anyone with evil intent shows up: contemplate the word “mincemeat”. Those of merely normal obnoxiousness should still avoid visiting on Fridays, when Mrs. Bedonebyasyoudid drops by; she tends to inflict proportionate punishment on anyone who has ever hurt a child, even inadvertently, and she is no mere enchantress, fairy, or djinn. Her sister, Mrs. Doasyouwouldbedoneby, comes on Sundays and is much safer.

466. The isolated City of Sand, located in a vast rocky amphitheater in the deserts of Eastern Syria, is ruled by a local Sheik and inhabited by a folk practicing an esoteric mix of Islam and Christianity, which combined with the fact that the traditional dress of its soldiers is an odd parody of crusader outfits has led many to believe that they are descended from a lost Crusader city “gone native.” The locals claim ignorance of the supposed vast treasure of jewels the city once guarded, although the ruling family owns a suspiciously large amount of real estate in Cairo and Damascus. Visitors stop to see the skull-lined mausoleum known as the Warrior’s Room, where there is a wine bar. The wine is no longer poisoned, but it is overpriced.

467. The Isle of Sandals, a former minor kingdom SW of Marseilles, now part of France, known for the abundance of its badgers (which form part of the local cuisine, if a less prominent one than haddock soup) and hosting the silliest Catholic order in existence, the absurdly dressed Order of Quavering Friars, which reputedly exists as a result of Pope Sixtus IV losing a bet with the Devil.

468. Sargyll and the Red Islands – located south of Poictesme (1) and west of what we would call Sardinia in the Mediterranean, a kingdom governed with the aid of and protected by magic. The royal palace is traditionally haunted by strange beasts and unnatural creatures under the control of the ruling king or queen (in succession disputes, sorcerous talent trumps gender in Sargyll). Very nominally a vassal of Cameliard-Glathion (76,77).

469. Sas Doopt Swangeanti, an island kingdom of flying men and women, located a bit west of Chile and north of Easter Island. The locals were converted (more or less) to Christianity by an 18th century shipwrecked Cornishman, who also introduced them to advanced metalworking and gunpowder, which helped preserve their independence (along with the local ability to produce in bulk an incredibly powerful corrosive substance traditionally used to carve cities out of solid rock, allowing for a primitive sort of aerial chemical warfare). The locals are vegetarians, but some foreign vegetarians consider their eating the fruits of the crullmott tree and the padsi bush, which taste just like pork and salmon, to be cheating. Nonetheless, these are widely exported, along with chemical nastiness and the sweecoe, a sort of harmless giant firefly which can substitute for a dozen good wax candles.

470. Satinland – a magical island in the NW Atlantic east of Bermuda, notable for its neatly rectangular shape. The roads are made of satin cloth, the plants of damask and velvet, and the animal life of tapestries, including all the weird monsters and beasts of heraldry, some of which (including the elephants) are sapient. They are fairly harmless, since they do not eat. The human inhabitants are made of laminated paper and consist of the heroes and philosophers of the ancient world, or at least reasonable facsimiles. Aside from a brisk trade in cutup pieces of the plants (previously non-talking animals as well) the island gets a great deal of intellectual tourism, although those who come to talk to the philosophers are outnumbered by those who come to listen to the hundred-eared monster Hearsay, who can bullshit on seven different subjects in seven different languages simultaneously, and which in recent decades has sprouted enough hands to produce five different tweets, four Facebook posts, and post a video to Tik Tok simultaneously, although one of its blogging hands has fallen off. A small town inhabited by flesh and blood humans has sprung up to cater to the tourists, and is the only place where one can get something to eat. A French protectorate.

471. Satrapia – a kingdom in the south of the Indian Ocean, a bit to the SE of South Africa. This alarmingly well-organized monarchy, isolated from the world by coastal mountain ranges, swamps and lakes, was finally opened up by the French when they hacked a way through in the late 19th century. Politics then took a somewhat complicated turn, leading to the current rule of the island as the near-impregnable fortress of a clan of French arch-villains.

472. Savage Island – a long standing French protectorate east of South Brazil and a bit north of Sneak’s Island (487). It is inhabited by the Chitterlings, a greasy, numerous, and cheap people, whose humanoid appearance fails to betray their descent from pigs, although their great affinity for mustard, which is a universal healing elixir for the Chitterlings, is suggestive, as is their claim to descent from the great holy flying pig, Shrove Tuesday. Savage Island has long provided mercenaries for France, pig-men of courage indomitable as long as their mustard supply does not falter. Island minorities include the Blackpuddings and the Mountain Bolognas.

473. Savoya – a minor English-speaking island kingdom in the western Atlantic, on the latitude of Georgia, notable for its fruits and maypole dancing. Picked up by the British in a bit of 19th century Imperial absentmindedness after the local monarchy died out, it is currently a member of the Commonwealth.

474. Island of the Scarlet Tower – a mountainous isle near Brittany, so named for the tallest tower of its ruler’s castle, made of an unusual stone of brilliant red. [33] The island is inhabited by a race of giants with a fondness for trial by combat, resulting in the Christianization of the island in the 16th century thanks to the ass-kicking of Amadis of Gaul. It exports very large mercenaries and huge bottles of fine local wine.

475. The Strait of Scylla and Charybdis, or rather Charybdis. Scylla, as is well known, was blown to bits by the cannons of Andrea Doria’s fleet, and then brought back to Genoa to be sewn together again for the amusement and education of the population (immortality can be a bitch). Charybdis still remains, being of mountainous size and dwelling in a seafloor crevasse, and is dealt with by the simple formula of Stay the Fuck Away From the Whirlpool.

476. Selene – a perpetually misty former city of vampires, a bit north of Belgrade in Serbia. The population has largely been exterminated, but a few defanged vampires have been left alive for the appreciation of tourists who come to see the lovely architecture and occasionally animate sculptures. During working hours, the vampires must wear fake fangs to live up to visitor expectations, and use a great deal of deodorant to reduce their normal stench.

477. Sevarambia – a country on the northern shore of Australia’s Inner Sea, a hybrid race of locals and Persian exiles. Their language is an artificially created one, a mix of Persian, local aboriginal speech, and a few other important languages. The locals color-code their dress by age (white 0-7, pink 28-35, black from 59 on up, and all colors in between) and thanks to the very healthy climate, are unusually tall. While initially Zoroastrians, the locals have adopted a monotheistic faith of their own, which has a single and never portrayed deity represented by a black altar cloth, and holds that human souls come from the sun and return to it in death. Alcohol is forbidden, possibly a result of Islamic influence. The dead are cremated, except for the occasional truly exceptional person, which are embalmed and kept in the temples to be admired by the populace. There is also a small *Arian Christian minority. Women wear veils (save for prostitutes, who have strong legal protections), but are legally equal to men and serve in the armed forces. The local forests contain lions and tigers and bears, oh my, as well as a number of species exclusive to this nation. Relations with their Australian neighbors are generally cordial, although they forbid immigration by the apes of Farandoulie (169).

477a. The Monster Islands, to the south of Sevarambia, are claimed by that country and exploited for their mineral wealth (jewels, rock crystal, rare earths), but not settled, due to the monsters, which even modern weapons have been unable to entirely subdue.

478. The City of Shadows – a tiny state beneath the floor of the Mediterranean, between Italy and Corsica, inhabited by grayish-skinned blind people of Chaldean descent, formerly constantly at war with a race of semi-sapient blind apes, which have been removed to Farandoulie (169). There are also triceratops for some reason. First discovered by tunnelers in the 1920s, regular connections to the surface were established by way of volcanic passages in the 1960s, and the city state is currently ruled by Italy. The introduction of modern contraceptives has ended the former habit of population control by hungry blind crocodile. Some adjacent  glowing caves, where a peculiar form of radiation has the effect of reducing the force of gravity, have become a major tourist attraction and a venue for various sports events.

479. Shangri-La: an enchanted valley in central Tibet, notable for the scholars of its great monastery, oddly similar to Oxford University. Its magic prolongs human life by a factor of nearly three, but those who leave find their excessive years rather rapidly catch up with them. The increasing number of retired Chinese high officials is beginning to sour the enchanted atmosphere.

480. Sharping Island – a sandy, desolate French-owned island dedicated to fleecing people through gambling, trickery, and religious bamboozles, if somewhat less successfully than Las Vegas. Notable inhabitants include the Twenty Demons of Chance, who inhabit a very large and immovable pair of dice, Mr. Bad Luck, and his wife, Poker Face.  Located NE of Puerto Rico, well out into the Atlantic.

481. Land of Silence – an accursed region in the swamps of OTL NW Congo/Kinshasa, near the Zaire river, where wind does not blow, the clouds do not move, and no sound can be spoken. The moon seems to shine full and pale day and night, the sickly yellow waters are covered with pale venomous water-lilies and palpitate rather than flow, while the undergrowth of the dark and towering woods that border the area is constantly agitated in spite of the lack of wind. Do not go ashore.

482. Silha – a large Atlantic island, a fairly straight shot NE of the “horn” of Brazil. It was formerly abundant in large snakes, crocodiles, and dragons, but the larger varieties have mostly been exterminated by the Portuguese conquerors, aided by their curious lack of hostility towards non-native humans. It is currently an independent Portuguese-speaking nation, although a few still speak the native language, and is notable for its inland salt lake, rich in pearl-bearing oysters, which is said by the locals to have been created from the tears of Adam and Eve after their expulsion from Paradise. A useful monster repellent (reptilian monsters only) is distilled from the juice of a local fruit.

483. Island of the Sirens – not far south of Naples, under military quarantine by the Italian Government since an effort to weaponize the sirens during the Second Great War went rather off the rails. The exact details remain confidential, but it is to be noted that all personnel involved in the quarantine must be medically certified 100% stone deaf.

484. Sitara – located SE of Djinnistan (152) and NE of Ardistan (25) in south central Asia, this mountainous and highly isolated country is ruled by a hereditary line of female Sultans or Sultanas (food based jokes are not appreciated) and is dedicated to peace and love. Even more inaccessible that its neighbors Djinnistan and El Hadd, the only non-helicopter route is by way of a river, and any foreign visitors must face tough ordeals to change them from people of war to people of peace before they are admitted. (The priestesses can recognize a visitor already truly enlightened, and let them into the country unmolested. This happens maybe once a century). Sitarans often serve as go-betweens and negotiators in neighboring nations, since they can be trusted absolutely.

485. Skull Island – a bit SW of Sumatra, currently a US protectorate, or the human-populated western part is. Loads of dinosaurs, along with some huge insects and snakes, but fresh out of apes, the last of them had been shot by the Japanese during their utterly doomed effort to tame the dinosaurs for combat use. The monster-filled area is now a nature preserve. (Reports of its destruction by random volcanic eruption have been grossly exaggerated).

486. Snark Island – a mountainous, uninhabited island south of Hawaii. It remains unsettled due to the ongoing Boojum issue, and is only visited by very brave or foolhardy naturalists and hunters, attracted by the unusual flora and fauna, which besides the Snarks (Boojum and otherwise) includes the Bandersnatch and the Jub-Jub bird, which is exquisite when cooked (hunters are paid very high bounties by rich gastronomes to undertake the hunt in spite of the risk of softly and silently vanishing away).

487. Sneak’s Island (the locals have a more flattering name, but nobody cares) – a small island nation in the South Atlantic, SE of Brazil and east of Utopia (540). Settled by self-flagellating Catholics, it is always Lent on the island, and the locals live mostly off fish (fortunately abundant in local waters) and dried peas. People dress very plainly, with the King setting an example by dressing in tattered and barely decent gray rags, and people try to be as demonstrably miserable as possible [28]. Television and radio and non-improving books are forbidden, and on Thursday the population pauses to pray for divine destruction of their ancient enemies, the Chitterlings of Savage Island (472), being unable to actually risk invading them ever since the place became a French protectorate (two hundred years ago. )

488. The Snow Queen’s Kingdom, located in Lapland. Here everything and everyone is made of snow, ice, and cold winds, although the skies are always clear and illuminated by the northern lights (it’s always after sunset, no matter what time it may be elsewhere).  It is unclear if any of the animate beings possess any sort of separate existence from the Snow Queen herself and her magic. Her castle is vast and dreary, and quite unwelcoming to visitors, even if they manage to get by the bears made of snow which guard it.

489. The Southwest Wilderness, a largely uninhabited region of China bordering Burma, notable for its wild sugar cane growing up to a thousand feet high and wascally wabbits with human faces. Thanks to modern forestry methods, the area has shrunk by more than half over the course of the last century, and the lyin’ lepuses have migrated to social media.

490. Spensonia – a large island lying south of Hawaii and the Mardi Archipelago (125). A surprisingly functional state created by 18th century shipwrecked British sailors, this republic is neutral in international relationships, but maintains friendly relationships with France and the US, having many points of similarity in its manner of government.

491. Spidermonkey Island – a possession of Brazil, lying near the coast not far from Rio. Formerly floating, it (partly) sank in the early 19th century and stopped drifting around, but retains some interesting features. The native American tribes, conquered when the Brazilians stumbled across their now immobile island, are still a substantial portion of the population, and the Popsipetels are notable for a curious myth about three heroes – “The Terrible Three” , one black, one red, and one white, who will one day return and eject the Brazilians. Only a few spider monkeys remain.

492. Sporoumbia – a small country in central Australia lying between two deep river canyons, just east of Sevarambia, from which it is separated by mountains [17].  Notable for its obsession with its own name (everything is called “Spor-something”) and by the sacred status of the physically malformed, which are all housed in the capital. Its irrigation and transport canal system is something to be seen. Conquered by the British, it is now a part of the Commonwealth. The former royal palace, with its black and white color scheme, is worth a look.

493. Standard Island – formerly the world’s largest ship, some seven by five kilometers across, named in honor of Standard Oil (Rockefeller was one of the major sponsors), created as a refuge for the wealthy (all too comprehensible to OTL Libertarians). Since it became wrecked by a storm that drove it too near New Zealand’s North Island, it has been rebuilt and rebranded as Kiwiland’s slightly-off-shore Sin City.

494. Strackenz – a minor German duchy next to Mecklenburg and not far from the Baltic, once infamous for the cruelty and madness of its ruling family: since German unification, it has become a sleepy province of the German empire notable only for some fine old architecture.

495. Streaming Kingdom – a pleasant and peaceful underwater kingdom off Normandy. One must drown first to become a citizen, but submersibles and diving suits now allow some tourism (although bargaining for local arts and crafts is somewhat complicated by the locals communicating by way of the phosphorescence spots on their skins. ) The king should be addressed as His Royal Wetness. Those desiring to buy the trained fish which weed people’s gardens and carry light objects should be aware that they are salt water fish and will not survive in fresh water pools or aquariums.

496. The City of the Sun – this formerly self-sufficient and self-satisfied city-state ruled by a Metaphysician occupies a portion of the west coast of Taprobane (503) in the Indian Ocean, and has managed to avoid direct British occupation, having always been prompt in embracing new knowledge and new technologies. The color black is considered unlucky and is avoided in clothes, [26] architecture, and manufactures: foreigners with darker skin than the locals face prejudice. The people are monotheists, although not exactly Christians, and cremate their dead. Currently suffering from severe unrest as the new generation rebels against an over-regulated state and its antiquated eugenic obsessions. There is some hostility towards the British due to their annexation of most of the island, but as the British point out, it’s not like they were doing anything with it.

497. The Sunless City – an underground polity lying beneath the Egypt-Sudan border, lying along an underground river. Inhabited by very old-fashioned (as in 7th century BC) Egyptians with a curious crystal-based technology that produces light, although their military technology is limited to Late Assyrian Empire cutting edge. Fortunately for them, the only access is through a deep patch of moving sand, which tends to leave those who arrive in very poor shape to fight.

498. Sylvania – just north of Transylvania and south of Freedonia, this small country, formerly a fief of Austria-Hungary, is known for its forests, belligerent mountain fighters, and huge mustaches. It claims to rule over Freedonia based on a 17th century succession dispute, but in three wars has failed to establish this as fact. These wars are commemorated with sorrowful marches and burnings of Rufus T. Firefly in effigy.

499. Tacarigua – a small Caribbean nation a bit north of Colombia and a member of the Commonwealth. Notable for its very mixed population (Chinese, Indians, Africans, etc.) and the licentiousness of its capital Cuna Cuna, although that has received some checks by the increased influence of Protestant fundamentalism on the island. (Many still employ traditional protective magic, however).

500. Taerg Natirb – a country in the Red Sea, near the coast of Ethiopia, whose inhabitants loudly claim it’s just a coincidence. The capital is, of course, Nodnol. The locals are Christian, having avoided Muslim conquest by building strong forts and walls, maintaining a formidable army, and being twenty foot tall giants. The local sheep are equally gigantic. Originally members of the Coptic Church, they were converted to a rather ferocious type of Protestantism by European missionaries: it was only in the 20th century that the practice of cutting out the tongues of those who took the lord’s name in vain was discontinued.

501. Tallstoria – a minor autonomous Persian vassal state located in the southwest and surrounded by mountains, where criminals are made slaves until reformed (if ever), sort of like the US prison system.

502. Tamoe – an island in the central south Pacific, west of the Austral Confederation (22) (The Confederation is large, you can’t miss it). Formerly an experiment in bucolic collectivism established by a Frenchman. Now a part of France-overseas and Catholics frequently clash with sun-worshippers (literal ones, not beach bums). The climate is nice, although there is a bit of a water shortage.

503. Taprobane – not to be confused with Sri Lanka, which is sometimes referred to by the same name. In the Indian Ocean SW of Sri Lanka, this island is mostly covered by almost impenetrable forests, which are only slowly yielding to civilization and heavy timbering machinery and contain many strange creatures, most notable the Amphisbaena, the snake with a head on both ends, which lives in ant nests and can rejoin itself if cut in two. The only natives are stone-age hunter-gatherers and the occasionally crazed exile from the City of the Sun (496). A British protectorate.

504. Teleniabin and Geneliabin – two small isles in the Bay of Biscay, nowadays part of Spain. They are very scenic and the locals are notable for producing the finest all-natural enemas in Europe.

505. Telepilus Laestrygonia – a former city-state now part of Italian Corsica. Once a nation of giant cannibals with no respect for guests, time and multiple massacres by various heroes and gunpowder armies have reduced them to a people rarely over ten feet tall who make do with an occasional roast Yahoo for Christmas.

506. Terre Libre – an island just north of French New Caledonia, where an anarchist commune was created by stranded French prisoners atop the bodies of the very skinny natives, [19] but later joined France in the 1950s when it became clear anarchism wasn’t enough to turn a profit on flat, resource-poor Pacific islands. Also notable for their very stylish pottery.

507. Thekla – a city located in south central Turkey, Thekla is in a constant state of construction, plans being constantly being revised according to the alignments of the stars and planets: its inhabitants believe that if the city never reaches completion, it will never have a point from which to decline, either.

508. Theodora – this sealed, domed city-state in Illyria on the Adriatic was founded by Greek sages, who attempted to create a perfectly human-dominated environment by eliminating all natural competitors, from bears to bugs to bacteria. Some say that a total success in this effort is why the city is now a ruin inhabited solely by a variety of supernatural monsters – basilisks, dragons, harpies, sphinxes, etc.

509. Thermometer Island – an island off the SW coast of Africa. A peculiar place where male and female genitalia come in varied and matching geometric forms (cylindrical, conical, pyramidal etc. protrusions and matching indentations), and people are also born malformed in ways that indicate their future professions, with compass-fingered geometers and telescope-eyed astronomers, for instance. (Some malformations are indicative but of no real use, such as the huge balls and ability to shoot urine 50 feet found among hydraulic engineers, or the video monitor possessed by computer technicians in place of an upper face). People are occasionally born with a mix of such characteristics, and are rarely good for anything. The traditional superstition that sex should only take place when both partner’s genitals reach the same temperature has been abandoned, making sex a bit less stressful (for those with properly matched parts, anyway. There is much tragic local literature about square pegs in round holes). The island is also notable for its weird technology and for exporting some of the world’s most specialized pornography.

510. Thesmographia – a self-satisfied Christian nation east of India, adjacent to Burma/Myanmar. It’s somewhat ruthless interpretation of the Gospel has been somewhat moderated, and criminals are no longer exactly slaves (hardly more so than inhabitants of the US prison-industrial complex, anyway). They retain an un-American interpretation of the eye of the needle thing: land is no longer redistributed every 50 years, but the economy is highly re-distributive. There are no poor people, and few rich ones.  Thesmographia continues to export many immigrants, as in previous centuries (Thesmographians are found all over), but it’s not lack of land that drives the process nowadays.

511. Thieves City – a hidden underground settlement near the Arctic Ocean in Canada’s NW territory. Possibly founded by mad scientists, this settlement inhabited entirely by criminals is kept warm by an extensive volcanically heated lake and has an elaborate infrastructure powered by shortwave radiation. It is the world’s ultimate refuge for wanted criminals and the one place they can live in comfort and spend their ill-gotten gains with no fear of the authorities. Although its inhabitants are outlaws, the city is not lawless, the ruling President and council being ruthless in its punishment of those who try to prey on fellow citizens (the network of secret microphones and cameras comes close to a panopticon). The city was originally French-speaking, but has become more multilingual, with English and Chinese threatening to surpass French as primary dialects. The city is very well supplied with booze, drugs, prostitutes and gambling dens, not to mention highly illegal clones of Elvis.

512. 307 – the secret code name of a Soviet island north of Brobdingnag (62), in which the accidental release of a virus causing immortality led to disaster: the island was ultimately atom-bombed to prevent the virus from spreading.

513. Thule Ultima – a large island in the north Atlantic east of Greenland, suspiciously similar-looking to Iceland, but less volcanic. The north of the island is mostly barren, due to the tendency of dust, air and water to combine part of the year into a sort of gelatinous icy cloud with a jelly-like consistency which can cover the land to a great depth: even in the south chimneys are almost always over thirty feet high to make sure air is still accessible in the case of “fog” (fortunately, these “fogs” disperse much more quickly than snowfalls do). Along the southern coast are towns where dwell a semi-civilized folk known for the quality of their honey mead, while along the east coast live polytheists who like the Japanese see spirits living in everything. Both are modernizing under the influence of the Blazing World (51). (The Blazing World owns a few coastal ports and has something of a protectorate over Thule as a whole, having no interest in seeing a major power establish itself to the west of its shores.) Further inland there are woodlands where large beasts and fur-clad wild men dwell. All the locals have developed the ability to enter a state of partial hibernation during the many days long midwinter nights, sleeping 20 hours out of 24 and eating little.

 514. Tilibet – a small state off the south coast of Cambodia, whose inhabitants age 100 years in 20 [16], sleeping only an hour a night and keeping too busy to ever get bored. Since anyone who lives here for long will begin to also live at an accelerated pace, no outsider has ever established direct rule, although sometimes they have been forced to pay tribute to pirates. Today Tilibet is quite rich due to its inhabitants extreme industriousness and practicality, but also suffers from severe environmental problems due to their tight focus on the immediate.

515. Tishk – a little known Elfin kingdom in the Russian Urals, which has become difficult if not impossible to find since the Revolution. The locals reputedly have some history of intermarriage with Russian witches, including the infamous Baba Yaga, which may explain their success in avoiding reeducation.

516. Tohu and Bohu – the islands of indeterminate shape. Located in the western Mediterranean, a straight shot south of Marseilles, the economy has improved since the death of the metal-eating giant Bringuenarillares, and people now have pots and pans again, but visitors are warned things remain somewhat chaotic and disordered, and that maps of the islands are never better than approximately accurate.

517. Tomtoddies Island – lying in the North Pacific south of Balnibarbi (38), one of the Islands with a Moral, is an island where children are cursed to spend all their hours studying for and taking pointless exams. Attempts have been made to liberate the population, but children long resident there are not well suited to life anywhere else, and the exam rooms, tutors, examiners and fresh children simply manifest again no matter how many times an effort is made to put an end to them.

518. Tool Island – one of a cluster of absurd islands in Mid-Atlantic, between Florida and Morocco, Tool island is ruled by Spain. On Tool Island the trees (which will grow nowhere else save Wonderland (568) and Frivola (192)) are made of meat and resemble animals lying on their backs with their legs in the air and their heads in the ground, and grow all sorts of metal tools on the branches which sprout in the place of feet, while the grass and bushes around them grow wooden shafts for those metal tools that need them. The trees have adapted to modern visitors and now grow guns and bullets and grenades instead of spears or scimitars, although they seem to be unable to duplicate (so far) machinery involving electronics – they produce multi-tools and surgical knives, but not, say, electrical drills. It is notable in Spanish legal history for being the first part of the empire to allow a universal right to bear arms, it being impossible to keep people from harvesting.

519. Too-Many-of-Them Island: one of a cluster of absurd islands in Mid-Atlantic, between Florida and Morocco. Another island of intelligent birds, with an impoverished nobility of arrogant (but beautifully feathered) Catholic birds ruling over chicken and duck serfs. To prevent too much sub-division of property, extra sons and daughters are sent off to Ringing Island (447) to be Cleric-birds. Traditionally a Spanish protectorate, the island has been on its own since the 1980s, when the Spanish decided the island was “too feudal” for them to hang out any longer. Things have been very tense since the crushing of the popular revolution of 2007, and mercenaries have been hired from Cacklogallinia (70).

520. Torelore – a small kingdom on the SE coast of Spain, notable for certain curious reversals of male and female roles, and a ritualized form of warfare involving hurled foodstuffs. It is assiduously avoided by most Spanish male travelers, as in earlier days it was rapidly evacuated by Islamic invaders, for in Torelore not only do women do the fighting, but men suffer the pains and discomforts of childbirth.

521. Toyland – a very British sort of place, a town a bit north of London and inhabited by living toys and nursery rhyme characters  (the nursery rhyme characters appear to form an “upper class”). Its economy is based on the manufacture of (non-sapient) toys and tourism: it is one of the few places in Britain where one can go to an inn and get “good old-fashioned British home cooking” which is actually palatable, although that is increasingly being driven out by the franchise chains. Morals are strictly G-rated. Deep beneath Toyland lies Bogeyland, inhabited by snakes, spiders, crocodiles and of course Bogeymen. After a few encounters with British special forces, they generally stay there.

522. Tracoda – an island of hairless snake-eaters whose speech is largely indistinguishable from the hissing of their prey, located just SE of the Japanese Izu islands. Communication with outsiders is limited to written words or sign language: nevertheless, Scottish missionaries managed to convert most of them to Presbyterianism. Currently part of the British Commonwealth.

523. Isla Del Tresoro – or Treasure Island, or “island of that used to have treasure on it”, since some English people made off with Captain Flint’s treasure in blatant disregard of Spanish claims to the area. Not that this has kept a great many people from coming to the island and rooting around in hopes that Captain Flint hadn’t buried all his treasure in one spot. Located off the west coast of the Yucatan.

524. Trisolday – an extensive underground elective monarchy extending under the western Sahara Desert, inhabited by worm-men (like the mythic Naga, but with a lower body of a worm rather than a snake), who worship a worm-God and fight battles against (ironically) worm-riding giant toads (their hereditary enemies). The kingdom is an elective monarchy and highly isolationist, human beings only being allowed into the kingdom if they agree to cut their legs off. Interesting local wildlife(aside from the giant toads and their battle-worms) includes flightless birds with scaly bellies, the dangerous giant blue wild dogs, dragons, basilisks, and the giant slugs which are a staple of the worm-man diet. The kingdom has great mineral wealth, currently undeveloped due to the state’s isolationism.

525. Troll Kingdom – trolls, along with brownies, goblins and other magical beings, under the rule of the Mountain King. It lies in central Norway, where a sort of co-dominion exists with the Norse government, which rules the above ground humans and the daytime: night time is troll time. The troll kingdom is a realm of illusion, and visitors should bring along some magical eye ointment so they can distinguish young women from pigs and cows from harp-maidens: if magic eye ointment is not available, it is best to be indoors by nightfall. Troll oxen, if encountered in the daytime, may be distinguished from normal oxen in that they bleed mead rather than blood and can be tapped like kegs.

526. Tropical Valley aka Dead Man’s Valley aka Headless Valley aka Valley of Mystery. Tucked into a fold of the Brobdingnag volcano chain just north of British Columbia in Canada, this volcanically heated tropical valley used to have many strange tribes (including head hunters), prehistoric animals, and a White Queen. It has since become part of Canada and a popular winter resort, the locals are as miserable (or not) as any other bunch of Canadian indigenes, the more dangerous prehistoric animals are mostly shot or in zoos, and there are no Queens save those of the LGBT and drama varieties.

527. Truelhassa – located some 7000 feet underground under eastern Tibet, the inhabitants of this hidden city claim to be the TRUE leaders of Buddhism and that their Dalai Lama (the one with a fondness for death traps [15]) is the TRUE Dalai Lama. Both Tibetans and Chinese claim this is nonsense, but the gold and diamonds and emeralds of Truelhassa buy a lot of yes-men and murderous cultists abroad. China continues to try and dig them up, but hasn’t found them yet.

528. Trypheme – a sunny, happy island of mostly naked people under the rule of a benevolent despot with 366 wives (one for each day of the year and an extra for leap-years [5]). In spite of its geographically important location off the east coast of Spain, it has traditionally been ignored by its neighbors, who stubbornly sail around it without acknowledging its existence, and often fails to show up on maps. It is suspected that this is the work of some God or spirit, but nothing is proven.

529.The Tsalal Islands – a group of isles in the Weddell Sea, surrounded by warm, black-looking waters that well up from the bottom of the sea and provide a pleasant local climate. The waters, drinkable but somewhat glutinous, are unlike any on earth, being upon closer inspection many shades of dark violet, which separate into layers when at rest, and so far have resisted analysis. In turn the plant and animal life of the islands consists of species not found anywhere else on Earth, although often resembling existing varieties while being of a black or dusky color. The natives, a massively muscular people, are ebony-black, and stain their teeth dark brown with a local plant or red with betel juice: the color white is considered evil and unholy, and there is almost nothing of such a color on the islands, whether bird, animal, insect, plant, or mineral specimens. Colonized with extreme prejudice by the Norse after the massacre of a polar exploration team (their very white skins marked them as accursed), the Tsalal isles became independent in the 1970s, the locals having proven remarkably resistant to European diseases and multiplying rapidly once modern medication was introduced. Initially living in Stone Age conditions, they have adapted to modern existence surprisingly well, although they still remain curiously prejudiced against the color white (all writing paper sold to the Islands is colored, preferably green or pink).

530. Tshobanistan – west of India and south of Djnubistan (127). It is a mostly desert, low-lying country (much of the land was once the floor of an inland sea) with very few cities: the British never bothered more than a loose protectorate over the feuding clans. The locals are notorious for their fear of water and swimming is an almost unknown sport. Much stricter Muslims than their neighbors to the west and northwest, they historically have usually been at war with the “heathens” of Ussulistan (539), or at least trying to, but the one country is almost inaccessible to the other save by a narrow peninsula.

531. Territory of Tuck, a small land off the shores of American New Gurnsey (just south of New Jersey), one of the Allegorical lands surrounding The Sea of Slops (531a), along with the Mountain of Messes(531b) and Wastepaperland (560). It used to have soil of bad toffee, but that was eaten down to bare rock due to the accidental introduction of rats and cockroaches by US sailors. The Good Fairies who used to use the place as a dumping zone for all the nasty stuff children would otherwise pick up and eat now mostly go in for recycling, but there are still some billions of rats feeding off the Sea of Slops. The US claims the region but understandably doesn’t occupy it: the former inhabitants, who used to make a living writing things of very little scope and ambition, have fled the rats and cockroaches and are mostly found writing jokes for conservatives and policy initiatives for Democrats.

532. Tupia – the easternmost island in the Mardi Federation, an archipelago south of Hawaii. It is thinly inhabited, few Madrians wanting to settle there for fear of the spirits of the tiny, furry, people with grass for hair that supposedly once lived there. (They believe most of the grass and flowers on the isle is actually their hair, growing from their graves, which makes walking around super creepy).

533. The Free City of Turoine, a French speaking city republic well known for its abundance of magicians both black and white, (which has kept it Free from meddling monarchs) and for the literary-minded Sphinx which has sat for centuries outside the city, struggling to create the perfect first paragraph. The city is located on the border between southern France and Glathion. Aside from a few towers erected by particularly powerful and therefore uncontrollable mages, local zoning laws keep buildings below six stories in height, which allows them to be overgrown halfway up or more with luxurious flowering plants, honeysuckle, arum lilies, black poppies, deadly nightshade, and stranger things.  They are usually covered with mystical signs and symbols where not covered by vegetation, and are often very eccentric in construction.

534. Mount Tushuo – occupying pretty much all of an island in the South China Sea, this mystical mountain (more specifically, the giant peach tree on top) is the residence of the Celestial Ghost Catchers. While the ghost catchers Shen Tu and Yu Lei themselves generally do not make things difficult for living visitors, they should beware the magical tigers, which devour evil spirits often without checking to see if they still have a body around them. Claimed but understandably not settled by China.

535. Uffa – one of the Solomon Islands. Where two of the line of Grice-Paterson lie buried after an astonishing adventure involving head-hunters, pirates, monkeys, and Sherlock Holmes.

536. Unknown Island – a now relatively well known French overseas territory, in the Indian Ocean a fairly straight shot west of Shark Bay, West Australia. A lovesome spot, God wot, a veritable garden unspoiled by man, until the French settled it and spoiled the fuck out of it. (The mountain Penguin is now extinct, although some of the tiny birds smaller than hummingbirds survive, not having enough meat on them to tempt even a Frenchman).

537. “Urnlander National Home” – established by the Polish government to protect the last remnants of the nearly extinct Urn people, (the majority of the population of the National Home are in fact non-Urns) whose ancient language was notable for consisting of the single word “undr”, which could mean anything and everything. (The last speaker died in 1837, unable to make herself understood by anyone, although everyone who met her claimed she said wonderful things).

538. United Kingdom of Ursina and Vulpina – a pair of islands in the North Atlantic, a bit south of Iceland, notable for the local obsession with astrology (trained rams, bulls, lions, goats, fish, and giant crabs and scorpions still perform in the great amphitheater of Ursina at the start of every lunar cycle, and several large and ancient buildings in the capital are in the form of astrological beasts), although they have dropped outright star-worship for off-brand Protestantism. (Voluntarily: thanks to a formidable naval tradition, they have managed to stand off would-be European conquerors).

539. Ussulistan – aside from a stretch of desert in the north, a soggy, boggy, damp sponge of a country. Ussulistan lies east of Iran, west of India, and NE of Tshobanistan (530). It is inhabited by a race of good-natured if somewhat thick-headed horsemen standing somewhat over 7 feet tall (they usually made quite a show in British Durbars and such).  The local breeds of horses and dogs reach proportional size. Some modern agriculture and a (mostly Hindu) mercantile class came into existence during the British era, but the locals still prefer a diet consisting mostly of animal products and fish and consider farming an activity for sissies, and the capital, Ussula, is the only city of any real size. Theoretically Islam, the Ussuli faith is so syncretized with local pagan elements that many don’t consider them true Muslims – their Tshobani neighbors certainly don’t. (The local version of rotgut, simmsen, rivals vodka in its potency and ubiquity).

540. Utopia – lying off the coast of southern Brazil, a land of truly tiresome perfection, although the exact nature of which has changed as it has kept up with the times. Nowadays it is a well balanced social democracy with enough natural and emigration-driven population growth to keep the worker/retiree ratio reasonable, as clean as Switzerland, as polite as Canada, as militarily formidable as Israel, and more insufferable than almost anyone else. Dress is always sensible, the locals scorning both overly ornate fashions and excessive informality (you’ll never catch a Utopian wearing flipflops, shorts and a novelty t-shirt to the store). Their once extensive possessions on the mainland of South America have been whittled down in wars to a buffer (540a) between Brazil and Argentina (formerly between Spanish and Portuguese America), but they make up for their lack of direct control by meddling extensively in Latin American politics, providing a surprising amount of competition for the United States in spite of their relatively small population. A pushy and aggressive people of mixed Greek and Persian ancestry, the Utopians claim a large chunk of Antarctica and have recently laid claim to part of the Moon.

541. Uxmal – an island in the south Pacific just NE of Polynesia settled by Maya, which followed a pre-Columbus lifestyle, up until European visitors and their plagues arrived in the early 1900s. Although outnumbered by British settlers, the locals have at least been able to preserve most of their culture, (their codices have gone unburned) and many still worship their numerous old Gods, although human sacrifice is Right Out.

542. Uziri (or Waziri) tribal lands – located in East Africa near Lake Victoria, within Freeland [191], the Waziri maintain a high degree of autonomy, thanks to the formidable influence of the Greystokes (who own a large plantation in the Waziri lands, among other things) in Africa. Rather more heavily wooded than the equivalent location in our world.

543. Valapee or the Island of Yams - an island in the Mardi Federation, an archipelago south of Hawaii. With colonialism and federation the local currency is no longer teeth, but the locals still swear oaths with finger on tooth. Standing upside down balanced on ones nose, once a form of deference to royalty, is now a popular sport, occasionally rocked by surgically modified or even false nose scandals.

544. Valdrada – a city in Prester John’s Kingdom, which climbs up a steep slope above and overhangs the shores of a lake, so that almost everything that happens in the city is in turn mirrored below. Curtains are discouraged.

545. Vegetable Sea – a large patch of seemingly terrestrial vegetation that floats about in the north Atlantic, usually above the undersea land of Capillaria (92). Apparently composed of interwoven pines and cypresses without roots, the vegetation is packed close enough together to walk on, and various temporary communities of fishermen have been established over the years, weaving their huts out of the branches. Crabs, barnacles, mussels, etc. are to be found in abundance on the underside of the vegetable sea, but divers should be warned if one is swept under the vegetable sea, it is virtually impossible to force one's way through the lower branches to air.

546. Venalia – a large island in the South Atlantic, E-SE of Utopia (540). Inhabited by extraordinarily violent people who have historically made their living by renting themselves as mercenaries to whoever would pay them the most. Morality is a largely unknown concept. Although the mercenary business isn’t what it used to be, a great number of Venalians still work abroad as rustlers, cut throats, murderers, bounty hunters, desperados, mugs, pugs, thugs, vipers, snipers, con men, bushwhackers, hornswogglers, horse thieves, train robbers, bank robbers, etc. and send remittances home, for, morally reprehensible as they may be in almost every other way, Venalians still love their families.

547. Vendchurch’s Island – a minor British Caribbean possession with no permanent population, east of the Dutch West Indies and north of Venezuela. Notable mostly for its excellent oysters, which are collected by an intermittent population of fishermen: the unusual local sub-species of sea lions, with their man-eating tendencies, have been quite wiped out, and are now represented only by a single pelt at the British Museum of Natural History.

548. Horselberg or Venusberg, a mountain in Bavaria under which lies the very sexy little kingdom of Queen Venus, which may be a bit much for the even mildly prudish. Be warned those with venereal or worse diseases who enter the kingdom under false pretenses will be turned into crickets at minimum.

549. Republic of Venusberg – an old-fashioned Baltic republic off the coast of East Prussia, named after its capital. Divided for a while between Russia and Germany, it became independent again after the Russian revolution. The inhabitants speak a mix of German and a local Baltic language. It is always resolutely some 50 years behind the times, (dueling only died out in the 1960s) and is currently struggling to process the 60s and 70s.

550. Venusia – A state in the Atlantic, SW of Liberia and near the Equator. Ruled by technologically precocious women of Roman descent, it is a founding member of the Sisterhood of Amazons. The local language is as far from Latin as French or Italian, but classical Latin has been preserved as a language of learning and religion, along with Greek. Having developed early 20th century technology by the 1780s, the Venusians might have conquered much of the world, save for their hostility towards gunpowder weapons (not adopted until fairly late in the 19th century out of sheer necessity)and uncertainty about bringing too many “wild” men under their rule. Venusia  is currently largely preoccupied with the ongoing Men’s Rights struggle: there is some talk of exiling most of the male population and switching to artificial insemination.

551. Vichebolk Land – a chilly country north of Canada and west of the Canadian arctic islands. The locals speak a language similar to Chukchi, but almost everyone also speaks English. The cult of the God Vietso (which eliminated all private property and the practice of science) having ruined the economy, they were invaded by the Soviets in 1942 in the name of “eliminating this grotesque religious parody of communism”, only to be counter-invaded by the US and Canada after they were no longer distracted by the Second Great European War and the Pacific War. The US tried to build up the ground-flat nation as an example of 100% Americanism, succeeding to the extent that the place nowadays is dominated by about a dozen corporations and the locals suffer from a very high rate of obesity (to be fair, fat soup with deep-fried pork croutons is a local invention, calories needed to get through those long winters before central heating).  Terrorism by Vietso cultists remains a problem.

552. The City of Virtuous Women, AKA Cite Des Dames – located in the south of France, this city is built of giant blocks of stone marked with the names of famous women, and is impenetrable to men – and even women must bring their own key. What goes on within is uncertain, but presumably much tea is drunk and many books are discussed, plus a shitload of lesbianism.

553. The Cannibal Islands – heading south from Hawaii and passing through the Mardi Federation (125), one reaches these islands, which along with Civilization Island (100) make up the Viti Archipelago. By the time missionaries arrived the locals had mostly eaten each other up, perhaps due to some failure in local food supplies, and the islands became another possession of France.

554. Mt. Vraidex – the second tallest mountain in Europe, located in Poictesme (1). Poictesme only nominally owns it, since on one of its peaks sits the Doubtful Palace, residence of the Lord of Sleep, who does not recognize the authority of the state (and nobody is in a hurry to change his mind). Visitors should beware the four guardian snakes, made of dream and legend, and the frequent presence of his brother, Death. Do not accept offers of horsey rides from Death.

555. Vril-ya country – another state under England, inhabited by something under a million highly civilized, law-abiding, birdsong–loving winged people served by golden robots. It is powered by the Vril energy, which has nothing to do with Nazis or Aryans. Their architecture is vaguely Egyptian and much of their (artificially lit) underground land is heavily covered with odd red-gold, primitive-looking vegetation and giant fungi, a cultivated wilderness with a number of quite dangerous animals. The locals have red skin, black eyes, have a healing power, and are possibly descended from frogs rather than apes. Females are larger and stronger than males, and tend to dominate in political roles. Children are set to work at an early age, but their labors are never more onerous than schoolwork for human children. Overlaps the Roman state on the map, but lies in fact rather deeper, so they never accidentally bump into each other. The power of their super-science Vril weapons (a hand weapon a child can use will shatter a skyscraper or nearly vaporize a tank) ensures that surface dwellers also avoid any bumping. Friendly, but guard their science secrets closely.

556. Waferdanos – an island in the north Atlantic, halfway between Great Britain and Newfoundland. Used to be inhabited by a race of happy furry primitives, until British happened. The natives, those which did not die of disease or lumps of lead, were shaved and Christianized: the population is nowadays mostly of European descent and an overseas possession of Britain. Of late, a native cultural revival has taken place, with many of the remaining pure-blooded locals tossing away their razors and “going hairy.”

557. Island of the Wanderers – an island republic in the east central Pacific, west of Central America, founded by classical Greek explorers seeking to sail beyond the sunset. Since then it has received medieval wanderers fleeing the Black Death in search of the Terrestrial Paradise, American slaves in search of freedom, and far too many annoying classicists to count. [20]Most still follow the old Greek Gods, but there is a sizable Christian minority. The island celebrates a feast of story-telling twice a month, where people drink, eat and tell stories, old and new and self-created. (The election of the King of Bores is a jolly revel, at least for participants other than the King).

558. The Wandering Rocks, a little north of the Black Sea Straits, used to sink many ships, but are now chained to the sea floor.

559. The Archipelago of Waq – in the Indian Ocean a bit east of Zanzibar, the archipelago consists of a. Waq proper, inhabited entirely by women (how they reproduce remains a bit speculative), b. The land of Genii (left strictly alone save by the occasional adventurous wizard, since, you know, Genies), c. The very noisy Land of Birds, d. The Land of Wild Beasts (popular with hunters), e. Two islands of no real significance, and f. a tiny German colony and naval base (the islands, excepting the Island of Genii, were a German protectorate for a while.) The most notable tourist attraction on the island of Waq (female tourists and children only: the locals find male tourists too grabby to allow on the island) is the giant tree whose fruits, resembling human heads, sing praises to Allah every morning and evening, which depending on who you ask is either a divine miracle or the work of a particularly demented sorcerer.

560. Wastepaperland – One of the Allegorical lands forming a little island off the US coast, Wastepaperland is littered by endless copies of the stupidest books ever written, which materialize faster than the rats and cockroaches ruin them. Great herds of writers roam the area, digging through the heaps and battling the rats for ideas for their new books, movies, or TV shows. (It remains competitive with the internet, since on Wastepaperland there is no risk of running into an original idea unawares).

561. White Man’s Island – an island in the Irish sea, north (most likely) of Rotundia (457). Nothing to do with ethnic purity, just your average vanishing magical island, which nobody has ever managed to land on and return. And no, helicopters don’t work either, you clever dick.

562. Wicket – located south and east of the Balearic isles in the Mediterranean, this island is inhabited by a terrifying race of cat-people, every one of them either a lawyer or a judge, sometimes both, who make a business from interfering in everyone else’s business, and are held responsible by many for most of the world’s ills. Nobody attacks them for fear of being sued to bits; it is said the last time a foreign king tried to curb their excesses, the Spanish empire went into terminal decline. (Some say the real reason nobody has put an end to them is that they are simply too useful to the great and powerful of the world).  It is best to have a specific purpose in mind when visiting Wicket: if you do not bring business to the Furrycats, they will give you the business.

563. Wild Island – an island located in the armpit of west Africa, inhabited by a variety of intelligent animals (including boars, monkeys, tortoises, tigers, rhinos, lions, gorillas, crocodiles, but no wabbits) with a taste for sweets and the smarts to read, write, and tame and train the occasional stranded dragon. A possession of The Blazing World, who liberated the place from the Belgians, who were busily selling off the animals to circuses and mad scientists, and importing Congolese to turn the place into a tropical products farm. It is connected by a chain of rocks and islets to

563a. Tangerine island, which may contain fruit. Both islands are under some sort of spell which prevented any real contact with the human world save charming children’s adventures until the early 1900s.

564. Winkfield’s Island – an island off the coast of Georgia, a bit south of Idol Island (244), named after the woman who converted the local Indians to Christianity. Efforts to keep out the outside world proved less than successful and the island was Filibustered by American adventurers in the 1830s, lest the British take it. The Indian reservation today takes up about 11% of the island by area. The island is governed as a part of Georgia.

565. Friday’s Cave – only intermittently accessible by way of the roots of a great tree which only occasionally exists on an island of variable size in a lake somewhere in English East Anglia, it is inhabited by a rather crazed old couple (the woman does not speak, but quacks like a duck, and her husband is no prize either) which guard an extensive treasure consisting of all the expensive little knick-nacks people have lost down drains and holes and cracks over the ages.

566. Islands of Wisdom – an archipelago of several hundred isles in the north Pacific west of Brobdingnag, whose inhabitants have chosen to seek the perfect society by experiment, creating an insane variety of social and political setups on their many isles. Many of these are at this point quite pathological, but local pride tends to prevent termination of these experiments.  Of late the highly mechanized island of Sarragalla has begun conquering other members of the island group and forcibly “reforming” them, finding it depressing to their own economy to live amidst so many failed states.

567. Land of Wonder – a small Jewish kingdom located between the Khanate of Kaloon (267) and the realm of Prester John, of which it is a vassal. Inhabited by red-headed Jews whose king claims descent from Solomon himself and a race of (also Jewish) black dwarfs, it is largely cut off from the world by the River of Stones, Sambatyon, which separates it from the mountains of Kaloon and loops almost all the way around it, only a narrow mountain pass giving access to the realm of Prester John. Gold and enormous diamonds are found in extravagant quantities, and nightingales are abundant.

568. The underground kingdom of Wonderland, lying beneath Oxford. Everyone is mad here, and immigrants will eventually become so, which along with the lack of meaningful cause and effect and largely nominal laws of physics has discouraged efforts at conquest or developing a tourism industry. It is theoretically a monarchy, but actual governing appears to happen on a largely random basis. Inhabitants include (mad) human beings, (mad) humanoid playing cards, and a wide variety of talking animals, most of which are a few bricks short of a load. Beware of food and drink desiring their own consumption and the aforementioned royals, and keep an eye on your metaphors. There is now a border post covering the rabbit hole, but be warned: the border guard is mad, too.

569. City of X – a strange, boundless city located in the Soviet Kazakh republic, surrounded on all sides by two hundred miles of wasteland in spite of the area being only about a hundred miles in circumference. Within the wasteland lie vast reefs of metal rubbish (pots, pans, cables, pipes, cogs, iron sheets, auto parts, wrecked war machinery, etc.) which the Soviets have been mining for raw materials for decades without exhausting them. Within the encircling rubbish one must cross some fifty miles of lifeless and ruined suburbs before reaching the inhabited parts of the city itself, half in ruins and half unbuilt, sometimes crowded and sometimes only thinly populated, with no fixed size or shape. Given the clearly unnatural nature of the area, the city proper is classified by the Soviet government as a dangerously low-reality zone and quarantined. Its universally impoverished inhabitants survive somehow in spite of there being no discernible source for the (poor) food and (shabby) manufactured goods which appear intermittently in stores and eateries always in the process of going out of business if not closed entirely. The city is currently ruled (ineffectually) by an intelligent ape from Farandoulie (169), elected on the basis of having the longest arms in the country.

570. Xanadu – located in northern China, Kublai Khan’s pleasure palace is well worth a visit, although penny-pinching Chinese officials have yet to restore the Caves of Ice. Contemplation is encouraged, but pining for demon lovers is strictly forbidden by the state; that sort of shit never turns out well in Chinese stories.

571. Ximeque, an empire of moderate wealth and no great distinction, but still the most important of the states making up the small continent of Genotia, in the south Atlantic north of South Georgia. Currently having internal problems due to the government trying to suppress the growing Mithraist minority.

572. Pandoclia - one of the states making the continent of Genotia, in the south Atlantic north of South Georgia. The men of this land are notable for their jealousy, and women’s rights are comparable to Saudi Arabia, if not quite as bad as Gynographia. (224)

573. The three kingdoms of Neopie Island, one of the lands making up the continent of Genotia, in the south Atlantic north of South Georgia, are allied for mutual protection. While Salvara and Doxeros are of no great interest aside from their fine accordion music, Gynomactide, like Pandoclia, is known for having trouble with women, supposedly due to a long ago period of rule by the Amazons: while they treat their own women no worse and a bit better than Pandoclians, all foreign women are under suspicion of being Amazon spies or allies, and are forbidden to enter the country.

574. Minor Genotian (see 571, 572, 573, etc.)states of no importance, historically pulled between European and Ximequen (571) influence.

575. Xuja – a high and pleasant green plateau in the midst of a searing hot desert depression. Located in former German East Africa (OTL Tanganyika) Europeans abolished the old monarchy, which worshiped parrots, raised lions for meat, and suffered from pervasive congenital insanity. The local religion, in which anointing oneself with parrot poop was one of the less disgusting rites, was suppressed, but travelers still occasionally stumble across crap-encrusted shrines hidden in the plateau jungle. Lions are still bred as food animals and watchdogs, and although the more violently insane are no longer free to roam the streets [10] Xujans retain a reputation as crazy mofos (in spite of clumsy attempts at applied eugenics by colonial authorities). Almost all immigrants from the rest of the country therefore settle on the far end of the plateau from the main Xujan settlements, but as more and more of the intervening jungle is cut down for farmland, trouble looms.

576. Yluana – a pleasant enough Zoroastrian island kingdom in the mouth of the Platte River. The locals are a mix of Iranians who arrived there under unclear circumstances a couple millennia ago and Native Americans who fled there from Spanish rule. The monarchy is heir to the ancient sorcerous wisdom of the Magi, which has helped keep Spanish invasion at bay for centuries, with the aid of their old allies, the Utopians (540).

577. Yoka Island – an island in the Central Pacific, between Guam and Micronesia, dominated by the descendants of Samurai who fled there with the fall of the Ahikaga. They have mixed substantially with the local Polynesians, and after the Pacific war voted to remain independent, thanks to much racist jerkassery during the Japanese wartime occupation.

578. Ys – a sunken city in the bay at the tip of Brittany. Doing rather worse than neighboring Le Douar: although the church bells can be heard at times, it is ghosts or merpeople squatters fooling around, and the place is reportedly very overgrown with sea life. Visitors should avoid getting caught up in ghost scenarios, since the usual ending is “everyone drowns.”

579. Zara’s Kingdom – or so called by the British, actually something Polynesian and polysyllabic. One of those places where an unseen orchestra always seems to be playing in the background and where people frequently break into song (if you feel like it, give it a go: nobody ever has trouble figuring out the lyrics once they get started). Aside from this peculiarity, politically the place greatly resembles Great Britain shortly before WWI: there is a strong movement to skip ahead to the 1960s at least, but everyone has heard how everything went to heck after 1914, and many remain suspicious of post-Edwardianism. The island avoided colonization, the British being greatly flattered, the French being rather put out by the way they kept finding themselves breaking into English songs.  Located on the equator just west of the Mardi Archipelago, on the far left of this map.

580. Zavattinia – a pleasant magical-realist town (some say large slum) of the humble poor, in North Italy, not too far from Milan. Reports differ as to whether it is still governed by a man born from a cabbage, but the statue in the town center still comes to life after sunset. Streets are named after unimportant people or their names spell out useful information, such as “1+1=2” or “Paris is France’s capital”. Those with no employment make a living by begging in the nearby rich city of Bamba, finding this preferable to becoming entangled with the Italian social services.

581. Zemrude – a city in northern India south of Nepal, which is inhabited by a majority of the disgruntled, which turn their eyes to the gutters and cobbles and wells and cellars, and a minority of the cheerful, who turn their eyes to the towers, balconies, fountains, curtains flapping in the wind. The city supports a large population of busy chiropractors.

582. Zenobia – a city to the north and east of the Dead Sea, notable for its vertical orientation: in spite of the dry climate the city is built entirely on high pilings, with its streets suspended in air, and stacked further up in overlapping balconies and platforms and ladders, with cranes and pulleys atop to lift heavy items to higher floors. Nobody is clear on how it ended up this way, but the locals are very fond of it.

583. Zuvendis – the largest of the Lost White Kingdoms of Africa, located roughly where Zambia is OTL and north of Zimbabwe, this sun-worshiping state is surrounded by a ridiculously heavy set of natural barriers, necessitating the first European expeditions in force to come in by Zeppelin. (And respond to their hostility to outsiders by using Zeppelins to bomb their cities).  After a rather difficult adjustment to modernity, and some very pointed interest in its gold mines by outsiders, the country is not particularly less screwed up than its black African neighbors, and has largely withdrawn to its former isolation.

584. Zuy – a rich little kingdom of Dutch elves, very much involved in international trade and the Dutch economy, and quite bourgeois. Look down on other Elves for their primitive economies and usually underground lifestyles, and look down on the British elves in particular for being green (rather than a civilized blue).

 [1] Of late studies have been carried out as to the possibility of using fairy magic to strip the Roman rulers of their mind-control powers, although some civil libertarians argue that this would be like cutting off a normal person’s fingers.

[2] A foolish fear if true: after all, the Groke can show up anywhere in winter. Why, if it’s below freezing out, it might be looking in your window right now.

[3] It has not been conquered in a number of centuries due to the tendency of invading armies to desert and go over to the local side, something envious foreigners ascribe to witchcraft.

[4] Nicknamed by the locals “God’s hearing-aid.”

[5] In these modern times, the wives are allowed to fool around on their 364 (1459 in the case of the leap year bride) days off as long as they use protection and are discreet.

[6] There are some who claim that the revolution never actually happened and current changes arise from a struggle _within_ the elite, and the victors now pretend to be a revolutionary regime to stir enthusiasm in a people deeply cynical about the “old firm.”

[7] An immortal was on display in the Berlin Museum for many years as an Object Lesson, and curators took bribes to allow special visitors to stick knives and swords into the Immortal and watch the wounds bloodlessly close up again.

[8] They can shrink you down to their own size, just for starters.

[9] They never did figure out what happened to a couple of the punitive expeditions.

[10] Insanity was sacred in Olde Xuja.

[11] Israel not being located in the Middle East in this world, Moroccan Jews are only mildly and intermittently persecuted.

[12] It also moves out of the path of ships which would otherwise run into it by accident.

[13] Soviet efforts to strengthen the city’s support system have been somewhat counterproductive, in that the steel cables are a lot harder to replace as they wear out than the traditional ropes.

[14] Of late they have been forced to close their borders, due to too many of their young immigrating to get jobs in Hollywood and such.

[15] Nobody is quite sure where they got the trained attack gorillas.

[16] Genetic testing has proven recently that (as both had always claimed) they are quite unrelated to those even faster livers, the Indian pygmies. (436)

[17] Before the British and the rail tunnels, the dangerous high mountain pass was supplemented by a remarkable joint engineering project between the neighboring countries, a seven mile long tunnel known as “the Gate of Hell.”

[18] The Houyhnhnms suspect one reason Europeans failed to settle their land in politically perilous numbers was their sheer revulsion towards Yahoos, and horse humorists have suggested, in the line of Idi Amin creating the Order of the Mosquito, that a pair of Yahoo buttocks be incorporated into the National Seal.

[19] Named by the French the “Long-Rib” tribe: the few surviving indigenes take strong exception to the appellation.

[20] They’ve put up with them, though: after all, it was in part 19th century obsession with all things Classical that kept them from being colonized.

[21] The games were suppressed by British colonizers, but were so popular that they were revived in the 20th century in a slightly less violent form: actual deaths are rare, but you could definitely put an eye out.

[22] This nearly led to conflict with France, until it became clear that there wasn’t anything left to fight about.

[23] Reaching the top by airplane is impossible, since beyond a certain point the climb becomes almost vertical and burns fuel at too high a rate.

[24] For some unclear reason. They also soon become disliked by their younger neighbors, since the most evolved version of humans are total assholes. (See 383).

[25] And usually at a different job each day: the Megapatagonians strongly agree with Heinlein on specialization being for insects, and usually space their limited work hours over five or six different jobs.

[26] The Little Black Dress is despised.

[27] The locals don’t like the term “coward”, and prefer to be referred to as “wimps.”

[28] Although the sacrament of marriage has been restored under pressure from Rome. (Formerly, the local church refused to sanction any marriages so men would either avoid women entirely or live in sin and have more things to confess and punish themselves for).

[29]. These islands’ former overlords were cyclopes (a shorter and rather more mortal variety than those of the Mediterranean, if still formidable).

[30] The fruit of the River of Sorrow guaranteed a life of misery to any who ate them: the fruit from the River of Pleasure aren’t that great either, since those who eat them, while henceforth free of any suffering, lose any former desires or ambitions, along with any memory of their loved ones and slowly age backwards until they die as infants like the Letalisponians. (289)

[31] Strictly speaking, the Basques are Mammoth-speaking.

[32] The island also contains a village called Gotham, whose inhabitants are largely ignored by the rest of the islanders, being complete fools. (Or are they?)

[33] The tower is the major remnant of the original castle built by earlier human inhabitants: most of the castle was rebuilt on giant-sized lines when they conquered the island during the Dark Ages, but the tower, tall even by giant standards and most remarkable in color, was preserved.

[34] When looked up in Miami Beach and asked, Proteus claimed to not remember anything about the island.

[35] Ruffalians have never suffered from confusion between the word for something and the thing itself: they consider all languages imperfect ways to transmit information, save for the unknown Language of God.

[36] At least during the six month days. During the six months long nights, it can get a bit brisk in the last weeks before dawn: the locals tend to dwell in the volcanically warmed caves during this time of year.

[37] There are two factions at Master Gaster’s court: one heaps praise on him, the other goes further and worships him as an incarnate God, although he denies any actual divinity. Master Gaster, a deaf mute who communicates by signs, has never let slip which faction he prefers.

[38] The near-extermination of the wild elephant and rhino by hunters led Rocs to move to smaller prey, such as cows, and therefore into conflict with human farmers and ranchers.

[39] A small percentage of extra-large eggs: the birds and bugs have to reproduce themselves, too. (The former queen was hatched from a Phoenix egg and therefore was reborn every thousand years).

[40] The rebellion was touched off when the humans, growing bored with their usual luxurious diet, demanded sylph stew and roasted water-nymph. (Nobody who has seen one wants to eat a gnome, at least not without a lot of catsup).

[41] Another popular event is the annual sacred sea monster hunt, which invariably leads to hundreds of Kosekins being gladly killed or maimed.

[42] Think of a garishly colorful and bad-tempered triceratops with all the measurements doubled.

[43] About 1/4 of the population is Greek Orthodox, but these are mostly the descendants of refugees from the Russian revolution.

[44] And deadly poison.

[45] One should be cautious: there are also woods of jealousy, quarrels, and passive aggression.

[46] They also get extremely wrinkly in old age.

[47] Meccania (329) made a stab at conquest in the early 20th century using war Zeppelins and assemble-on-site flat bottomed rafts, but hadn’t made too much progress before the effort was discontinued due to the First Great War.

[48] OTOH, what religion you follow in private is considered to be nobody’s business but your own, and various religious minorities of foreign origin are tolerated.

89. Sebastian's World

A cooperative effort between QuantumBranching and CyberPhoenix001, who tells me the original spark for the idea of this TL came from an episode of the Colbert Report.

The Ottoman Empire succeeds in conquering southern Italy in 1481, taking Rome in the process. During the Ottoman invasion of Italy, the French take the opportunity to invade and annex Lombardy, Liguria and Piedmont, while the Ottomans take Sicily, Naples and the Papal states. During negotiations at the end, the Tuscan city states manage to negotiate their way to independence. Venice, out of geographic and economic necessity, is forced to become a de-facto Ottoman vassal in the aftermath of the invasion.

When the Ottomans take Rome, the Pope is forced to flee to Avignon and put himself under French protection, while the Ottomans set up a puppet to govern the many new Catholics in the Empire, and to curry favour with the local Italian princes, they make sure to stack the clerical leadership with local family nobles. This drastically alters the religious dynamic in Europe, as there are now two Popes, both under the yoke of a power that do not hesitate to manipulate them to further the causes of their own empires. An alt-reformation quickly gets under way, with a general shift towards centralization of the church within the state, with Kings declaring themselves leaders of their own Churches to avoid having to follow the edicts of a Pope subordinate to a foreign state. Meanwhile, Spain, Portugal and several other states try to recreate the own papacy within their own borders. The ultimate successes of these ventures vary.

This shifts the religious paradigm in the British Isles, and after the Fat Lady finishes her number, Ireland and Scotland are in the same religious club and Britain proper (somewhat screwed over by their Wars of Religion) is in a different one.

The Ottoman conquest of Italy brings in a large influx of wealth and naval experience into the empire, resulting in a shift of policy by the Empire, refocusing it as a more western-focused and more navy-centered system than OTL. With control over the Eastern Mediterranean secure (aside from the Mamluks, but they don't really pose much of a threat: they get conquered a bit later, in the 16th century) the Ottomans strengthen their grip on northern Africa and prop up Granada following its invasion by Spain. Isabella of Castille is killed by an assassin while visiting to boost the Spanish troops' morale, causing the Spanish offensive to collapse, leaving Granada as a vassal (and later province) of the Ottoman Empire, giving them an Atlantic port and access through the Strait of Gibraltar, a position strengthened by their later annexation of Morocco. In the end, Granada does not make it into the twenty-first century; the Ottomans Empire cannot be strong everywhere, and Granada finally falls to Spain while Russian and Hungarian distractions peak, but for a good long while the Ottoman foothold distracts Spain from American ventures.

Christopher Columbus still tries to get finances for his passage to India, but with the Reconquista rather unceremoniously halted and chaos in Spain over the assassination of the Queen, no one is in the mood to finance some mad scheme to travel around the world to India on the basis of some calculations of planetary circumference Eratosthenes would have found fishy. The America therefore go undiscovered a while longer, until the Portuguese make it to the coast of OTL Brazil by accident while on their way to India.

Before this happens, Askia the Great of the Songhai makes his hajj and makes quite an impression on the locals; the Sultan agrees to set up trade relations. With its enhanced naval focus, the Ottomans set out along the coast of West Africa in some new ocean-going vessels. This gives them experience navigating the open ocean and helps strengthen the Songhai, allowing them to weather the hardships that they would have faced in OTL (preempting the Moroccan invasion also helped). Also, the more westward-focused Ottomans never get around to finishing off Hungary, instead moving into Dalmatia to secure the Adriatic, and the canny heirs of Matthais Corvinus manage to establish a working détente with the Ottomans: this benefits both, since the Hungarians use the opportunity to strengthen their power base in Eastern Europe, seeing the HRE as more of a rival than an ally in the region, while the Ottomans have nearly a century free from eastern distractions to carry out their own colonial efforts in the Americas.

The Portuguese, having discovered the Americas (ATL named the Antilles), set up colonies in South America. The Ottomans take notice and set out an exploratory vessel which lands in the Caribbean. Spain, still in very poor shape, is in no position to stop them, and the Portuguese global empire is too thinly stretched to prevent poaching in “their” territories. The current Sultan decides to follow up and sends out a contingent that ends up making contact in Tenochtitlan. The Ottomans are less brutal in their conquest methods than the heirs of the Reconquista, and rudimentary smallpox vaccinations end up preserving a large amount of the Aztec population, along with speeding their conversion to Islam as a side effect. With the “necessity” of human sacrifice ended, the Flower Wars are ended as well. The Ottomans build up a power base in central Mexico from which they expand and a hybrid culture arises.

When other powers come a'knocking, the Ottomans are able to repel them. The colonization continues as a pet project of the Sultans, with Turks, Arabs, Jews, Italians and West Africans all coming aboard to the new land across the sea. With the capital located at a very great distance from the colonies themselves, a form of local authority is instituted allowing the colonies a degree of self-sufficiency from the Old World Empire. Eventually, Ottoman sovereignty becomes largely nominal.

Butterflies lead to Mary of Burgundy avoiding death in a horse-riding accident, and consequently the Burgundian Inheritance is much larger, strengthening the Low Countries region of the HRE. The Hapsburg power base shifts there as a native merchant class rises, backed by the Holy Roman Emperor. They will go on to unite most of Germany under their rule, although it takes a few centuries (and there are those who grumble that the job is still incomplete).

Scotland and Ireland both undergo serious alienation from England, the dynastic union between Scotland and England never takes place, and what in our world would be dismissed as the “Celtic Fringe” becomes what is known as “The United Kingdom” in this TL.

France, which avoids the very messy religious wars of OTL, is the Firstest With the Mostest into South America, and plunders the heck out of the Inca empire. It also (attempting to muscle in on the Dutch/Habsburg markets in Asia) seizes the South African cape and found a colony in the 1600s which expands steadily for some two and a half centuries. Sweden, meanwhile, takes OTL France’s place as colonizer in *Canada and Britain’s place in *New England, and with a relaxed attitude about where it gets settlers from (Norse, Danes, Scots, Irish, etc…) their colony grows like topsy.

French and Spanish relations go rather bad following the Ottoman invasion, given the Spanish view of the French as “jackals to the Ottoman lion”: this is not helped by the fact that each has their own Papacy that claims to be the legitimate leader of Christianity in Western Europe. This hostility extends to the colonial race, with each nation doing its bit to make the other's life difficult.

Russia, facing a stronger Ottoman empire and opposed by a strong Hungary and Sweden in efforts to expand at Polish expense, pushes eastward earlier than OTL, and establishes a permanent position in the Americas. In the 19th century, under an aggressively militarist and nationalist regime, Russia turns west, conquering Poland and Swedish Finland, and threatening Hungary and central Europe, only to be soundly whipped by the French and pushed eastwards again, kicking off two generations of political turmoil.

Poland avoids the “Deluge” of OTL, and when not jockeying for position with Hungary unites for a bit with Hungary in a mega-eastern-European state (which predictably falls apart again in a couple of centuries): it avoids partition, and does better at developing a national rather than a nobleman-based or purely ethnic identity, which allows it to re-emerge from a period of Russian rule with a larger territorial base than OTL.

Italians, unhappy with the choice of being French subjects or Ottoman subjects/puppets, grow enamored of the notion of their own land in the Antilles. Italians initially come to North Antillia aboard French and Ottoman expeditions: later, with funds raised by various groups back home, they form a separate colony in Florida. With North America a patchwork of colonial claims, there is nobody with a clear claim to the place, so they avoid the fate of OTL minor colonies wiped out by the British or Spanish. They then unite under a native constitutional monarchy, forming the Kingdom of Fiore (Italian for flower), with the capital of San Francesco: steady growth over the last two centuries has brought the kingdom’s status from “joke” to serious second-rank power.

South Antillia is colonised by multiple powers, as opposed to just the Spanish and Portuguese as in OTL, and as a result, the colonial race is much fiercer. Portugal obviously has a head start, but they soon come under fire from the other powers. Even the Songhai manage to get a piece of the pie, although their small wedge of territory was to some extent dependent on friendly relations with Portugal (up until they ran out of unconverted pagans to conquer, the Songhai were one of Portugal’s major suppliers of slaves).

Technology advances quicker, as does industrialization. The Italian Renaissance is continued under pro-Italian sultans interested in the new art and learning coming out of their western conquests, and what OTL would be scientific inquiry first gets underway under Ottoman rule. This leads to an Ottoman chemical revolution, followed by the discovery of rudimentary gas theory, with cross-fertilization taking place between east and west. Indeed, an Ottoman engineer even devises the first diesel-powered internal combustion engine around the same time Europeans develop the steam engine. After demonstrating it and extolling its potential capabilities, he receives government funding to develop the technology.

Islamic medical science, as well as personal hygiene, is adopted early on by the European nations, allowing for faster development of vaccines and medications. Unfortunately, chemical weapons are also invented earlier (and are used for longer), under the hideously ironic name “antibiotics”, meaning “anti-life” (biological warfare, on the other hand, is referred to as “pathogenic warfare”). Also, the Ottoman monopoly over the oil does a lot to spur development of alternative energy in the 20th century.

Working mechanical computers (not too dissimilar from the Babbage Engine of OTL, but on a smaller initial scale) are developed in Europe by the mid-19th century, and from there spread to the Ottoman state. The origin of the ideology of Technocracy is rooted in the arrival of these mechanical computers and other early “information tech” in the Ottoman state in the late 19th century. As it streamlined and revolutionized the bureaucracy managing the workings of the Empire, people began to foresee the day when human error could be entirely removed from the workings of government by the machine, and began making calls to replace the government with machines, or at least the people who operated the machines, namely scientists and engineers.

As the political clout of the scientists and engineers grew, so too did their criticisms of the current administration. If humanity is to truly form utopia, they said, it can only be at the hands of the wise, the intelligent, and above all properly trained and educated. This anti-democratic sentiment tied together fairly well with traditional Ottoman thinking about the people as a “flock” to be managed, and that of the “rightly guided” ruler – if there were objective means to determine who was best suited to rule, why should they not rule? After a particularly bad economic crash, the sultan capitulated and placed a board of scientists and engineers to run the day-to-day workings of government. The scientific oligarchy then decided that the sultan was superfluous to the government, and had him quietly removed, establishing the world's first Technocratic state, which then went on a serious forced-industrialization spree.

At the present day, there exists a Cold War (ITTL known as the Damocles Conflict or War) between the Humanists and the Technocracies. Instead of the economic conflict that characterized the Cold War in OTL, the Damocles War in TTL is characterized by different viewpoints regarding societal progress. The Humanists believe that social progress should be prioritized ahead of technological progress, and vice versa for the Technocrats (in a loose sense: both believe in a rising standard of living, for instance).

The Technates are led by the Ottoman Technate and the Technate of Zhongguo/China, which tends to be rather wackier and more autocratic than the Ottomans. They are run according to the mantra of efficiency and maximum productivity. The government pursues a policy of strengthening the state (inside and outside), the military and the economy. R&D funding is usually higher in terms of % GDP than OTL first-world industrial nations. In schools, practical science and technology is encouraged instead of classics and humanities. Technocratic propaganda is dispensed on a daily basis to the citizens, as well as other nations in an effort to promote Technocratic ideology internationally. However, they are surprisingly mobile societies; as long as you are intelligent and do your job well, you can make it up the ladder with speed.

Technocratic allies tend to be on the authoritarian side: like the US and USSR OTL, they are far from picky in choosing their allies as long as they claim to be “modernizing” and “scientific” in their dictatorial methods.

The Humanist powers, on the other hand, champion tolerance, free thought and sociological advancement. Cultural exportation is enthusiastically promoted, along with the arts and humanities. They still have a strong scientific streak (they have to, to keep up with the Technates), but they consider advancing society primary to technological growth. They enthusiastically promote historical culture to cultivate a sense of national identity. They are capitalist, but with a strong socialist streak; regulation is championed on the basis that the consumer is the most important actor in capitalism. Thus, the governments act to ensure that no corporation ever gets “too big to fail”. Infrastructure and education is heavily invested in to promote growth, and there is also a strong environmentalist streak, with cities featuring a lot of greenery.

The primary Humanist powers are New Sweden, the Ottoman portion of North Antillia, Cartierslande, Thailand, the UK empire, Nippon and Fiore. The Sikh Empire and most European states follow more centrist positions, but are still allied with the Humanists. Russia maintains an informal alliance with the Technocrats.

Owing to Humanist influence, many nations are undergoing cultural revivals, with the UK promoting their Celtic heritage, and the native descendants of the Aztecs in North Antillia putting out some very macabre literature and art (although nobody is advocating the return of human sacrifice).

The Technocratic and Humanist nations tend to be culturally and visually distinct, with rather different ideas on architecture, city planning, even clothing. This extends even to computer hardware. To this day, the Technocratic powers still mostly use mechanical computers, because the user interface is intuitive rather than visual, meaning that one has to be qualified by right of knowledge to operate them. Their use is heavily government regulated, but they have been successfully miniaturized and advanced via development of materials science to make the inner workings lighter, stronger and operate with less friction (the fact that they are immune to EMPs doesn't hurt either). The Humanists utilize the transistor in their computers (invented in the 1930s), which allowed for miniaturization and screen interfaces, supporting the core tenet of Humanism that free interaction and the sharing of various ideas forms the backbone of a prosperous society. Humanist nations have the Internet, while the Technocrats have massive centralized archives of all (government approved) knowledge.

A brief global survey:
New Sweden, including most of OTL Canada but only part of what would be the US, is less populous than our USA, but even richer, a vibrant social democracy dominating an economically unified north America (well, unified aside from the Russians and those wacky Comanches).

Former French South America is, like OTL Latin America, a somewhat backwards and politically troubled area.

India is politically diverse, no single foreign power having managed to call “dibs” the way the Britain did OTL. In the NW, a surviving Sikh empire is an important industrial power, while Portuguese Goa, forced to expand or perish in the face of Ottoman hostility, has become a fair-sized state increasingly independent from the mother country. The rest is divided up by foreign colonial powers into colonies and spheres of influence (increasingly moving towards federation and local rule) and some still-independent local states playing off the Powers against each other.

Japan has done a bit worse: butterflies meant that the unification of warfare-torn Japan under the Tokugawa Shogunate did not occur, and after a brief period of unity under less far-sighted rulers, the country fell apart in feudal warfare again. (On the positive side, this meant that Japan never “gave up the gun”, and foreigners refrained from poking the hornet’s nest). They only recently managed to pull back together (under the title of Nippon) as a result of backing from the Humanist powers, where they have formed a reasonably solid federation, and enthusiastic cultural exporter. One sour note is Hokkaido and Sakhalin: the Japanese settlement of the far north was delayed, the Ainu are more populous (having even briefly created a little tribal “empire” in Sakhalin and the Kurils), and the northern isles have a stormy relationship to Nippon somewhat akin to Ireland's relationship with Great Britain, pre-independence.

Thailand, which conquered and held Burma/Myanmar in the 18th century with the aid of imported European and Ottoman military talent, adapted quickly to European technology. It took the role of 20th century Japan as a great Asiatic economic power and exporter, but with the difference of a lack of militarism and greater self-sufficiency. What they cannot obtain locally, they obtain abroad through a vigorous trading network. They champion Hindu and Buddhist principles of peace and tolerance, having never taken part in a war abroad (although the Burmese and Khmer within the Empire might tell you different).

What OTL would be Indonesia, the Philippines, and Australia underwent something of a colonial “scramble”, with various powers contending for control. Combined with some low-key meddling in the Indian Ocean by the Ottomans, the Europeans worked harder and faster to build up their ports in Indonesia and fortify them against foreign powers, and more European nations than OTL participated. Of course, there were plenty of wars in the process: some colonies got swallowed up; others expanded at their detriment. With this came political and linguistic differentiation and Indonesia was left a network of independent nations each with a different sphere of influence. It can be divided overall, however, into a relatively democratic west dominated by the Humanist powers in an economic and defence union with Thailand as a hub, while the East is dominated by authoritarian dictatorships propped up by the Technocrats. *New Guinea was colonized by Spain, lead by the missionaries, who put a stop to the cannibalism and made good little Catholics out of them, at least in the more accessible regions (they're not doing so well as of late).

Australia is a mixed bag. Victoria, Tasmania and New Zealand have been colonized by the UK, with Victoria, following great economic boosts from the gold rush, becoming another sunny, rich California. The French took the Perth region, while the Dutch took coastal Queensland and New South Wales, establishing a plantation economy there, nowadays somewhat reminiscent of a racist version of Pinochet's Chile. The Portuguese, Spanish and Ottomans took the rest, with the resultant states at varying levels of unpleasantness.

The *Philippines, AKA the Federation of the Sulu Sea, were colonized by several powers, mainly the Portuguese: it is currently in a civil war between pro-Humanist and pro-Technocrat rebels.

China under the Technocrats, its cities even larger, dirtier, and more industrialized than OTL, with omnipresent video surveillance and a fondness for cybernetic modifications, has a seriously cyberpunk dystopia flavor about it, with the elaborate mechanical computing and control mechanisms giving it a touch of steampunk.

South Africa is pretty relaxed on the subject of race, although people of European descent still seem to have a somewhat disproportionate share of the total wealth. It has near-European (the non-nuked bits) standards of living and is a major industrial power: as a result of pressures from its darker-skinned citizens, it has been taking an increasingly anti-colonial attitude towards the European holdings in Africa, something in which it is generally supported by the New Swedes and the Nipponese, a disagreement that some fear risks a serious split in the Humanist block.

The most destabilizing element in Europe is the continued bad blood between France and Spain, which suffered a limited nuclear exchange some decades ago. While France, after a period of military emergency rule, has managed to struggle back to democracy, Spain has turned into a Christian North Korea, the Holy Spanish Republic working busily to purge the state of all corrupting influences and create a pure Catholic state (one with a lot of nukes). The Pyrenees are a heavily fortified border, and “unfortunate incidents” between French and Spanish border guards are all too frequent.

The general trend in this world has been towards federalism, with local governments only serving to implement federal ideas at the local level. There is little established secularism, but the world as a whole is less religious in the sense of worship; many describe themselves as only culturally religious. Religious extremism is looked upon with great suspicion on both sides of the ideological divide: local religious hard-liners tend to go for separation from the ungodly-and-no-doubt-soon-to-be-destroyed-by-a-wrathful-God state rather than political pressure, lacking potential partners in government. In this world, a social safety net is seen as a basic right; indeed, for a nation not to have one in place is seen as inhumane. The question of whether democracy is a necessity for human prosperity, however, remains very much unresolved.

90. Fat Men From Space

Hokay: I'm afraid that it falls a bit short of Pinkwater's particular variety of dementia...

FAT MEN FROM SPACE

In a galaxy far, far away but only long ago if you lack faster than light travel, the grimy planet Spiegel circles an egg-yellow sun. Spiegel is a dusty world, thin of air and weak of gravity, of shallow seas, of burning hot seasons and freezing cold seasons. Spiegel is a desolate world, covered with the ruins of abandoned cities, its inhabitants having mostly left long ago for the stars. The ruins are in turn covered with empty plastic, paper, cardboard, Styrofoam, metal, clay, wood, glass, floo, dribbick and shtroon food and soft drink containers, the lighter sorts blowing in great drifts with the equinoctial windstorms. Entire ecosystems have sprung up to deal with the grease stains.

For Spiegel is not merely infamous for its desolation and oily aroma. No, Spiegel is the home world of the Immense Ones, the All-Consuming-Ones, the Wearers of Plastic Shoes, the most feared Space Pirates of them all, the Fat Men from Space, infamous in a hundred galaxies. And while most Fat Men live in Space, travelling from world to world in their mighty and distinctly burger-shaped ships or on their hidden Pirate Asteroids where they keep their workshops and space-burger yards, at the convergence of the twelve green Moons of Grabowski (named after the inventor of the atomic deep-fryer) which circle Spiegel, the best, the most accomplished Ten Million pirates of the lunar cycle just ended join their high leader and chief pirate in a grand pirate feast, where the great underground food vaults are opened and the pirates eat and drink until they cannot stand up to go get more food.

(Usually not due to inebriation. Fat Men generally do not like the taste of stronger drinks than beer, and anyway have a capacity for alcohol to make a Denebian Six-Legged Enormity envious: simple considerations of gut-wall flexibility set in after a while, although the mightiest eaters of Spiegel can survive a volume increase of nearly 25%).

Many species of the universe tend to specialize. The Coronoli specialized in art and beauty, and were feared throughout the Vapid Galaxies for their impromptu planetary makeovers. The Mnestepoi specialized in warfare (at least until one dark cosmic night when 17,000 other species cornered them in an intergalactic back alley). The short-lived Emogothee race brought suicide to a high art. The Spiegelians specialize in food, the obtaining of it and eating it.

Millenia ago the Spiegelians divided bitterly between the Gourmand and Gourmet factions, the devastation of their home planet in the Good Eats wars being one of the forces that drove the modern Fat Men to take up a nomadic lifestyle. The Gourmets were defeated, forced to flee to distant red-shifted galaxies in search of good restaurants, while the triumphant Gourmands have gone far in their ambitions to possess for themselves all of the best fast food in the universe.

The Fat Men of Spiegel, in their effort to master all fatty, greasy, sugary foods everywhere, have scientifically developed the most powerful digestive systems in the universe – it is pretty much impossible to poison a Fat Man, at least orally. Fat Men can consume all metals, although stable trans-Uranics give them (radioactive) gas. Their jaws are also among the strongest in the universe, able to chomp through a steel girder (although steel girders are a bit bland and really need a good squirt of Andromedan hot sauce to be worth eating). Their arteries are cholesterol-proof, their hearts as powerful as SUV engines, and their chubby limbs generally have the strength of ten, at least as long as something stands between them and food.

The nostrils of a Fat Man can detect a chocolate doughnut at 500 yards, if the wind is right: special scanners built into their glasses allow them to see through walls and cabinet and refreigerator doors to detect hidden goodies.

The Fat Men are currently ruled over by Sargon the Great, the Enormous, the Magnificent, hereditary chief and tyrant of all Space Pirates. His father, Roosman the Hungry, is also alive, but ceded his throne to his son after a tragic internal accident involving the delicious, but very heavy, degenerate matter fudge of the Dark Galaxy: when his doctor told him he could no longer eat more than a dozen mega-burgers at one sitting, he was shamed in his stomach and stepped down for a chief who could properly gorge. [1] Sargon’s rule is despotic, but greatly tempered by the fact that he actually has very little control over what the crews of all those millions of space burgers all over the universe are doing: the Space Pirates do not have things like Secret Police, and wouldn’t tolerate them aboard their Space Burgers if they did. Individual Fat Men are often fairly nice people for ravenous pirates, and even the worst of them rarely kill people unless severely provoked: killing people out of spite is widely considered thin behavior.

Fat Men usually average close to human height, although average weight is well over 300 pounds. The standard uniform of the Space Pirate is a crewcut, heavy black plastic-frame glasses, plaid sports jacket, knitted ties, pinky rings, Dacron slacks and two-toned plastic shoes with air holes and thick soles, along with a fancy space pirate belt with space-burger [2] struck by lightning. On special occasions Space Pirates will dress up fancier, wearing leisure suits, all-white shoes, polka-dot shirts, etc., although paisley is reserved for the leader of all Space Pirates, Sargon the Great.

At this point some might object that the natives of Spiegel rather closely resemble human beings, indeed white human beings from a rather specific time and place in human history. This is true, but there are in fact a number of planets in the universe inhabited by people indistinguishable from people. [3] One must understand that the human race is an ancient race, or it will be by the time the sun expands to swallow the earth: throw in alternate dimensions, ghosts, magic, time travelers, time travelling ghosts, and Space Genies, and the logical mind will apprehend that the universe is full of things that at first ignorant glance appear absurdly improbably, from the intelligent dinosaurs of Jurassica to the at least three planets of intelligent magical ponies mentioned in the Encyclopedia Pan-Galactica (the cross-references for which are expected to be completed somewhere well before the Earth’s seas begin to boil).

Although the natives of that much-littered world have long worshipped nothing but food, it is fairly certain that the first settlers of Spiegel were time-traveling Space Jews, who set up space-kibuttzim and grew organic vegetables (most notably over 300 varieties of garlic), but whether they picked up their fashion sense from the Holy Temple of the Eternal Brooklyn or by Fashion Resonance from the worlds of the RetroPlex remains a mystery. There are indications other cultures and possibly other species mixed with the original settlers, and the Fat Men have diverged sufficiently from the basic human bauplan to be considered a separate species by the Intergalactic Institute for Putting Things into Categories.

While some superstitious victims of their raids claim that Fat Men reproduce by fission or budding, there are in fact Fat Women, but they rarely accompany their husbands and sweethearts on raids. Wearers of pastel stretch pants and big hair, they inhabit the Bonbon Asteroids, little worlds hidden in the immensity of intergalactic space, where they pass their time when not eating in gossiping, smoking, watching intergalactic soap operas, and intensive scientific research, developing new food detection, capture, and storage techniques for their men. A few rebellious misfit women insist on becoming Space Pirates like their fathers, and some do make it, although due to social conventions they must cut their hair short and wear the thick glasses and sports jackets of proper Space Pirates, and keep to their own separate space burgers, less they distract men from (horrors!) eating.

Space Raids generally depend upon the planet. On backwards planets there may be only a few locations where the food is worth eating or stored in large quantities: such raids may involve only a few spaceships and be quite limited in time. On the other hand, a rich, developed planet may attract a major percentage of the Space Pirate race, with millions of space burgers and hundreds of millions of Fat Men converging at once. Fat men will rain down from the heavens, floating down thanks to their anti-gravity space/sports jackets: the orbiting saucers generating an energy field to suppress atomic explosions and other mass-destruction weapons annoying to Fat Men and destructive to food. Lesser weaponry is of little concern: conventional artillery cannot penetrate their personal force-screens (built into their space-belts) and in any event they can simply eat most weapons, including depleted-uranium-bolt-on-a-bun-with-relish.

All fast food on the planet will be either eaten on the spot or floated back up to the space ships, often diminished in size with shrink-rays for easier storage: afterwards, using paralyzing garlic, mind-control pickles and other fiendish devices, the population will be placed under Space Pirate rule and forced to use up supplies of healthy or insufficiently processed foods by converting them into fast foods (potatoes to potato pancakes and French fries, wheat and eggs and butter and sugar into cookies and cake, etc.). This continues until the Pirate fleet’s Adipose Accountants decide the planet’s food supply has declined to the point where any other extractions would cause large-scale famine: at this point, the Space Pirates usually give back enough food for a square meal as a parting sign of “generosity” and depart with much triumphal music and strutting, leaving the locals to arrange food rationing till the next harvest and clean up the enormous mess that has usually been left behind (disposing of trash in the appropriate container is a job for space pirate victims, not space pirates). If the fast food obtained is particularly luscious, the Fat Men will keep an eye on the planet, waiting for it to replenish its fast food reserves, and years or decades later launch a new raid: some unhappy planets have been forced to become full-time eaters of healthy foods to keep the Space Pirates from returning. (If the food is no more than average by intergalactic standards, the odds are it will be centuries before they return).

There are worlds which are safe enough from the Pirates, worlds where the local cooking is simply too ghastly for words, far worse than British food, worlds which have never developed the concept of fast food, worlds where the locals are intelligent plants and live on sunshine and dirt. The super-cooled foods of the liquid helium people are another barrier in eating Fat Men scientists (mostly Fat Women) struggle to break through. And then there are a few worlds, not advanced enough for the locals to have developed past the point of needing any food but pure energy, but too advanced in their weapons and defenses to be successfully raided. The Fat Men do not talk about these places to other species, and when boasting ignore their existence: but for all that they represent Everest, the Brass Ring, and other metaphors for the ultimate pirating achievement. Even now, valiant Space Pirates, perhaps disguised as members of obese but harmless species, “count coup” by sneaking onto these worlds and successfully running out on restaurant bills, or carrying home antigravity cheese past the customs agents.

Earth came to the attention of the Fat Men in 1977. A full-scale raid was launched against the developed parts of the globe, with more limited attacks in parts of the world where scouts had discovered interesting goodies (the Caribbean, for instance) but the supply didn’t seem that large. Earth’s defenses proved useless against the Fat Men’s superior science and appetites, and it seemed that humanity was doomed to sweat in the kitchens until the Earth’s larders were bare, but the report of a giant potato pancake (or it’s untranslatable space-equivalent) near the planet Ziegler led the fleet to abandon Earth after the initial looting. (It turned out to be a trap set up by disgruntled skinny people, but the Fat Men easily broke out of it and made off with the million-ton treat).

The Earth was left badly shaken, many of its population unconscious but otherwise unhurt, save for heart attacks and those killed by “friendly fire” during futile efforts to stop the Space Pirates. The streets were littered with wrappers and cans, and many a refrigerator or warehouse had been brutally torn open by main force or cut open by pink-ring disintegrator. Many fast food operators, forced to churn out their goods at maximum speed for hours, needed to be treated for exhaustion. Quite a few people, their vision of the universe and common sense rudely smashed by fat men with crewcuts floating down from the skies, went quietly loopy. (A great many scientists and science fiction writer lacking a proper appreciation of the natural absurdity of the cosmos did not take it well either. It was 48 hours before Carl Sagan stopped repeating “What the fuck???”). Although Fat Men were less thick on the ground in the Warsaw Pact due to the inferior food, they were disruptive enough to established authority that anti-Soviet forces subsequently broke into rebellion in three countries. A number of jail breaks occurred in richer countries, where Fat Men forced their ways into abundantly stocked prison kitchens. With all the fuss about space invaders, an ambitious film by one George Lucas sank without a trace.

Still, not all of the effects of the invasion were negative. As predicted by many a science fiction and comic book writer, the common Obese Menace drove the nations and peoples of the world together, at least for a while. While waiting for fast food stocks to be built up again, a great many people grew accustomed to eating healthy food, and a fair percentage of them actually managed to keep eating that way after twinkies and ice cream and pizza became once again universally available. (Deeply unhappy, the corporate food industry would put millions into a campaign to try and convince the American people that if they continued eating healthy, the Space Pirates had won). The SETI program was greatly ramped up in hopes of identifying future menaces from space. Certain unattractive male fashion choices vanished from the face of the Earth. Science fiction films gained a sense of humor. And then there was that sports jacket a certain young boy had brought back from his visit to a space burger…

In the year 2012, the world does not as yet have a world government or a proper appreciation of chopped liver, but things have improved since the 70s. As OTL, the Soviet Union has fallen apart, if a bit more gradually (government prestige never really recovered from the humiliation of the Red Army by fat Space Pirates or the dog’s breakfast they made of food relief after most of the USSR’s supply of blini and cream, good sausages, etc. headed space-wards). The US dominates, having avoided some of the more disastrous decisions of the last few decades OTL, and leads the world space program. The Israeli-Palestinian conflict has been considerably mellowed by the relocation of the Settler movement to Mars. As in most universes, the European Union is having difficulties getting its act together. The conflict continues between Fats and Thins, Thins surrounding their homes with gardens of green veggies and organic herbs to deter Space Pirates while Fats call them wimps and defiantly shake their onion rings at the stars. Buddhism has undergone a big revival as the argument that the universe is one big illusion has gained considerable credence.

Mankind has spread out across the solar system. Study of the Spiegelian space/sports jacket had revealed the secret of anti-gravity (along with those of Fliptonian Sour Balls, four of which were in one of the jacket pockets), allowing the building of terrestrial space-spheres and travel to other planets. Contact has been made with the Lizard Men of Ganymede, the radially symmetric and triple-ended inhabitants of Saturn, and the underground Space-Jews of Mars, who are polite but are beginning to think these new Earth Jews are treif. (The Venusians so far have stayed within a space pocket and won’t come out. They know from earthlings). While new super-sensitive radio has detected the babble of many worlds, colossal orbiting super-scopes have spotted galactic advertising, the drifting reefs of space-landfills [4][5], and the great flocks of asteroid-sized interstellar chickens.

One thing most humans either are blissfully unaware of or just avoid thinking about is whether their Earth is the one which will give birth to all the races of humanity and almost-humanity that are scattered throughout space-time. After all, the existence of alternate worlds is scientifically provable by the Philemon-Mortadelo theorem, and whether our Earth is a Prime world rather than a Shadow-Earth, an Echo, a Mirror Universe, a Cosmological Parasitic Twin, or a simulation being run by superintelligent white mice, remains a somewhat tricky question: there have been questions about time travelers meddling with this Earth if it’s the primary one, so to speak: or are there 47 equally valid varieties of Earth out there, somewhere?

From contact with Martians and other, Earthlings have been surprised to discover that Earth is well known in the local galactic cluster: after all, human descended races both will be and have been important players in the intergalactic balance of things, and spy rays from various worlds keep track of our peculiarities. Various Earth celebrities are popular on other worlds: Henry Kissinger and the Three Stooges are in fact quite popular among the inhabitants of Spiegel, while the ghost of Alexander the Great is a popular guy on the Thirty Galaxies talk show circuit. (Ghosts and other psychic phenomena are increasingly studied on Earth, since it has become clear these are normal and everyday things throughout known space. With the wide distribution of cheap alien “how to” texts, telekinetic prankstering in Highschools is the latest Big Social Concern. Alas, Fat Men are largely immune to psionic influences.)

The leadership of Earth has sworn to one day avenge the humiliation of '77 and put the Fat Men on a strict diet. Older, wiser races merely smile and nod.

Bruce

[1] His ancient Great-Grandfather, Irving the Whale, is also alive and retired, having stepped down after becoming largely immobilized by morbid obesity at a relatively young age, a remarkable achievement given Spiegellian digestive prowess.

[2] The burger sandwich with a bun is, like the lever and inclined plane, an invention independently developed by almost all technological civilizations, although the contents and composition vary widely.

[3] Although of course vastly outnumbered by lizard people, fig people, androids, robots, gleptoids, were-whatevers, mineral-creatures, solidified thoughts, banana-people, astral jellfish, cat-people, chicken-people, pseudo-octopoids, tree-people, insectoids, clown-people, and shmeems, just for starters.

[4] The Reefs of Space smell pretty bad.
[5] Much of the universe has a surprisingly New Jersey vibe about it.

91. Travels

The cities are vast, but the towering buildings are ornate stone with pillars and statues and marble cherubs, usually stained dark with smoke from the great alchemical manufacturies whose bulbous shapes rise above rooftops. Unlikely round or geometric or disk-shaped objects with no visible means of propulsion pass through the sky, along with some giant balloons propelled by sails. Clockwork horses pull cabs through the cobblestoned streets of London and New York. Sometimes what looks like an ordinary horse may be trotting among them – oddly enough, without a rider, and wearing a harness with pockets.
In the year 2011, the British Empire dominates the globe, thanks to holding onto its American colonies. The Chinese Empire is also a dominant power, but its influence is more regional. And of course British power does not extend very far in (fortunately isolationist) Brobdingnag…

It has been almost 300 years since Gulliver returned from his voyages, and the curious lands of Liliput, Brobdingnag, Laputa, Glubbdubdrip, etc. are as familiar to most people as France or at least Brazil. Monsters, ghosts, and magic coexist with a basically clock-punk technology involving magnetic forces, the energy of phlogiston, malodorous alchemical processes, lots of clockwork, and the applied power of moonbeams.

The inhabitants of Lilliput and Blefuscu have not had a good time of it, being rather easily overrun by European sailors, the majority of their population carried off into captivity, only those able to hide in caves and crevices escaping to maintain an impoverished pastoral existence in the ruins of their former cities, withdrawing into hiding at the first glimpse of a ship’s sail. Not until the 1950s were the islands (by then the site of a British whaling station) resettled by the Microanthropoi (the term “Lilliputians” being reserved for those specifically from that isle) Diaspora after the establishment of legal equal rights for fun-sized humans.

The islands remain a British protectorate, but the majority of “Micros” live elsewhere anyway: given the fact that they are largely unaffected by foreign diseases (most regular-sized germs being too large to penetrate their tissues) and they can live on grams of food per day, the enslaved populations have grown substantially over the intervening centuries. Working in rodent and insect extermination, fine tool, jewelry and clockwork manufacturing, engraving and decoration, medicine, and a number of other occupations where fingers millimeters long and eyes with twelve times the resolution power of human ones are useful, Micros are a major part of the modern economy. (Of course, now that they have some civil rights in almost all countries, no Micro will work anymore for circuses or sideshows – too many bad memories).

Civil rights =/= equal rights. Micros exist under a variety of legal regimes, and under a variety of special laws: on the positive side, for instance, few Micros have to worry about being drafted; on the negative side, given their far smaller material needs, the minimum wage is generally set a lot lower for Micros than for full-sized humans. Marriage between humans and Micros remains illegal in most nations, on the legal basis of “really creepy.”

Rather than living in special compartments within human buildings, nowadays most urban Micros now live with their own kind in “apartment blocks” – small solidly built stone and concrete structures 10+ feet high (topped with barbed wire) with no entries large enough to admit normal humans and inner courts where they can enjoy the outside air without oversize intruders. Various means exist by which Micros can cross city streets without worry about being stepped on, run over, or attacked by cats and dogs: some have elevated little walkways at high levels, others go with tunnels: for distance travel, pneumatic tube travel is often used (with their higher cross-section to volume ratio, Micros are actually more resistant to acceleration than normal humans). Some ride on trained birds, although that is mostly for those with a very good head for heights and experience in dealing with bird-brains.

“Feral” Micros are different. Many Micros escaping from captivity hid in fields and forests, and in spite of heavy losses from animal and insect attacks, managed to create rude communities for themselves, stealing needed provisions and supplies from humans, building refuges dug under trees, in old buildings, or even gazebos. Furtive, nocturnal and secretive, these communities are only slowly emerging from hiding now: they often see “tame” Micros as suborned slaves of the Big Ones, and are highly suspicious of their claims that things are much better now. Of course, if “Ferals” are suspicious of humans and all that relates to them, the sentiment is reciprocated: many humans are paranoid about the possibility that Feral Micros might be sneaking into their houses and robbing them or poisoning their food or leaving roller-skates on the stairs – a few unhealthy political movements have arisen in the past with promises to take “strong measures” against Micro “vermin”…

The tiny animals of their homelands are even more widely spread, being bred in many countries as specialty food items, or for their extremely fine fur and wool. They are rarely found in the wild, being unable to compete with the oversize predators they face.

The home islands of Lilliput and Blefescu have never been settled by humans, for the same reason human diplomats in Brobdignag are generally unmarried: there is something in the soil or air or water, as yet unidentified, which is responsible for their diminutive size. Children born on the islands, growing up eating food grown locally and drinking water from the local springs, reach adulthood a full foot shorter on average than their parents, as any child raised in Brobdignag will be nearly two feet taller. (Effects after many generations are apparently almost but not entirely permanent: careful historical study indicates that the exiled Lilliputian population over many generations has gained nearly half an inch in height over those first kidnapped from the islands).

The existence of other areas of abnormal growth has been speculated on: French visitors to a small and apparently entirely barren island in the south Indian Ocean netted a full-gown whale shortly off shore that was only three feet long, which suggested that there were shrinking elements present powerful enough to pervade even the surrounding seas, a phenomenon unobserved near Lilliput or Brobdingnag: more alarmingly, all members of the crew that spent time ashore found upon return to France that they had shrunk by as much as two inches in height. Nobody has landed on the island since.

Atempts at imposing western civilization on Brobdingnag proved less than successful: initial efforts were hampered by the extreme difficulty of approaching the shores of the land, surrounded as they are by rocky shoals and reefs and rugged isles: and even after a landing is achieved, while heavy cannon are fairly effective against Macroanthopoids, they are of limited utility against nighttime assaults by aggressors wearing plate armor several inches thick and able to travel even in the darkness at speeds approaching one hundred miles per hour. Eventually the development of the phlogiston bomb and the development of magnetic levitation to a degree of art where it could be utilized in areas lacking massive iron ore deposits might have brought the giants to their knees, but by that time the “Macros” had learned enough from captured prisoners (being dangled over a pit filled with two-foot long cockroaches will loosen most tongues) to defend themselves. Currently Brobdingnagian giant artillery pieces have the capacity to bombard northwestern British America by firing over the intervening giant mountains, providing a powerful deterrent.

Said mountains, actively volcanic and reaching heights of over thirty miles, form a largely impenetrable barrier to land communications between British America and Brobdingnag: they are only exceeded in height on Earth by the Mad Mountains of inner Antarctica.

Most human nations are of course worried about the possibility of the Macros expanding outward from their nation (fairly crowded in spite of its bigger-than-OTL-US size, due to each inhabitant requiring 144 times the living space of normal humans). It is a largely misplaced fear: the Brobdingnagians are larger-hearted beings in a metaphorical as well as a strictly literal manner. Although they have their jerks and thugs just as humans do, on the average they are a kinder, more tolerant and less cruel people, and although they tend to despise humans for their bloodthirsty habits, would not lower themselves to exterminating us for their own benefit. They remain somewhat isolated from the rest of the world: they do not travel much (due to the lack of accommodations) and trade little (the main imports are such things as silks or furs of a composition too fine to be duplicated by the materials and means of Brobdingnag). The only thing that is truly important is ideas: the development of long-distance communications by orbital mirrors has been most useful for giant savants communicating with foreign learned men, the delivery of 8-foot long envelopes having posed various problems.

Comparatively few normal humans visit the lands of the Macros: sauce for the Lilliputian gander is rejected by the “normal” human goose, and generally speaking the only humans are those of embassies (usually located in forts built on offshore islets) and of course a few endlessly curious scientists willing to put up with various humiliations for the sake of knowledge.

Humans sneer at Macro scholarship, claiming that they can imitate, but cannot create. This is sheer slander, but is true that the Brobdingnagians are a race which puts much value on brevity and simplicity (for centuries all laws in the kingdom had to employ no more words than were in the alphabet), and tend to be suspicious of anything too complex and ambiguous: this has probably hurt them in some of the more subtle natural sciences.

The only nations with corresponding Macro embassies are China and the British Empire, few cities other from Peking and London being able to easily bear the expense of embassies which consume as much food and fuel as tens of thousands of normal citizens. (In this age of floating fortresses and islands, at least the costs of special roads to ship giants from shore to city and back is not longer required: they can simply drop the embassy staff right off on site without landing). Few Brobdingnagian savants get to actually visit the nations of normal humanity: paperwork to allow them to stroll around the countryside in their size 120 shoes and look at stuff is understandably hard to obtain.

Aside from ambassadors, the only giants which are familiar to the general public are the Brodingnagian ruffians and low-lifes which occasionally travel west to hire themselves out as exhibits or laborers or population-terrorizers for petty kings and princes in exchange for large quantities of certain exotic alkaloids extracted from plants which do not grow in the generally cool climes of their homeland, which then can be resold to certain rich decadents back home for an excellent profit. (The supply is far too small to allow for wide-spread addiction, fortunately). Feeling that such people damage the reputation of the kingdom, the royal court of Brobdingnag has mooted the notion of allowing only government-approved subjects to travel abroad – a sharp departure from the national traditions of wide latitude for personal choice.

Brobdingnagian mammals and plants are generally confined to the larger and wealthier zoos, being too difficult to control and far too heavy eaters for normal animal husbandry: some forms of Brobingnagian insects, though, are raised profitably, such as the Brobdingnagian silkworm, whose immensely strong threads are widely used in bridge-building. There are however some very stringent international conventions on the distribution and breeding of Brobdignagian insect life, put in place after a Brazilian effort to revolutionize the honey-making business ended up requiring the mobilization of Her Majesty’s Aerial Bombardment Corps.

A Brobdingnagian tree planted in Devon by a returning British sailor has grown to a height of 1000 feet and shades an entire village, leading to various “where the sun doesn’t shine” jokes among neighbors. Pruning is an essential all-village task.

The Pacific Ocean Kingdom of Balnibarbi is now ruled from ground level, the flying city of Laputa having been destroyed in the second anti-Savant Revolt (which broke out after the introduction of new “scientific” methods of agriculture brought about famine on a Great Leap Forward level). Still, the pursuit of practical knowledge remains a popular pursuit in the Kingdom (after all, it was through the use of magnetic forces and incendiary explosives that brought down the flying island in the first place) and the Academy of All Arts (rebuilt 1795) has recently succeeded in reconstituting steak from excrement [1], although nobody so far want to eat it. (The sunlight-from-cucumbers project was abandoned decades ago, when natural philosophers cut out the middleman and developed methods to bottle sunlight directly rather than extracting it from vegetables). The tradition of pure mathematics and art among the ruling classes has been abandoned in favor of practical knowledge, something much mourned by philosophical types in Britain and other European-derived nations, and all monarchs are pledged to spend certain hours of the day in direct contact with and paying close attention to the common people (no matter how common.)

The old-fashioned fears of the educated classes (British as well as Balnibarbian)re comets and other alarming space phenomena have revived somewhat in recent years as new Catastrophic theories re the development of the Earth and Solar system have become more established – not to mention the destruction of 50,000 square miles of Siberia (fortunately mostly uninhabited) due to a grazing collision with a small comet. The Theatre, both sophisticated and vulgar, currently makes good profits with plays featuring cosmic disasters of various sorts, in which the most ingenious mechanical devices and contrivances bring the End of the World into colorful life onstage.

Natural Philosophy (as science calls itself here) marches on. The development of more advanced forms of Magnetic Levitation means that the skies are filled with flying craft, from the individual sky-landaus of the wealthy to the small-island sized flying fortresses of the major powers. Clockwork giants (wound up using the power of alchemical furnaces) fight in wars, and homunculi grown in excrement serve as grunt labor for (simple) jobs. Old soldiers stump around on wind-up legs. The Phlogiston Bomb is the Ultimate Weapon, but is perhaps too dangerous to use: some theoretical calculations show that the detonation of a sufficient number of Bombs could cause a chain reaction in the atmosphere, burning the world to a crisp.

The stars and planets remain a subject of close study, especially since the development of telescopes powerful enough to detect the vaguely insectile Selenites busy at work on their vast ring-shaped cities (called “craters” by earlier astronomers in their ignorance). Attempts have been made to contact them with immense fires and geometric designs inscribed in the Saharan desert, but the Selenites are either short-sighted or uninterested.

Speculation on the inhabitants of more distant alien worlds has been rife, and rather nervous-making, since the Incident of ’69, when a 900-foot tall purple giant, claiming to be a visitor from Jupiter – riding on the shoulder of green, two-headed giant 12,000 feet tall reportedly from a distant star – dropped off from a passing comet to visit the Mediterranean. After poking some gentle fun at human foibles, the giants departed on the comet, the larger one apparently annoyed at some minor damage inflicted upon his stockings by Catholic Alliance military forces.

Captured and distilled Moonbeams are used, of course, in the field of mental health. Houses are illuminated by bottled sunlight, meals are reconstituted from their Essential Salts, and magnetic forces have placed a system of relay mirrors in orbit for communications, making it rather cheaper for people to send messages rapidly around the globe (magicians charge high fees).

Magic as well as the more “scientific” arts exist in this world: the summoning of ghosts and spirits, curses and cures, and various forms of divination and seeing things at a distance, although nobody need worry about being turned into a frog. Perhaps the most spectacular practitioners of it are the inhabitants of Glubdubdrip, a small island inhabited by a tribe of magicians specializing in necromancy. In spite of its small size, the island nation remained unconquered during the Second Age of Colonization, due to its inhabitant’s ability to foresee approaching enemies at a great distance and send ghosts and spirits to attack the leaders of expeditions both airborne and naval.

Aside from the dominant Powers of the British Empire, (which rules North America, much of Africa, and the fairer part of India), and China, which dominates continental East Asia, there are a number of lesser but still “respectable” nations. Japan retains its independence in spite of the power of its neighbor. Russia, expelled from Eastern Siberia under the Donzing Emperor, has expanded into Persia and the Balkans. In the face of overweening British power and the breakup of the Spanish Empire, the French and the Austrians have kissed and made up and the conservative Catholic Alliance dominates southern Europe and the Mediterranean. Prussia overreached itself and was smashed flat, but the North German League has risen to take its place as an important North European Power. The Dutch Empire still has some juice.

The former Spanish and Portuguese possessions in the Americas have emerged as various independent powers in their own right, most important being the Kingdom of Mexico, the Empire of Brazil, the Autocracy of Peru and the Holy Catholic Jesuit-run state of Greater Paraguay, roughly three times as large and eight times as populous as ours.

(The Jesuits broke with the Holy See a while back and run their own brand of Catholicism, and have possessions in India, the East Indies and Africa as well as South America. They are well known to be skilled magicians and masters of various dangerous alchemies).

Another important nation is the nation of El Dorado, a Native American kingdom in the jungle foothills of the Andes forced out of its traditional isolation by the development of magnetically suspended fliers and phlogiston-propelled balloons. Famed for its fantastically abundant precious gems and giant red llamas, able to pull a four-person carriage, it is a socialistic monarchy with laws even gentler and more civilized than those of Brobdignag, and an ally of the so-called Rationalist movement. Highly skilled in the mechanical arts, they have not only duplicated European methods of flight but developed great engines of war of their own design, powered by a secret magnetic process, with which they have so far defended themselves from predatory Brazilians and Peruvians with such vigor that they now control upwards of four hundred thousand square miles of jungle and swamp seized for defensive purposes, and their sages lament that their young men nowadays think of war as a profession rather than as an abomination.

Africa as OTL was eventually colonized, although some powerful, sorcerous kingdoms of the interior managed to avoid outright annexation: a large section of jungle is ruled as a private property of the heirs to an adventurer of philosophical turn, who set about creating a Platonic perfect philosopher-king state (it’s really quite ghastly). The Ottoman Empire still rules the Middle East: the existence of large amounts of oil under some of its possessions is of little interest in this world.

Due to the general spread of knowledge re the practice of necromancy, it has been discovered that there is indeed an afterlife, and it is in fact a bit like that that of the ancient Greeks, a dim, grey sort of place of ghostly shades, which usually spend several thousand years there trying to achieve the sort of spiritual enlightenment needed to “pass on” to the next stage of affairs. (There are multiple competing schools in the afterlife re how to pass on, and none of them are reliable enough to dominate, although they all agree Not Being an Asshole seems to be a fundamental necessity.) This has rather shaken up most religions, although the reaction has varied from Its Demonic Deception (many Protestants and Muslims) to Everyone Has to Spend Time in Limbo (Catholics) to It’s Just Karma (Hindus, Buddhists). There probably would be rather more new religions and more atheism if it were not for the fact that 1.) There is an afterlife, and 2.) Nobody has been able to summon up and no shade claims to have seen Jesus (or, for that fact, Mahomet, Buddha or Moses, although Confucius is well known).

Although the dead can only be summoned up for short periods at long intervals, and when summoned cannot be touched or harmed (shades can manipulate solid objects to a certain extent, but touching one yourself is like putting your hand into a chill fog), the problem of exploitation of the dead great concerns many. A shade can be commanded to do various things by the necromancer, from telling embarrassing personal secrets to (in the case of female shades) doing a dance of the seven veils to attacking the summoner’s enemies. You don’t want to anger shades, since they can do the “interpret wishes all too literally” thing just as well as a genie, and can complain of their treatment to the next summoner (who can, in many countries, then take legal action on the shade’s behalf), but there are enough necromancers out there nowadays that some are going to be incautious jerks. In the cases of many famous people of the past, groups of necromancers working together prevent them from being summoned by unauthorized parties, so when they are summoned, they always end up in the same place, somewhere pleasant and friendly: the nameless and forgotten dead have no such help, but at least the statistical odds of them being summoned are miniscule. Most nations strictly regulate necromancy and require extensive paperwork for every shade summoned, although that means that a lot of summoning happens on the sly and off the books.

History books have of course been heavily rewritten: in some of the more dictatorial countries, necromancy is forbidden for the same reason accurate historical research is. Nobody talks about "blind Homer" anymore. A great many books went on the remainders pile when the shade of Governor-General Kennedy’s assassin explained patiently that yes, he had done it, and yes, there hadn’t been any great conspiracy behind it. Although a great many historical works lost to time were recovered from the shades of dead artists and writers, to the disappointment of many classicists the shades of the ancient Greek playwrights had mostly forgotten their pre-death plays (although in some cases they had written some good ones since death, in spite of the not exactly inspiring nature of the afterlife).

As a result of the proof of an afterlife, gloomy as it is, there is less fear of death: deathbed scenes are more like saying farewell to someone exiled to Antarctica [2] in the 19th century: a vast separation, but not an unbridgeable one. If still conscious, the dying person will probably be pestered by someone giving them unsolicited advice from The Idiot’s Guide to the Afterlife or The Bostonian Book of the Dead. The biggest demand on Necromancers is, of course, from people wishing to contact deceased relatives, and since demand vastly exceeds supply (becoming a Necromancer is roughly as intellectually demanding as becoming a nuclear physicist, with more of a chance of horrible death), the bereaved must deal with either waiting lists years long or horrendous fees.

Still, the afterlife not being exactly pleasant, natural philosophy still struggles to extend the human lifespan. The clockwork heart still has its bugs, and although the Praetorious Humor Rebalancing Technique can actually considerably extend the human lifespan, the expense, plus the need of remaining hooked up to a system of tubes and pipes some seven hours out of the day does not exactly make it popular. The struldbrugs of Luggnagg have in fact been brought to other lands (after the French militarily compelled the kingdom to reverse the former ban on their export) explicitly for the study of natural philosophers, in hopes of determining the nature of their immortality and their immunity to disease (while finding some way to avoid the hideous decay of their faculties). It must be admitted that some people, as Gulliver hoped, have indeed been reconciled to the idea of the afterlife by seeing some of the struldbrugs, especially the one on display in the national gardens of Paris: the oldest known specimen, estimated at over 10,000 years by study of the bones, it (originally male, the sexual organs having shriveled up to dried-pea size) is entirely blind, incapable of motion except for a slow twitching, speechless, malodorous, and is able to ingest only soft babyfood, if it is put into its mouth: it was taken care of by a kindly sect of monks back home, nobody else being able to stand the detestable thing, which is shrunken to a length of less than three feet and with yellow, blotchy skin so wrinkled and involuted as to have an almost fungus-like consistency.

The Houyhnhnms, a race of intelligent horses, have had a complex relation with humans, and their current overlord, the King-Emperor of Britain. Unable to stand off the world like the Brodnignagians, but hardly as defenseless as the Lilliputians, the intelligent horses were conquered, but could not truly be enslaved: human beings only ride normal horses because the horse is fooled into thinking the human rider is more powerful than he is. No Houyhnhnm has been ridden involuntarily by a human save under threat of death.

Although the King’s Sapient Cavalry have been disbanded, there remains a substantial Houyhnhnm population in Britain, mostly hiring themselves out in various capacities - and an odd mix of capacities it is – due to the crudeness of their “hands” and their difficulty in clearly imitating human speech, they do not do well in most skilled professions, so they do a lot of heavy labor, bodyguarding, as mounts for the rich, etc. – but due to their prodigious memories and high intellect, they often find position in “brain-work” positions: the most prestigious mathematics professor at Oxford is a Houyhnhnm. They also are wanted as dispute mediators, being both honest and quite disinterested.

Their race had never had need for money on their isle, having had an essentially socialistic pre-industrial society. They do not work to grow rich, they work so they can send money home to their island – to rent humans. Human hands are far more effective than the crude “claw” a Houyhnhnm can make with its extended pastern and flexible hoof (although, as anyone who has seen a Houyhnhnm-built house or watched one sewing can attest, they can achieve quite remarkable things with their limited manipulative equipment). Therefore, if their island is to develop modern industry and infrastructure, it will require human craftsmen and workers – and not cheap, unreliable ones either. Since aside from some foodstuffs and a little coal their island has nothing much to export, the development of a manufacturing capacity is considered essential in raising their standard of living to the point where they can stand (so to speak) on their own feet – the British Empire has given them extensive civil rights, but they are still legally separate from humans, and many nations do not recognize them as having any rights at all.

Unlike the Micros, there aren’t colonies of former Houyhnhnm slaves scattered around the globe: it’s a hell of a lot harder to sneak breeding pairs of full-size horses, especially ones with objections to be kidnapped, out of Britain, and the considerable ease with which a Houyhnhnm can kill a human being not keeping a gun on him at all times makes them poor slaves. (While holding the Sapient Cavalry’s homeland hostage always gave the British monarchy a hold on them, they also had various defined rights, and a place of honor in the Imperial armies.)

Houyhnhnms, a highly intelligent and philosophical race, are in some ways smarter than humans: they are careful, however, not to make a point of this, even those (and they are quite numerous) who have attained high places in academe and the natural sciences being reserved and not given to self-promotion. They also try to play down the fact that they are more rational, more honest, less greedy, etc…after all, Yahoos are dreadfully jealous creatures, and will always seek to foul that which is clean and drag down that which is superior. They hope that by teaching and writing they might in time improve the mental habits of the “short-haired Yahoos” to the point where they may be tolerable neighbors: but they also know that they must never let them know they are trying to improve them, since a Yahoo will rarely take well the efforts of an ethical teacher of his or her kind, let alone one of another species.

(They are deluded in their hopes, alas: a rational species, the Houyhnhnms are largely incapable of grasping to what extent humans are driven by emotions and dubious internal models of the world - and in turn, humans find them often cold and unfeeling in their inherent rationality. Romantic love, for instance, is utterly unknown to the Houyhnhnm).

There aren’t that many “actual” Yahoos left: the British colonists disliked seeing horses ruling over creatures which looked human, and when the "liberated" Yahoos proved too unmanageable, solved the new problem by killing all but a handful of the Yahoos living on the island. Although a few countries use Yahoos as slaves, generally they have not proven to be an effective substitute for human labor: besides the whole “horribly filthy” thing, they are often too dumb to generalize from fear of one human (say, an overseer with a whip) to general respect for humans: they are often a danger to children and young women, not to mention pets. Then they’re vindictive, mean, given to theft…some historians suggest that the Yahoos, by showing what a true “slave race” looked like, helped give impetus to the end of slavery in the British Empire, but the theory remains controversial. There’s an international Society for the Preservation of Yahoos, but they face an uphill struggle for public opinion.

The automatic identification of humans with Yahoos that Houyhnhnm make has caused endless vitriol to be spilled on paper by said humans, and endless books written to the effect that Yahoos and humans are not, in fact, related. This argument has continued as various species of large apes, dwarves, troglodytes and other odd humanoids have been found here and there in the remote parts of the globe. Recent archeological discoveries have given support to the “not-Yahoo-related” camp: unfortunately, they suggest a common ancestry for humans and Sus Scrofa, known commonly as the “pig.”


[1] filmdrunk.uproxx.com/2011/06/f…

[2] Australia ended up colonized by the Dutch, but there are some habitable islands further south that proved useful as a dumping ground for convicts once the American colonies grew politically powerful enough to stop the practice in their country. (The Penguin-Men survive on a few reservations). Climatic zones are a bit different here: there is in fact open water around the North Pole, where the colossal Magnetic Mountain constantly crackles with weird electrical auras.

92. The Fairly Hot Stuff Within

The 1962 Emergence of the Vulcanids was rather disastrous for England: the opening of a half-mile wide volcanic flue into strata 15 miles down and the consequent large-scale release of hot ash and superheated and partially toxic gasses killed several million people, the authorities having rather underestimated the scale of the problem: nearly half of London wasn’t even evacuated, and the hot poisonous cloud reached as far south the Channel. Further unpleasantness took place when an army and air force already in a murderous mood spotted the huge, clumsy Vulcanid exploratory machines “sculling” through the (to them) non-substantial surface (and roads, buildings, bridges…) and setting everything on fire as they went. Due to their extreme density, most conventional weapons were ineffective, but the very largest “block-buster” bombs could spring cracks in the already cold-stressed hulls, the tremendous pressure and temperature change killing the crews: the panicked use of atomic disruptors by Vulcanids under attack demonstrated, among other things, that an atomic disruptor was much more of an area-effect weapon when used in open air rather than within an environment of solid rock.

Fortunately, some rather clever individuals on both sides managed to de-escalate things before the plan to drop an atomic bomb into the shaft was carried out.

Today, most inhabitants of Britain have put the disasters of the Emergence behind them, especially since having “first dibs” on new technological advances arising from information exchange between humanity and the Vulcanids having gone some way to reversing Britain’s post-war decline. Currently, the nation is a world leader in materials science, semi-degenerate matter engineering, atomic synthesis, and hot-crystal computing, although politicians grumble that they do the science work and then the Americans or Japanese beat them to the saleable product stage. This relationship has been facilitated by the Vulcanids deep embarrassment over the cluster-fuck of the Emergence and the fact that, 14-20 miles down, there is only one, unified Vulcanid world-state. At 5 million, New London still doesn’t have as many people as Old London, but it’s a lot wealthier. It mostly lies north of the ‘Ole, as the man in the street colloquially refers to the conduit to the deeps, much southern and eastern Old London having burned down during the Emergence. The Shaft is now capped by a quarter-mile high dome of reddish pseudometal, which is also the surface outpost of the Vulcanids: heavily insulated, its surface is rarely warmer than the boiling point of water, although a wide concrete strip separates it from anything flammable. A ring of scientific and government buildings surrounds the dome, save at one point where a long tongue of what looks like dark blue rock extends out from the dome environs.

Curious visitors from Callastheon (the translated – very freely - name of the Vulcanid megapolis underlying London and much of SE England) who want to take a look at what they call the “Shadow World” take said look around walking along the blue strip, which is composed of a Vulcanid synthetic adapted for the surface’s low temperatures (Vulcanids tending to sink out of sight into the relatively soft surface of London environs), looking in their bulky insulated pressure suits a bit like clumsy 50-foot tall land octopi carved out of black tar. Most don’t stay out very long: to their inhuman senses the ground beyond the walkway is a freezing black quagmire, the cold is almost unimaginable, and the sky a terrifying void in which a single dim source of radiation somehow floats. Trees and other organic things are so tenuous as to be almost invisible.

It’s not a one-way exchange by any means between Vulcanids and humans: humans, operating under conditions utterly alien to the dwellers below, have developed entire fields of science utterly new to the Vulcanids, and there are currently a multitude of joint “human-Vulcanid” scientific research operations, as human being carry out experiments under conditions almost unimaginable to the Vulcanids half a century ago.

These projects are paid for with complex credit arrangements based on utility and sales of Vulcanid-derived technologies (keeping a great many lawyers and accountants happily employed), but there’s also a fair amount of more “regular” commercial activity nowadays, in spite of the utter uselessness of any consumer product for the other species. From early on, rich Vulcanids would pay substantial money-equivalents for “rare Shadow World artifacts”, initially consisting pretty much entirely of lumps of solid metal from the surface, nothing else surviving the deep environment (and even then requiring protective encasement – it’s tricky pushing metals through rock, even partly heat-softened rock). Nowadays, the development of more sophisticated protective containment methods allows the very rich to maintain a real bit of surface culture inside a super-cooled near-vacuum sustained within a degenerate-matter pressure vessel, so their visitors can use their sonar senses to admiringly examine their hosts genuine authentic unopened container of Bing Soda. (Their guests lacking the ability to peer through solid matter, wealthy humans find the display of Vulcanid artifacts a more difficult proposition.) While the references are so totally alien that a book from the other realm requires more footnotes than text to understand, there still is a fair amount of trade in literary copyrights. (For both humans and Vulcanids, attempts to “rewrite” books to make them more understandable to the other species is a source of entertainment: translated back into the original language, the results tend to be hilarious). Among the other arts, the visual arts of humans have little appeal to aesthetes that appreciate the interior as much as the exterior of solid objects, but music has been perhaps the most untranslatable: to be played properly, Vulcanid music is usually performed at frequencies that cause internal damage in human beings.

The Vulcanids are not entirely confined to the UK: several treaties have been concluded with other nations, establishing scientific research stations with diplomatic immunity – they even have one in Antarctica (compared to the difference between the surface and the deeps, what’s another hundred degrees?). To get there, they have developed their own form of air transportation, which takes off from a hatch atop the London dome: the stubby cylinder (no more than office-building size, barely seats three Vulcanids and a bunch of supplies) is lifted on a column of electromagnetic force to a height of several miles before it activates it’s propulsion system (at a mere quarter mile up, it would have an unfortunate tendency to both flatten and irradiate the surrounding buildings: as it is, the amount of radiation these flights dump into the atmosphere often leads to Questions in Parliament and arguments at the UN).

History diverged from ours after 1962: the existence of subterranean alien beings with the capacity to easily wipe us out from below rather put the Cold War into perspective, and given the eventual establishment of a “special relationship” between the UK and the global Vulcanid government, the Soviet Union discovered the value of co-existence rather than confrontation with the capitalist powers (especially the British). Fortunately, long-persistent difficulties in translation and the really quite different nature of Vulcanid society allowed the Soviets to claim them as fellow socialists for several decades, while the US and the UK claimed they were actually capitalist. Détente of sorts set in by the late 60s, the US was distracted from Vietnam, and the arms race slowed. Colonials in the few remaining valuable colonies remained rebellious, and Mao of course denounced any compromise with the Capitalists out of fear of the Vulcanids (which he claimed to be a “paper dragon”), but he went away after a while.

(Mao was actually right, really: the Vulcanids had no interest in fighting any wars for the sake of the inhabitants of the Shadow World, whose politics and economics they found largely impenetrable).

As of 2014, the Soviet Union is still around, albeit minus a few SSRs and with the other ones in a complicated arrangements of various sorts of semi-sovereignty and integration, and runs off an odd mix of technocracy and state capitalism: it’s not as wealthy as the US or the UK, but it seems in no reason to shuffle off the world stage, while China is a very odd post-humanism obsessed dictatorship. The UK is not a part of the EC, although it has highly favorable trade relations with it: Britain’s enhanced technological, economic and geopolitical presence means that it has instead been able to rebuild the Commonwealth to some extent as an economic-political block of some influence, although India remains stubbornly uninterested in kissing and making up. International pressure brought an earlier end to Apartheid, but alas, without the unifying figure of Mandela (with only 15 years of prison under his belt, his revolutionary credentials weren’t as polished as OTL, and he failed to take control of the ANC), the aftermath has been messier. (With the proxy wars in Africa ending earlier than OTL, the continent as a whole is however better off).

The world is generally a bit more humanist, a bit more leftist, and more secular than OTL – this may in part be influenced by the example of the Vulcanids, which are somewhat less religious than your average modern Swede.[1] Of course, there has been a smaller but still formidable counter-movement on the religious side, with energetic new sects forming around differing ideas on the spiritual meaning of multiple intelligences, and established religions making efforts to adjust their doctrine to the new situation, while many have made energetic efforts to convert the Vulcanids. Such efforts have not been helped by many religious hard-liners efforts to demonize them (in some cases rather literally: giant red-hot monsters from the fiery interior of the world? Clearly scouts for the forces of hell cleverly made up as “aliens.”)

The US never really forgave the British for not allowing themselves to be pressured into handing over human-Vulcanid relations to the Americans: nowadays the US has a Special Relationship with Japan.

Technology has seen all sorts of advances, with amazing new building projects (self-growing walls, super-synthetics, and new states of matter) and colossal arcologies and the Channel bridge, more efficient forms of atomic power (alas, no cleaner than OTL: Vulcanids consider nuclear waste useful both as a floor polish and a dessert topping. [2]), strategic devastation through self-replicating crystal (see, “The Monolith Monsters”), cheap matter transmutation, and atomic phasing (which allows one to build structures without doors, although heaven help you if the power is interrupted while you walk through one of the walls). With Vulcanid help, some remarkable geo-engineering projects have taken place, with artificially created islands adding to the world’s land area and inconvenient mountains sunk, while certain Vulcanid techniques have been exploited to bring to the surface previously inaccessible ores (only in rather isolated areas, since it involves creating what is essentially an artificial volcano). The once field of science which is actually some ways behind OTL is biotech, with resources going instead to study of Vulcanid technology, and Vulcanid “biotech” being entirely inapplicable to carbon-water-oxygen cycle life forms.

Space travel has been greatly aided by the use of atomic drives based on Vucanid designs (once they got the “kills the pilots with radiation” bugs out) and there are now bases on the Moon and Mars and people have been to both Mercury and the Asteroid belt, although life support issues (those darn biotech deficiencies) have so far prevented a trip as far as Jupiter. So far other forms of intelligence seem lacking - Martian life is generally primitive, and Venusian life appears to be microscopic and confined to some of the cloud layers (and tends to dissolve investigatory probes). There has been talk of building Venusian landers to send vibrations into the ground in hopes of catching the attention of possible Vulcanid-equivalents (the Martian crust is too cold), but there has a been a certain amount of trepidation – there’s no way to spy on deep, hot civilizations from afar, and there’s no knowing what might come climbing out of the abyss. Humanity, after all, was lucky that the Vulcanids turned out to be civilized entities.

The astronomers are arguing about what that blurry infrared source is – they haven’t cottoned on to the fact that they have discovered their first Dyson sphere.

The Vulcanids live on the average more than three times as long as humans, move through compressed 700 degree rock like a mole rat through loose sand, and incorporate radioactives as part of their metabolism. They are naturally agoraphobic, and residents in the long-term research stations have to be carefully vetted for maximum mental stability, lest existing with a mind-hurting void right next door drive them slowly mad. (Understandably, the Vulcanids are happy to leave space exploration to the humans, although some experimenters suggest a large enough craft could be designed to be sonar-proofed in such a way to create the illusion of illimitable solid mass surrounding the crew). They are a more peaceable and more rational race than humanity (which probably explains why they succeeded in establishing a world government), but also in some ways less curious and imaginative: they had established through gravitational measurements the existence of the sun and moon, but had never really been interested in what else might exist in the void around the world to try exploring near or above the “limit” of the solid planet before the first artificial signals were detected coming from the surface.

One reason human fiction is popular even in bad translation is, from the point of the view of the Vulcanids, the simply outrageous imaginations of human beings. This is not always a good thing – it took human beings to point out the alarmingly obvious corollary to the Vulcanid Emergence. Many Vulcanids have developed certain paranoid fears as a result: with thousands of miles of rock lying below them, growing ever hotter and denser down to the liquid metal oceans and below – who or what might come climbing up to visit them some day?

[1] I'm not being anti-religion here: I'm just being consistent with what Arthur Clarke, a solid secularist, would have thought about an advanced alien race.
[2] Just kidding! Vulcanid houses don’t use floor polish, since nothing can drop to the floors of their rock-filled houses.

93. The Moon Era

In this world, where a degenerate but ancient and technologically advanced race was not roundly defeated by one guy with a big club, the world was invaded in the 1930s by beings from the distant past of the Moon, a billion years or so before, when it was still rich in life. The “Eternal Ones”, a purely mechanized society, reduced to little more than brains with manipulative tendrils riding around in mechanical shells, required slaves to do the work the degenerate and ennui-ridden near-immortals no longer had the energy to pursue. Having failed to enslave their peace-loving, machine-free back-to-nature kin (although doing a good job of exterminating them in the trying), humans seemed like an excellent replacement, at least after the control-collars were placed around their necks.

They arrived travelling in duplicates of the interplanetary flyer the brave (if eventually crispy-fried) human explorer had travelled to their world in: said flyer had been designed to travel between worlds through the reversal of gravity, but unexpectedly (well, except by the scientist whose opinions were blatantly ignored) in bending the fabric of space it also bent time, so that a trip of mere days from the point of view of the traveler would carry them across millions of years of time, backwards or forward.

However, the Eternal Ones had rather badly underestimated how large the Earth was, how many people inhabited it (their own numbers by this point had declined to the low hundred thousands) and how badly they would be hampered by a gravity six times their own. They hadn’t fought an actual _war_, rather than persecuting psionic primitives, in ages. And in spite of their vastly advanced technology, quantity, as it has been said, has a “quality” of its own…

The long and the short of it was that the Eternal Ones never managed to gain control over more than a fraction of Earth, and the original inventor of the flyer, who had assumed his flyer (and onboard nephew) lost in space, rapidly produced a superior model for the use of the US, and later united world military: a number of ships were initially lost in space and time, but it wasn’t long before the Eternal Ones were tracked back to their space-time and the counter-invasion of the ancient Moon began.

Today, most of the Moon is under the control of the League of Nations[1]; only one independent city of the Eternal Ones remains under its force-field dome, surrounded by a burning waste of radioactive dust created by the interaction of terrestrial radium bombs and Selenite (the general term for native inhabitants of the Moon) disintegrators. It survives on human sufferance: the other surviving seven cities of the Eternal Ones were destroyed by large masses of iron travelling back in time from the future to arrive within their force-field domes at several thousand miles per hour. The last city survives only as long as humans get free access to study all of its technology and scientific achievements. Openings are made in the force screen as human ships come and go.

The Eternal Ones had developed near-immortality without developing the psychology for it, and historically have been plagued by a sense of ennui and pointlessness in their sterile, perfect, push-button eternity: while theoretically able to live for milennia, few of them actually last more than a few centuries before ending themselves in some way or another, and hated and despised and envied (although they never admitted that envy, even to themselves) their happily wilderness-living cousins which they killed and tried to enslave. Reproduction is by cloning and artificial wombs and raising children is a duty rather than something done out of any desire for descendants or care for future generations: the Eternal Ones are generally a selfish lot. The last of their cities is full of huge, geometrically perfect metal towers, far more space then the small surviving population needs. Self-maintaining robots keep things working, since the Eternal Ones wouldn’t be caught dead doing something as menial as maintenance work: much of the mostly empty city looks rusty and run-down as the machines prioritize. Some of them still plot the destruction of mankind and the “liberation” of their world, but most have just adapted to the situation and spend most of their time watching terrestrial videocasts (TV, in other words).

The Moon is undergoing colonization, but the other planets have not yet been reached either in the past or the future (as yet, scientists have been unable to perfect the gravity-twist drive to the point where it can travel to, say, Mars, without at the same time travelling back before the time the Solar System had condensed from interstellar dust). The Moon is an interesting place back an Aeon ago: although the air is already thinning, oceans only cover 40% of its surface, and much of the dry land is desert, there are also areas rich in life. The silty, shallow seas are stained gold by microorganisms, and huge purple-winged seas dragons breach the waters high into the air before flopping back to create splashes that descend slowly as a dream. There are dense violet-blue jungles, great uplands of purple or green moss, and fertile river valleys filled with great tangles of flowering vines, groves of 20-foot flowers, vast tangles of golden thornbush three times as high, and pink or orange “cactuses” which drive off predators with frightful stinks rather than thorns. Huge lime-green floating dirigible-beasts float down to feed on the vegetation, and brilliant butterfly-things as big as birds swarm. In other places, trees grow skyscraper-tall in the low gravity. The mountains, too, are fantastically tall and thin, and great crater valleys hold various micro-environments in their depths. The sky, even at sea level, is a deeper and more violet blue than Earth. Not yet tidally locked, it’s day-night cycle is about 18 hours.

It’s not all roses, admittedly: the thorn bushes protect themselves with foot-long spikes poisonous to humans, and the green dirigibles have smaller purple balloon-cousins that fish for prey (up to human-sized) with long sticky ropes. And there is the Lunar Juggernaut, a huge armored ball of a creature that kills its prey by running it down and then sucks its bodily fluids through the spiked tips of its retractable tentacles, which it also uses to drag itself up slopes too steep to roll up. The Juggernauts are relentless predators, able to track like a bloodhound and endlessly patient.

Of course, human beings being human beings, much of the local life has been shot, dug up, burned, or (in the case of the Juggernaut, bulletproof save for its eyes) blown to bits. Human crops have replaced the local plant life over extensive areas, and many remarkable life forms have either become rare or altogether extinct.

This does not make the Free People happy. Thought to have been extinguished by the Eternal Ones, a few had managed to survive in deep cave environments too far underground to be accessible to the spy rays of the Eternal Ones, living under conditions so marginal that their survival would not have been believed before they emerged. The Free People retain the original form of the species, 5-foot golden-furred snake-like creatures, crested with feathers, with great violet eyes, white wing-like membranes fringed with manipulative tendrils than can be used as hands, and disturbingly human mouths. They are arranged in beehive like societies, with one fertile Mother amid many sterile females and occasional drones; once such extended “families” numbered in thousands, but due to the stringencies of underground life, they had shrunk to merely dozens: since the human “liberation” (hah!) of the Moon, they have begun to expand their numbers again.

Although the material level of their lives, even before they fled to the deeps, was not much above that of Amazonian Indian tribes, they possess (or so anyone who spends time with them says, although armchair anthropologists on Earth scoff) an extremely rich spiritual life and an artistic culture of complex song and story, much of it non-verbal: for what cannot be denied is that the Free People have developed some remarkable mental powers, and can communicate telepathically, psychically heal, internally generate heat in cold weather, possess near-limitless stamina, can communicate with animals and some plants, etc. They live in communion and at peace with nature, and are trying their best to convince humanity to leave be what is left of the Lunar ecosystem.

The question is often raised about whether or not to send a rocket expedition to study the young, cloudy earth, which appears to be early in its development, possibly at the stage of solely unicellular life, and is the only “ancient” planet currently accessible from the ancient Moon. Fears of causing some sort of paradox and replacing humans with sapient blue jellyfish or something have so far nixed any such plan, but evidence that history has already changed are becoming more and more definite; attempts to transmit a message from the past to the future by, say, burying radioactives in geologically stable areas of the Moon in the past and looking for them in the future have completely failed. Of course, it is also possible that other time-travelers are messing with the results: on the other hand, searching in the previous location of one of the Eternals cities has dug up some very suggestive deposits, which by their distribution indicate that the city crumbled in place rather than being smashed by a time-space projectile: of course, on the gripping hand, a new city might have been built in the interim.

According to some theories the Moon people now travel to is in an alternate timeline branching off when the first explorer landed, although others argue that this would make two-way travel to the same future impossible. [2] A recent theory by a British theoretical physicist holds that the regular travel between Moon and Earth is creating a standing time-space loop linking the two worlds, and that if it is interrupted for any length in the future, the ancient Moon, with its human colonies, and the present Earth will become mutually inaccessible. People are still arguing over his math, although the physics community looks a bit askance at a man who while lecturing described the structure of space-time as a “big ball of wibbly-wobbly, timey-wimey…stuff.”

All this has had a great of effect back on Earth. For one thing, technology has progressed enormously as a result of the duplication of Selenite science. Robots carry out heavy labor in construction, industry, mining, etc. Gleaming rockets crisscross the heavens. Those which were once confined to wheelchairs now stride speedily about on spider-chairs, while cybernetic replacements are available for all sorts of missing body parts. The entire world now runs on solar power, and, when the sun isn’t shining, off of Selenite-type batteries of almost infinite capacity.

There are less pleasant technologies. The frightfulness of war has been sharpened by the duplication of the plasma thrower and the disintegration ray, and while major cities are protected from attack by force-fields, the countryside can be rendered radioactive. Giant walking tanks patrol the borders of mutually hostile nations. And then there are the spy ray and the matter transmission beam.

While the mass production of the matter transmitter makes for instant travel across thousands of miles (for those who can afford the ticket: the machines are huge and expensive enough that the private transmitter remains a dream of the future, like the private flying car), it can, in combination with the spy ray, snatch people in their sleep from hundreds of miles away. (Focusing on a distant target can take several minutes, and has obvious visual effects, so it’s not effective against a moving and conscious target). And while a house can be shielded from the spy ray, this requires considerable expense: so in the United States, for instance, the poorer 70% or so can never be sure that the government isn’t watching them go to the bathroom or might snatch them away in the middle of the night, although the government claims it would never, never violate people’s privacy with the spy ray, cross their heart – well, unless they had reason to believe they were Bad People, anyway. This somewhat promotes paranoia: all public buildings and many hotels, etc. are shielded, but people wonder if that is only true until the government asks them to turn it off.

In dictatorships, of course, the population is spied on and in danger of being "vanished" as a matter of course.

And dictatorships there are. Although the Nazis failed to make it through the war of the Moon (territorially small and a prime target for invasion, and far from fully rearmed, much of Germany was overrun by the invaders: the military took over in the aftermath), fascism wasn’t invalidated by war, and a number of fascist dictatorships exist: the Soviet Union, territorially huge, has also survived, the spy ray helping to keep its rulers firmly abreast of any dangers to their rule. The most notorious of the fascist dictatorships nowadays is China, which the invaders largely left “for later” as no immediate threat to their plans. (Japan, curiously, has gone left, and its highly mechanized society is far better “planned” than anything the Soviets have). The disastrous mess of the Italian-French conflict demonstrated the power of the new weapons developed after the Eternal Ones surrendered and discouraged further large-scale war, but proxy conflicts continue and there is fear that a war might be fought on the Moon for control of its resources.

The conflicts between nations and between peoples and their governments exist in parallel to another conflict, this one more of a conflict of philosophies, although it occasionally kills people. The split between the Free People and the Eternal Ones on the Moon has brought a sharp split between the anti-technology, back-to-nature crowd, who feel that events on the Moon rather validate their point, and the pro-technology, pro-progress folks, who think the social problems of a race of fuzzy worms aren’t really a map for humanity’s future. Although no national government has taken steps to return humanity to a lifestyle of grass huts and root-gathering, there is a powerful environmental movement, and a lot of the democratic nations are pursuing what we would call “green” technologies. Communistic regimes tend to be the most hostile to the back-to-nature movement: Fascist nations, with an ideal of human dominance over nature, trend more pro-mechanization than the democracies, but also tend to think nature should be preserved so that people can go out and be Manly in it, and are also usually big on physical fitness: no shriveled bodies with giant brains here, no!

There are of course extremists on both sides, although the back-to-nature crowd is somewhat hampered by the fact that going off into the wilderness in a loincloth tends to get you killed, while having parts of your body replaced by machinery, if expensive when not on your medical plan, can be taken fairly far nowadays before it becomes seriously injurious. The Free People after all have various formidable psychic abilities, and know their little world in detail. Much of their abilities actually comes from eugenic self-breeding, but since this involved Mothers mating with hundreds of male drones (swapped between different “families”/hives) and selecting promising lines for eventual Mother status, and _still_ took thousands of years), achieving similar results with human eugenics programs seems doubtful. Some of their mental mastery is the result of training, and as a result they have another reason to be annoyed at humanity, as a steady stream of enlightenment-seekers show up to pester them about “psychic training.” Some of the Free People have given it the old college try, but given the sadly low level of life-energy possessed by terrestrials, the results are rarely better than professional hypnotism training and a lot of exercise and yoga would get you back on Earth. This does not prevent a flowering of fakers claiming to have gained Great Psychic Powers (often including things the Free People are quite unable to do), angry and often threatening accusations of “holding back” their knowledge, and a steady flow of new idiots coming to pester them.

Things are tense on the Moon, as various overlapping claim lines become a more serious issue with rising human population: the parts of the Moon which are neither water nor desert nor impossibly steep mountain slope, after all, are smaller in total area than the USA. Conflict also rises between settlers and rapidly multiplying (in self-defense) Free People who need a lot of land for their essentially hunter-gatherer (with a few semi-domesticated plants) lifestyle, while environmentalists and “friends of the Free People”, in those countries where their influence is strong, push their governments to stand up to foreigners holding “expand first, work on environment/compensate the natives later” viewpoints. To add to the fun, a “Selene for Selenites” movement has arisen in the settlements of more than one nation, among the Moon-born, which, aside from the occasional demented physical fitness fanatic, are too frail from their low-gravity development to be able to make their way around under Earth’s gravity without a motorized exoskeleton. Free People have come to Earth, immobilized by gravity and confined to floatation tanks, to plead their case before the great and powerful. Some fear that if the situation on the ancient Moon explodes, it will set off a charge of powder leading back to present-day Earth.

Meanwhile, robots toil in secret in places the light never reaches. The Free People are not the only ones able to hide in deep caves, and while both humans and Free People fear a war, there are Eternal Ones who see possibilities in such an event…

[1] Rather theoretically: in fact the major decisions as to, for instance, where to settle colonists are hashed out between the major terrestrial powers and then rubber-stamped by the League.

[2] A view strengthened, among those in the know, by the fact that various secret government expeditions to try to reach Earth’s recent past and nip the US/the USSR/the British Empire/the Chinese Integral Republic/the Reformation in the bud have all failed to return.

94. Yiddish Policeman's Union

My stab at the world of the Yiddish policeman's Union, by Michael Chabon. 

Some ideas stolen from Ephraim Ben Raphael and Reagent, master of African maps, over on ah.com

In this world, the US set up a refuge for persecuted Jews in Alaska before WWII, centered in Sitka, on the understanding that they would return to Europe once things had returned to normal. Unfortunately, this did not happen: WWII went rather differently than OTL, with no Pearl Harbor and the US entering the war late and reluctantly due to submarine warfare (Hitler was convinced that the Jewish “leadership” had fled to America, and was reluctant to fall into a possible trap by declaring war), and most importantly, the Soviet Union failing to win a couple crucial victories. 

The Soviets were essentially pushed to the Volga by ’43, and were attacked in the east by the Japanese, who expected their imminent collapse – they did not do so, but were unable to do more than hang in there and survive for most of the rest of the war. With the Red Army largely unavailable to do the heavy lifting, the invasion of Fortress Europa was a much harder go, and while the US was able to make a lodging in France and push up the Italian peninsula, US and allied troops were still outside of pre-war German borders and Soviet forces were still battling Germans in the ruins of Moscow when the first two US atom bombs landed on Berlin in 1946. A leadership struggle followed, won by the military, which to US surprise didn’t accept the unconditional surrender. Several more bombs were dropped a couple months later, with a holdup for a few months after that to build up a really impressive rain of destruction, as the German position in the east collapsed: but before Operation Sledgehammer could be brought into action, the first German atomic device, brought in by submarine, went off in a US harbor.

Atomic tit for tat still favored the US, so the negotiated peace was favorable to the West, German borders (save for Luxemburg and a disputed bit of the Netherlands) returning to those pre-war. They were less favorable to the Ally in the east. 

The Soviet Union gained a bit more than its pre-war borders in the aftermath, less the Balts and the “Polish Free State”, but was a charnel house, and recovery was slow: starving Russian submariners were defecting to the west as late as 1948. Soviet forces did better in the east, almost driving the Japanese off the mainland before bogging down in Korea due to limited resources. In a move which proved decisive for the future of Asian communism, the Soviets made a “bird in the bush” decision and set up a Communist puppet in Greater Manchuria, led by someone more biddable than Mao. 

The post-war situation for the Jews was not great. Hitler had pursued the destruction of European Jews as OTL, but given that he believed the most “vital” and “virulent” elements of the race had relocated to America (thanks to their secret control of the US government), destroying the residuum was less of a priority: “The Destruction” killed some two million Jews, but even with that and the immigration to America there were still a couple million more eastern European Jews than OTL, and none of the successor states to the wreckage of Hitler’s dream wanted more of them. Worse, with refugees tending to pick Sitka rather than turbulent Palestine, the Israeli Jewish state never reached the population needed to win against Arab armies: in 1948 the brief attempt to create a Jewish state in Israel ended, to the tune of 150,000 more Jewish deaths. Many refugees were picked up by US and British fleets, and only the Jews whose families could prove residence dating to before the Zionist movement were allowed to stay (under not particularly pleasant conditions).

Sitka became a permanent US headache, the “Federal District of Sitka” peaking in population at about 3.5 millions and declining a bit afterwards, sending a slow trickle of illegal immigrants to the Jewish communities of Canada and the US. The notion of making Sitka a US state was batted around but never quite made it, in spite of some formidable secret support: the notion of spinning it off as a separate country was unacceptable to US nationalists. Making it another “Puerto Rico” didn’t quite work either. Theoretically the area was supposed to be returned to Alaska after 60 years, but Alaska didn’t want it if it was still full of Jews (they would be outnumbered: the economic presence of Sitka helped grow Alaska faster than OTL, but they still had only about a third of Sitka’s population by 1999). So Sitka – urbanized to the point of being almost a single city, Jewish with a sizable slice of profit-minded Goyim, Yiddish-English bilingual and occasionally Esperanto, the one place in America where everyone still wears hats, with Jewish ultra-orthodox gangsters (if you prey on the non-Orthodox it’s not a crime), and more Holy Rabbis than you could shake a stick at and a higher level of education than any US city of comparable size – moved on in a sort of legal limbo.

The rest of the world moved on. A smaller and weaker German-less EEC led by France arose with US sponsorship, expanding into a Soviet-free Balkans over the next few decades. France tried, with some limited success and massive social engineering at home and abroad, to create that “French nation of 100 millions” abroad to compensate for looking down the gun of a nuclear-armed Germany. Germany went from military rule to shaky democracy to a shiny new form of authoritarianism With German Characteristics. Egypt’s Mubarak was enough of a pill that victory over the wannabe Israeli state did not save him from his own soldiers, and the Arab nationalists managed at various times to make Libya, Sudan, and the Levant (including Syria) subjects of Cairo, only for it to fall apart messily. Africa has wars, revolutions and somewhat more success than OTL. 

The Soviets never quite recovered from WWII: they made a stab at supporting World Revolution in the 50s and 60s, but overextension, trade embargoes, and relatively cheap oil all combined to bring about a political and economic collapse of the Soviet system in the 70s. The shaky second Russian Republic (the Provisional Government before the Bolshevik takeover is considered the first) lasted 1977-1993 before collapsing and losing a couple more former SSR’s and producing a new wave of refugees: the Third Republic (1995 - ) is more repressive but stable, and seems to have finally got the hang of the capitalism thing. 

Manchuria, however, did not collapse. It survives today as a grimly authoritarian regime, and a working state for some versions of “working”: nobody starves (although the government-manufactured ersatz food does take some stomaching), the population grows (slowly, and with a lot of government –creche raised children), they’ve been putting astronauts in orbit since 2002 (and usually getting them back), and the universal grey uniforms are kinda snazzy (if also creepy). North Korea, somewhat larger than OTL, is Manchuria’s Mini-Me.

The surviving Guomintang government in China proper can best be described as “fabulously corrupt.”

Indonesia’s populist dictator is as colorful as Gadaffi and as American-annoying as Hugo Chavez. 

Vietnam has 75 million people, a standard of living comparable to OTL Spain, and great-power ambitions. 

The Polish Free State (they keep the name to remind themselves of their still German-occupied lands) has a standing army of a million, a gun in every house, and what most consider to be an unnecessary number of atomic weapons. They don't like Jews, or anyone non-Polish, really, but hate Germans.

With no Israel, the old Jewish communities of the Middle East have faced less persecution, and remain significant in size. This is changing, rapidly.

A revival of right-wing authoritarianism has been notable over the last couple decades, as a number of nations have adopted or imitated what is called “National Corporatism” and what most democracies see as a revival of fascism. Antisemitism does seem to be part of the club colors, but not a particularly important one: there’s a lot of emphasis on interventionist economics, technology, speed, energy, etc. in the old Italian modernist style, and in some cases a touch of post-humanism in place of old-fashioned eugenics. Russia isn’t a member of the movement, people suspect, mainly because the Germans are. 

Given the fact that Germany took some seven atom bombs and did not surrender (admittedly, these were early types) the world take them a bit less seriously than OTL, which is probably why the world reaction when the Iran-Iraq nuclear arms race came to an abrupt end in 1996 with two million dead was more “goddamn middle East” than existential horror. 

Palestine has had a tough time of it, first being partitioned between Syrian, Egyptian, and Jordanian armies, then forcibly unified by Egypt driving the others out, then being one of the battlefields of the collapse of the Arab Union, then a more or less peaceful republican period, then an increasingly nasty period of Troubles as the growing Shi’a minority (refugees from Iraq and Syria) rebelled against a second-class citizenship status, then the coup, the dictatorship, the rebellion, the fighting between secularists and Sunni hardliners (several decades of Saudi investment bearing fruit) and Shi’a out for themselves with Syria and Egypt backing one faction or another, and finally the US invasion. The future isn’t looking too bright, either.

The US is more aggressively arrogant than OTL, the Cuban mess not having as serious effect on the US psyche as Vietnam (we won. Sort of), and has seen a more politically successful religious right movement capture the White House in 2005. A heavy infiltration of much of the US executive branch through appointments of religious hardliners has followed, much to the distaste of many on the left or simply secular-minded. The President has made a point of it being an administration objective to resolve the Sitka issue one way or another, which no doubt won him the anti-Semite vote. Most Americans agree something Had to Be Done, but were vague on the details. They weren’t going to drive the Jews into the sea or put them in refugee camps on the Canadian border or something, oh no, but surely something or other could be worked out, right?

Nobody expected just how crazy the President’s “solution” would be. 

The world for various reasons, including a milder and shorter Cold War, is a bit more backwards technologically than OTL, with consumer electronics in particular nearly a decade behind OTL. The whole Race To the Moon thing didn’t happen, but in its absence there have been a number of smaller-scale national projects, and there was some talk (before Jesus McChristian was elected to office) of a joint US-European Moon exploration program. The French in particular launch quite a bit of stuff from their bases in Africa, and the Manchurians have a secret (in case they screw up) project to put some astronauts in orbit around the Moon.

Clothes tend to be more colorful and hair bigger (on men as well as women) than OTL 2009. Synthetics are popular since they are considered less “wilderness-shrinking” than plant fiber and less cruel than fur. 

Presidential widow Marilyn Kennedy remains active in various charities at the age of 83, and her somewhat scandalous early career in film only helps in making her a fierce challenger to Eleanor Roosevelt for the position of most popular first lady of the 20th century.

Sitka is a great center for Jewish food, but it is most famed in culinary circles for the creation of the Filipino-style “Chinese donut”, or shtekeleh, a creation of one of those aforementioned commercially minded goyim of Sitka. 

Jews in the Lower 48, who wish Sitkans would keep quiet and stop stirring up the anti-Semites, are referred to by Sitkans as “Mexicans”: they in turn call the Sitkans “Icebergs” or the “Frozen Chosen.”

The destruction of the Islamic Dome of the Rock by what was blamed on Muslim action triggered a US intervention in civil war-torn Palestine, with the president making soothing speeches about making peace in the land of the Prince of Peace. The sudden arrival of a large number of heavily armed Jews was covered up as best as possible, and the sudden declaration of a US Jewish protectorate in Palestine – “as predicted in prophecy, the Jews return to their ancient homeland…the US is obligated both morally and by God himself to protect them…” was a bit of a shock to everyone. The rather insane story out of Sitka, about the red heifer and the apocalypse and so on, which had been vehemently denied initially by the government, suddenly looked a lot more believable. Of course, two thirds of the world had seen the destruction of the Dome and the following US intervention as a case of the fix being in from the start, but who cares what foreigners think? 

Things have gone downhill since then. The Palestinians have no interests whatsoever in being pushed off their land to create a Jewish state, and there are a lot more of them than in 1948. Stories of atrocities and mass forced population movements are filtering out in spite of the US military’s best efforts. Egypt and Syria are providing as much uncover aid to the Palestinians as they dare. The President managed to narrowly win reelection thanks to an energized base, some Nixonian hijinks, divided opposition, and blah blah must support our troops blah blah we’re there, we need to get the job done blah blah, but has been sinking rapidly in the polls since then. The Jews aren’t entirely in alignment with the Christopaths, either: there are many that feel the Jews can have the rest of Israel, but Jerusalem (possibly less a Jewish temple) and Bethlehem should be Christian, darn it, and since the bit with the calf sacrifice has been done, the construction of a new temple on the ruins of the Dome can be put off for a while. Also, the US is aware that those Palestinians have to go _somewhere_ , and have no real intention of letting the Jews take all of Palestine, although they’re happy enough to protect new “settlements” from Arab retaliation for now.

Meanwhile, a lot of Sitkans have proven rather unenthusiastic about moving from their relatively comfortable lives in Alaska to the uncertainties of the Middle East. With legal union with Alaska, the Sitkans have essentially become non-persons with no votes and no legal position in the US, but they’re still _there_ and rounding them up and putting them all on planes to Palestine is looking a bit problematic. The firing of pretty much all government and public services workers and replacement by US officials has led to innumerable legal challenges and general chaos, with accusations of US officials cutting off water, electricity, etc. to parts of Sitka in an effort to force Jews out. There have been rampant cases of illegal connections, and it emerges that Sitka sits on a vast network of tunnels built by European Jewish resistance fighters in the early years: the US government is pushing hard the “all trouble due to a few extremists” in expectation that actual Jewish terrorists may be showing up before long. About three quarters of a million have left, immigrating abroad, accepting green cards in exchange for moving elsewhere in the US, or heading off to an uncertain future in Palestine, but nearly two and a half million remain. The “green cards if you go south” options is limited by the fact that the government wants the Jews in Palestine, not the lower 48, and even fairly Jew-friendly countries such as Argentina, the UK, South Africa, and France only take so many per year. 

Foreign reporters are a plague upon Sitka, recording at length every Injustice being done and sending the image of the US as a maniacal crusading state on the verge of recreating the Destruction around the world. This is somewhat hypocritical in that many of these foreign reporters come from countries with restrictions on Jewish immigration, but people do love pointing out that optical splinter. A particularly juicy story is the local Tlingit claim that they were promised ownership of the Sitka in exchange for help in preparing the initial stages of the Grand Plan, which the government hotly denies. After all, on the face of it, it’s absurd: the US government promising an entire city of millions worth of infrastructure to a tribal alliance of barely over 30,000? But the Indians are very definite. And Alaska has begun to cool on the whole notion as they realize that the removal of the Sitkan economy with the Sitkans – it’s not going to be easy to find over three million Americans willing to move to Alaska to take their place – is going to have devastating effects on the Alaskan economy. Worst of all is a massive class action suit backed by most of the US left and a lot of the US immigrant community – “American by birth” should ally to anyone born within Sitka, regardless of what legal dodges have been used and arguments that Sitka should be treated as an unincorporated territory: if they have now become part of Alaska, they are now as much US citizens as Alaskans, period. 

The US president is worried. Worried that he may not succeed in creating his vision by the next election. Worried that the Jews aren’t going where they are supposed to be going. And since his vision is one given to him by God, it is God’s will that it be done. In such a case, mere legalities are of little importance: much has already been done quietly behind the scenes which the Supreme Court (which has been annoyingly reluctant so far to lose members to old age/sickness) would not approve. Now, it may be necessary to take more severe steps. The security services are largely onboard by this point, but the army is still iffy: too many immovable senior officers. Still, there is much short of outright suspension of the constitution that can be done…

95. Pacific Rim Thoughts

I seem to have forgotten to post this.

An effort to make (some) sense out of the "Pacific Rim" setting, with my explanation of how the hell Jaegers work. Long, so posting in two parts.

August 10, 2013. It came out of the sea on one of those grey, drizzly San Francisco days which are either romantic or depressing depending on your turn of mind. The first thing it did was tear apart the Golden Gate Bridge. Things went rapidly downhill from there.

It took nearly five days of almost continuous bombardment to kill it. The fighter jets initially scrambled to fight it barely scratched its hide, and even the pilot who Kamikaze’d his jet at top speed right into its face gave it “barely a shaving cut”, as someone described it at the time. When they moved from regular munitions to fuel-air bombs and bunker busters they finally began to do more than superficial damage, but it refused to return to the sea. It continued to wander around the Bay area, stomping on any man-made structures and anything which moved, even as it began to drip with blue gore: even after it lost its eyes and heavy naval artillery from across the bay began to hammer it, it slowly shambled back and forth across the devastated urban landscape: and even after it fell over on its back and didn’t get up, it twitched for another two days.

Killing it had seriously depleted total in-US stock of munitions: in an era of precision bombing and speedy little wars, huge Cold War (let alone WWII) stockpiles no longer existed. Before the long, slow-motion battle ended, UK and Canadian and even Russian air forces had joined in the fight (it was fortunate that most of the population of the area had fled by the time the Russians arrived, or their use of several brands of extremely nasty Cold-War era nerve gas on the colossus might have been rather worse than merely futile). During its rampage, a twisting, looping, criss-crossing half-mile wide trail of utter devastation had been stamped out down one side of San Francisco Bay and up the other, terminating in the wreckage of Oakland, what would be called the Trespasser having collapsed a bit short of Berkley. Well endowed with both private and public means of transportation, locals managed to flee from the Trespasser’s path fast enough to keep casualties in the tens of thousands, but the economic costs were in the trillions: combined with the global panic set off by the monster attack, brought the US, and most of the world’s economy plunging back into deep depression.

The fact that the blue ichor the Trespasser used for blood was both persistently toxic and highly carcinogenic did not exactly help rebuilding, and some form of breakdown within the Trespasser’s body, after first liberating toxic levels of ammonia gas, led it to leak an equally unpleasant blue-black slime which soon formed a shallow pool extending as much as 400 feet from the body in places. Some 60 square miles of the Bay area had to be declared a Superfund site, although most of San Francisco proper avoided this fate simply due to a lack of success in making the Trespasser bleed at that early stage of its rampage.

The ensuing global panic was heightened by the deep uncertainty as to the origin of the beast. It had not been seen by anyone before it emerged from the sea and began wrecking havoc. Was it from space? (Experts scoffed at the notion something so large could have come down from the sky without someone picking it up on radar.) From another dimension? From hell or a creation of God’s Wrath, as a great many End Times enthusiasts concluded? (Alternately, God’s punishment of the infidel Americans). A hideous mutation caused by man’s dumping of radioactive and other wastes in the oceans (the fact that even the most preemptory examination showed the Intruder to be bizarrely alien and utterly non-terrestrial in its makeup failed to kill this particular narrative)? A hitherto unknown form of life, perhaps emerging from within the Earth’s crust? A US bio-weapon gone berserk – and possibly originally intended as a weapon against North Korea, as suggested by North Korean news? Thorough sonar sweeps of the East Pacific revealed no more giant monsters swimming shoreward. No giant monster delivery ships revealed themselves to telescopes.

The Japanese, of course, called it a Kaiju. Some even blamed it on foreign nuclear testing.

People can only remain afraid so long without regular reinforcement, and giant monster threats are rather harder to fake up than terrorist ones, so by the new year people had begun to relax a bit and begin to wonder if the Intruder had been some sort of unique event, something like a giant meteor impact, arriving once in a million years. Innumerable trucks filled with a mix of lethal goo, dirt and shattered bits of houses had departed for distant disposal sites, and the area of the monster’s body had been cleaned to mere Soviet Industrial Center levels of toxicity; swarms of scientists aided by a small army of workers in biohazard garb and armed with the sort of power saws used to cut up ornamental rock were slowly carving the colossal corpse apart and examining its various strange internal organs (some of which still showed a disturbing tendency towards mobility): little chunks of the non-gooey bits of the body, smuggled out by workers, began to show up on the black market, much to the distress of Health and Safety, which classified all parts of the Trespasser as toxic waste. Godzilla jokes were now once again permissible.
And then, on the fifth of February, 2014, another horror emerged from Manila Bay and began wrecking havoc. It would later be known as Hundun, although for some time it would simply be called “The Second.”

This time, the rapidly deployed US forces did not fool around. Partly due to back-channel Chinese communications re their willingness to Take Steps against this monster almost on their doorstep, after luring the monster out of the city with a continuous air assault (in which a number of pilots lost their lives flying close enough to the monster to goad it), a relatively small atomic device was used against Hundun. The fireball slowly dispersed to show a creature horribly torn by the massive impact, smoking, charred black, the outer layer of its hide vaporized, small bluish fires burning here and there on its body…but still more or less in one piece, and slowly crawling forward, much to the horror of the watchers. To their relief, the smoldering abomination soon slowed to a standstill and simply sat, smoking, burning.

Smoking. Burning somewhat more intensely, if patchily. Giving off more smoke.
In spite of rain and drops of sand by fire-fighting planes, the dead monster continued to slowly burn for two weeks. The plume of black smoke, rich in lethal carcinogens mixed with a leavening of toxic heavy metals, would have made an area of over two thousand square miles downwind uninhabitable for decades, considerably worse than the Chernobyl incident of OTL.

Fortunately, the majority of the toxins went out to sea. Unfortunately, the winds were from the Northeast at that time of the year. And the sea was the one to the southwest of Manila.

This time, a scramble took place to make the Pacific Ocean into a Panopticon. Sonar buoys were prepared and dropped off by thousands. Sub-hunter ships were put on permanent patrol. Listening posts were established. Emergency warning systems were established in cities all around the Pacific, and people made familiar with the sound of the new sirens that would indicate something impossibly huge was emerging from the sea to crush a human city underfoot.

The Japanese term “Kaiju” for the monsters became popularized.

Unusually (as it would turn out) for a Kaiju, the third attack (June, 2014) took place in a relatively lightly populated area at the tip of Baja, allowing the US forces to use a 3-megaton device once the local population and tourist had scattered, with the over 100 miles of sea between it and the mainland providing a fair degree of protection from the inevitable Burning Kaiju toxins. More importantly, the sonar network thrown across the Pacific had first detected it in the middle of the Pacific, at some 15,000 feet down (much to the frustration of nuclear planners, the Kaiju would turn out to hug the ocean bottom, remaining at least 2 miles down until forced up by continental shelves): a scramble to get as many deep submersibles in the water as possible followed, in hopes of finally locating the origin of the Kaiju. The still vast area involved and the limited number of machines meant that the exploration would not bear fruit for three months, by which time another attack had taken place.

Schoenfeld would later claim that it was in early September, during the fourth Kaiju attack on Sydney, that he developed the idea for the Jaeger, after watching his son playing with robot and monster toys. This was a lie. He would meet with several world leaders at the Seoul Conference (AKA the “what the fuck do we do about Kaiju” conference) little over two weeks later. One does not construct a well-worked out technical proposal, capable of convincing skeptical world leaders that “giant robots are the answer!” in two weeks, no matter how brilliant a roboticist one is.

Most of his presentations do not exist in the records, anywhere.

It was in October that the Rift was finally located, a crack half a mile wide and seven long in the ocean floor, filled with a seething, glowing energy that initially entirely baffled scientists. The first probes to approach the water-energy interface were violently repelled and destroyed: if Kaiju were coming through, it didn’t seem that a return visit was possible. Efforts rapidly got underway to build a submersible capable of carrying nukes to the rift: and by mid-December, multiple nuclear weapons, some quite large, had been detonated in the Rift. This was to no apparent effect aside from widening the physical crack in the earth. Data analysis indicated that virtually all the energy expended was being reflected back.

Operation Counterprobe was replaced by Operation Whack-the-Mole, but as yet only a few nuclear mines were in place when the Kaiju Black Mother emerged at several hundred miles an hour from the rift: none were right next to her area of emergence, but mass detonation caused a massive enough shock wave that the Kaiju seemed to have been rendered dead or unconscious. Celebratory noises had hardly begun to ring out when its stomach split open and several hundred smaller (if still at least King Kong-sized) horrors spilled out.

The Guardians have remained in the vicinity of the Rift ever since, growing to roughly whale size and reproducing asexually to the point where they now number in the thousands: exactly what they live on down there and what sustains them remains matters of speculation. They are not full-sized, full-powered Kaiju, but delivering working military hardware is to 15,000 feet below the Ocean’s surface is problematic enough that they don’t need to be. Their purpose is to detect any encroaching man-made objects with their highly sensitive sonar and then destroy them a good distance from any emerging Kaiju. It doesn’t matter how many die in nuclear explosions: they can be replaced, and some are always kept in reserve.

Nuking Kaiju proper underwater has never been easy. Kaiju in a hurry swim at over 200 miles per hour (and they’re usually in a hurry: cities to smash, people to squash) and delivering a nuclear bomb over 10,000 feet deep to a target that fast is hardly an easy problem. Even in shallower water it is tough, and although water may transmit shock waves better than air, it also soaks up enough of the energy of a nuclear explosion that the bomb needs to be right on target to do its job. A 200 knots plus Kaiju-chaser nuclear sub meant to intercept them on the continental shelf (using supercavitation principles) was in the works by the 2020s, but was hit by the general budget-cutting required to finance the Pacific wall system. Work on superfast undersea attack boats and torpedoes continues, slowly.

In case an effective weapon can ever be designed to penetrate the Rift, a Jaeger or comparably tough fighting machine would have to be built capable of remaining fully mobile while sealed against over 1500 atmospheres of pressure to actually deliver it to the site. Three such were built by the time Jaeger funding was cut: no way to penetrate the Rift had been found at the time.

One would be destroyed in a last-ditch fight in shallow water. The other two would save the world.

********************************************
A Jaeger, seen from a distance, does not appear to be moving very fast: a steady, almost ambling walk. This is an illusion: a Jaeger stands some 50 times taller that a human being. Walking speed is usual near 100 miles an hour. A Jaeger can run at close to 500 miles an hour.

********************************************

The “drift”, or the Neural Link, was developed as a means to allow pilots to control the Jaegers as effectively as their own bodies: a slow, clumsy Jaeger would mean vastly lowered combat effectiveness. The peculiar mental feedback that caused intense pain, headaches and eventually strokes, cerebral edemas, and other potentially fatal injuries. It remains somewhat unclear how joining a second human brain to the mix was chosen as a possible solution. It _is_ clear that Professor Akagi was a mad scientist, if perhaps, like Papa Schimmelhorn, on a subconscious level, since he apparently failed to realize that his enhanced networking system was essentially a form of mechanical telepathy. (When the first two pilots to share memories reported their experience, Akagi initially believed them to be hallucinating).

For pilots to “drift” together, to essentially become a unified mind for the Jaeger body, required not just compatibility but a level of mutual comfort: to be able to live in each other’s minds with a degree of ease. Very often close couples, when given a close look at each other’s minds, ceased to be close couples: who could stand “rubbing their naked brains together”, as one pilot referred to it, was often unpredictable.

The notion of “drifting” with Kaiju brains arose early on, among those that who felt the Rift was a product of intelligence rather than some weird natural phenomenon and the Kaiju at least a product of such intelligence. Attempts to “drift” with animals usually led to random sensory noise and severe headaches, so there was not much belief that this would be a useful approach, but the quest for a Kaiju brain started early on. It would take a while to get ahold of one: Kaiju skulls were so thick that decomposition had set in by the time the plates of armor were slowly cut through, and a great deal of Kaiju would have to be cut through, sorted, and analyzed before anyone figured out that there was a second brain in the lower torso helping to control the outlying bits of the body, leading to many ill-considered analogies involving dinosaurs.

************************************************
A Jaeger’s punch will typically exceed1000 miles an hour, and may reach as high as 1200 miles an hour. A Jaeger’s fists thunder even when they do not hit their target.
*************************************************

Kaiju harvesting became an industry of sorts by the second year of the war, as companies formed to take advantage of government contracts for corpse-disposal, and people looked to find some way to make extra money from the extremely onerous work. Of course, scientists initially got first dibs, but most labs were not really equipped to preserve a toxic liver-equivalent the size of two railway cars, so the bulk of the carcasses had to be disposed of. So, enter industry. As it turned out, Kaiju could be _mined_: their bodies were rich in heavy metals, and with some modifications, industries which worked with high-toxicity metals could process the slabs into which Kaiju were slowly sliced into a financial bonanza. A variety of chemicals found their uses in industry. Bones and armor could be used in architecture once the toxins had been baked off in warehouse hot rooms, although it was usually fairly demented architects who would actually use them. (in one case, a pair of Jaeger pilots adopted a massive and jagged-ended leg bone as a weapon to jab and club other Kaiju, although it was eventually broken over the head of a Kaiju with a particularly thick skull).

Of course, there was also the Black Market. Even in well-organized nations there was always a flow of little bits and pieces that didn’t go to a recognized Kaiju-recycling industry: in some corruption-rich nations such as China, Indonesia, and various Latin American states, there was a positive flood of Kaiju body parts being sold to black market overlords at prices well exceeding per ton anything that could be obtained from legitimate corporations. Kaiju flesh and bone was sold as medicine, a formula for immortality, as a sexual aid (of course), a secret poison (more reasonably), a miracle fertilizer (for men as well as crops). Kaiju “skin parasites” were sold as pets (given a sufficiently ammoniated atmosphere, they could survive for as long as two years) Some buyers had wilder ideas, such as the various groups that attempted (unsuccessfully – as far as it is known) to clone a Kaiju from its tissues, or those who planned elaborate attacks on the Kaiju through the use of sympathetic magic.

It is unknown how many people died or suffered permanent damage consuming Kaiju tissue that had not been properly detoxified. In the later years of the war, as funding was cut all around to afford the building of the defensive wall system, a number of companies involved in Kaiju disposal went out of business, and some dead Kaiju, for lack of either corporate or government disposal, were left to rot and the black market. How many amateur Kaiju harvesters died for lack of adequate precautions is another unknown.

(Kaiju “skin parasites” or “mites” remain a mystery. They could hardly feed off Kaiju, having no ability to cut all the way through their thick hides, and in spite of requiring the ammonia which normally oozes from the Kaiju’s hide, are chemically and biochemically quite dissimilar to the Kaiju, which all share a close biological basis. Some have theorized that they are from another universe entirely, and somehow latch on to Kaiju and perhaps other travelers as they pass through the pan-dimensional space of the Rift.)

*************************************************
An average Jaeger weighs over 70 thousand tons. When it hurls itself into battle against a Kaiju, the kinetic energy is in the trillions of joules.

A Jaeger, given 2014 technology, is a technological impossibility.

**************************************************
The first to show that mental contact with a Kaiju brain was in fact possible was Professor Akagi himself in 2018: unfortunately, he also filled his brain with bubbles of blood in the process. Later experimenters found that as in piloting Jaegers, distributing the mental “load” between two operators led to better results, although for some time “better” often meant insanity or brain damage rather than outright death, along with sensory and memory data so bizarre as to be quite impossible to make head or tail of.

Not till 2022 were breakthroughs made that allowed a degree of “translation” of the neural feed, and some coherent impressions – of a mind both vast and multiple, of cold and endless ruthlessness, of incomprehensibly vast spaces that were yet at the same time filled with something which lived and pulsed, of forces and pulls and drives monstrous and yet rational in a way that could not be described. Scientists were still going mad, but at least no longer screamingly so.

The fact that someTHINGS on the other side of the Rift might have similar success in interpreting the thoughts of small, mammalian minds was only vaguely suspected until the Kaiju attack of June ’23, where the Kaiju went straight for the main Drift Research center 15 miles inland, totally ignoring all sorts of tempting opportunities for mass destruction along the way. Afterwards, the new research center was constructed 10,000 feet up the slopes of the Tibetan plateau and nearly a thousand miles from the sea.

************************************************** **

During the fleeting few years in which the Jaegers appeared to be winning the Kaiju war, Kaiju-Jaeger combats took on an almost ritualized format. The Jaeger would be brought to the combat zone by the giant nuclear-powered ekranoplans which were the only craft capable of transporting their incredible mass at reasonable speeds. They would wait in water over 100 feet deep, miles out from land and civilian populations – it slowed down the Jaegar, but was as least as obstructive to the Kaiju. The Ocean would soak up any spilled toxins – bad for the local beaches and the local fishing industry, but better than splattering it over inhabited soil. The Kaiju would emerge, its location pinpointed by automatic sonar buoys second by second. And the Jaeger would beat it to death.

All Jaeger pilots were extensively trained in boxing and other martial skills that involved inflicting massive damage to an opponent without close grappling. (Wrestling moves are not recommended against an opponent whose impossibly hard teeth, claws, spines, etc. could easily slice into the toughest metal-ceramics) Enormous kinetic impacts, the whole weight of the Jaeger behind them, would damage internal organs, break internal struts, and eventually kill without splattering goo all over the place.

One of the ongoing costs of the Jaeger program was that the Jaegers fists would usually be so battered at the end of a fight as to require replacement: sometimes entire forearms would be damaged and would require extensive repair or replacement from levels of force often exceeding the structural strength of the Jaeger’s materials.

Some Jaegers were equipped with huge staves (no giggling in the audience!) with hooks to keep their distance in combat and catch the limbs or tails of the Kaiju. Others were equipped with huge drills or saw blades: there were times when cutting the Kaiju (especially Kaiju with tentacles) overrode the need to avoid contamination. Although Kaiju’s internal organization, as revealed by scientists dissecting the enormous corpses (well, perhaps mining would be a better word) was almost as fantastically variable as their external form – pounding the same body area in two Kaiju might cause crippling damage or just make them mad – they had their weaknesses: joints. Eyes. Connecting tendons. Being crippled for life was an occupational hazard the trainers of Jaeger pilots simply accepted, as long as they could make their charges into skilled killers that would attack with utter intent to smash and maim.

The Plasma cannon with which each Jaeger was armed was insufficient to kill a Kaiju, but it could be used to good use against such sensitive spots as eyes, nostrils and the interior of mouths, and was also useful to cauterize the enemy’s wounds – having the Kaiju bleed out was not a desirable outcome. (Plasma would not catch a Kaiju on fire: only the extreme heat of a nuclear fireball would cause the breakdown of their peculiar silicon-based bodies).
After the Kaiju was killed, it would be towed to a “retaining area” far from populated areas where it would be free to secrete toxins to its heart’s content.

It helped that Kaiju (at first, anyway) fought, in the words of a pilot, “with all the skill of a somewhat slow first-grader.”

Overconfidence set in. There had been efforts, once there were over a dozen Jaegers in operation, to move more than one Jaeger into position if at all possible, so to get at least a two on one advantage. But as pilot technique improved along with Jaeger technological sophistication, by 2020, more than one Jaeger per Kaiju became seen as unnecessary. Indeed, Jaeger pilots, briefly the rock stars of their era, had begun to resent the notion that they would need help.

And then came along Knifehead.

************************************************** *

The conventional military was generally ticked off at being upstaged by giant robots operating on “classified” principles and operated by an entirely new international military force separate from the usual chain of command. It wasn’t quite as bad as being upstaged by magical girls, but it was getting there. Finding a way to kill a Kaiju without toxically contaminating an area the size of one of the smaller European countries became something of a military obsession, hampered by budget costs in the face of the enormous costs of Jaegers.

(Jaegers were _expensive_. The R&D and construction of the first Jaeger, although proceeding with what many later found improbable speed, still cost about nearly 1/3 of the total US annual military budget: although costs dropped for later Jaegers, none cost less than tens of billions to build and billions in annual maintenance: the last Jaeger ever built, the Australian Striker Eureka, cost one eight of the entire Australian federal budget two years running and with the general failure of the Jaeger project, was widely accused of being a vanity project of the current Prime Minister).

The most successful innovation proved to be in the field of magnetic rail guns, whose hypervelocity shells could actually make holes in the armor of a Kaiju: however, given their size, this was about as effective as using birdshot against an Elephant, and simply got you an angry (angrier) Kaiju. The struggle to build a rail gun big and powerful enough to kill went on for several years, much to the frustration of supporters of the approach (if giant robots could be built so quickly, why not giant-ass rail guns) but the technological challenges in building a weapon on such a scale that would not simply rip itself apart under the stresses involved was a formidable one. Jaeger supporters, on the other hand, pointed out that the rail gun boosters were developing a lovely method for splattering Kaiju Blue (the popular shorthand for Kaiju toxins) for miles.

The “orbital bombardment” “rods from god” approach also attracted some interest, but technical challenges and expenses were such that the project was still without an effective product when the war came to an end.

In 2018, the first full-scale railgun was built and put in place to defend rebuilt San Francisco (Oakland was a lost cause, but San Fran was both too valuable and too lightly contaminated to be abandoned, although it would be another couple decades before it reached its pre-Kaiju population): the trouble was that no Kaiju were polite enough to wander in front of it. The first _mobile_ rail gun was put aboard a specially designed nuclear carrier and set to cruise along the Pacific coasts in 2019. It managed arrive late for two fights.
It wasn’t until 2020, with the emergence of a new and more lethal version of Kaiju, that railguns became a New Hope. The first success was in Osaka in 2021, when a Kaiju which had destroyed the first Jaeger to reach the area was driven out to sea when a giant railgun drove a projectile the size of a truck into its chest. This failed to kill it, but weakened it enough that when it reemerged further south, the second Jaeger to fight it was able to finish it off relatively quickly. Railguns still had disadvantages: their driving mechanisms lacked the power of Jaegers, making them difficult to aim against opponents capable of moving at hundreds of miles an hour, and Kaiju internal organs were usually sufficiently redundant that a “one-shot” kill was unlikely save with a head shot (and Kaiju skulls were usually so insanely thick that glancing shots were often ineffectual). Mobile railguns atop carriers soon proved ineffective: the smart new generation of Kaiju would simply swim underneath and destroy them from below if they ventured into deep water.

Still, it was the best new option, and with the new Kaiju producing even more and even more lethal toxins when nuked, a little Kaiju Blue splatter seemed tolerable, especially since methods for chemically neutralizing it had been developed by this point. By the end of 2020, with Jaegers being destroyed faster than they could be built, the governing bodies of the Pacific Rim alliance were faced with the choice of investing hundreds of billions in expanding Jaeger production – an infrastructure buildup that would take several years to bear fruit – or invest, again, hundreds of billions on a new static-defense system based on massive physical barriers and emplaced railguns.

Perhaps a deciding factor was the truly international nature of the Pacific Defense Corps and the still secret details of the “linking system” that gave the Jaegers speed and strength beyond that which should be mechanically possible (kept secret to prevent Jaegers from becoming weapons of war between human nations, supposedly). The new plan would keep all details of the defense system under the control of national governments – although the UN-administered Global Kaiju Fund would still be on hand to help out with the expenses.

Some pointed out that although not quite as costly as Jaegers, railguns were not cheap either, and since they were not as mobile as Jaegers (a device capable of carrying around both a railgun and its nuclear power plant and brace itself against the forces involved would be, well, a Jaeger: Aircraft carriers had proven ultimately too fragile) rather a lot of them would be needed to guard tens of thousands of miles of coast: the cost, indeed, would greatly exceed the already economically crippling price of the Jaeger program.

The solution, as plan boosters explained, was where the “Wall of Life” came in. The wall was not a simple wall, which Kaiju _might_ given time dig their way through: instead, it would be a series of linked walls that would guide attacking Kaiju into long “killing corridors” where railguns would be ideally positioned to wipe them out. Many sophisticated Superseller (the successor to Powerpoint) presentations showed how the system would be both idiot-proof and Kaiju-proof.

First of all, the Wall ended up costing rather a lot more than initially estimated, into the trillions, further damaging the economies of the Pacific Rim nations; it did prove rather profitable for the many corporations involved in the construction (ironically, much of the minimum-wage labor force involved in building the Wall would come from people put out of work by the economic effects of the Wall). Public grumbling was only narrowly assuaged by government promises of future security.

In the event, the notion that a Kaiju would simply ignore the path of least resistance and dig its way through multiple barriers in under an hour like a rabbit burrowing through sandy soil in the most direct path to the nearest city hadn’t occurred to anyone. (It was noted at the time it had chosen an attack route as far as possible from any railgun batteries: if not the Kaiju themselves, the alien minds that drove them on were smart enough to know a trap when they saw one).

Ironically, Sydney, Australia was still saved from devastation by railguns: Jaeger Striker Eureka was one of the few Jaegers to be equipped before the end of the Jaeger program with new, compact railguns, which did most of the work in killing the beast. (Albeit splattering everything from the Kaiju back to the wall with Kaiju blue).

And then, of course, Hong Kong was attacked by a Kaiju that could fly. (Something that led a number of scientists who had thought they were finally getting a bit of a handle on how Kaiju worked to tear out their hair in frustration).

The resulting panic could probably be described as epic.

2026. The war is over…for now.

Most people don’t add that qualifier. The rift is closed, no more Kaiju are emerging: they do not wish to believe that it could start again.
The very few scientists who have Drifted with a Kaiju brain and survived sane and relatively non-brain damaged say the enemy had come before: they are either ignored, disbelieved, or dismissed with the fact that last time was supposedly 60 million years ago: what do we care if they invade again in the year 60,002,026?

The one scientist who claims to have perceived that the Kaiju Masters or Precursors (as they are variously known) had not so much waited 60 million years as chosen another spot on the four-dimensional sphere of our space-time to make a new breach is ignored real hard.

This rather unproductive attitude is rather worrying to the remaining members of the Pan Pacific Defense Force, who are pushing for the creation of a new generation of bigger, better, stronger railgun gun-totin’, plasma-snortin’ Jaegers. Governments, feeling that the war has been won, fail to see why probably trillions of dollars should be spent on the vague chance the enemy might return when the global economy is still deep in the doldrums.

These are, after all, the products of the same political system that came up with the “big wall” method of dealing with Kaiju.

People are currently far too interested (and outraged) about the Life Wall debacle to pay much attention to such disputes, now that details are coming out and people are talking. The most lively and controversial of stories is that the wall was never actually expected to work: it was (at least in the case of the US and Russia) merely meant to be a distraction from the government’s real plan: the abandonment of respectively the west coast states of North America and eastern Siberia, and the conversion of those areas into radioactive “death zones” where Kaiju would be immediately nuked on arrival, plumes of deadly carcinogens be damned.

A number of leaked documents have emerged which do seem to support the notion the US government had been examining such a notion: the administration hotly denies this was an actual plan, rather a theoretical worst-case exercise. After all, had the US not been making war plans for a theoretical invasion of Canada as late as the 1930s?

And in any event (the government went on) the US wall had never been tested: it had been built much stronger than the shoddy Australian wall, which hadn’t even had most of the planned railguns in place at the time of the attack (to which the Australians reply that the US wall is nowhere near as nice as the US claims it is, and in any event they could have made the wall a lot stronger if the Global Kaiju Fund had allocated resources to Australia with a better grasp of the length of their coastline…)

And how on earth were they supposed to predict flying Kaiju, anyway? (Well, OK, there was that one scientist, but she was raving mad after breaking contact with the Kaiju brain: she had spoken of bat-winged Kaiju circling overhead, but also of giant fanged lemons rising out of the earth).

Avraham Falk met with Jasper Schoenfeld in July of 2014.

Given how expensive it would be to pull them down, the walls stay up, for now. The Chinese are talking about using their walls as a framework to build new housing on, or maybe extending them a bit to act as a barrier to global-warming related sea rise. (The Talking Head crowds are finally back to arguing about it - dealing with global warming was on the back burner a bit during the war years, while the global economic crisis – particularly its impacts on China – had reduced growth in CO2 emissions better than any international conferences so far).

A few partially completed Jaegers remained in existence when the money dried up: a couple of these have been commandeered by national governments hoping to extract their ultimate secrets, much to the annoyance of the UN and other nations. In secret, there have been some talks within the Pan Pacific Defense Forces as to whether they should help them out: even an international Jaeger arms race would be an improvement over no Jaegers if the enemy returns.

The Pan Pacific Defense Force is currently suffering from something of a crisis of identity, as it tries to find alternate employment now that the main reason for its existence is (hopefully) gone. They don’t want to be disbanded in case the worst comes to the worst and the Kaiju come back, but they are a bit dubious about the ongoing push to make it into a sort of official military for the joint protection of the Pacific Rim nations. 1. A lot of its membership was in various giant-robot support positions not really applicable to most regular military jobs, and 2. Many more dislike the notion of maybe someday turning their skills against non-Rim human beings rather than monsters.

With no more Kaiju to harvest, a competition between various groups for Kaiju parts is setting in, with scientists and universities calling for an end to all “non-scientific” use of Kaiju bodies so that the maximum of research materials can be preserved. They are hampered by a lack of funds for obtaining, storing, and preserving Kaiju bits and pieces, though: with the end of the war funding has been cut sharply, although nowadays researchers at least don’t have to deal with continual pressure to come up with ways of killing Kaiju. Quite a load of stuff already sits in storage to be looked at “later”, and many institutions are under pressure to get rid of tons and tons of Kaiju remains that are not actively being studied rather than spending loads of money on the careful storage of what is still essentially toxic waste – this isn’t the British museum’s fossil sea-shell collection. Many museums of course will be keeping their Kaiju displays – Kaiju skulls, bones, claws, etc. make for popular if often outsized displays. (Many serious-minded researchers of stuff other than Kaiju grumble about how the Kaiju area steals space from their projects.)

Snark between nations is on the rise, as grievances largely hushed up during the Kaiju War reemerge. Particularly bitter are disagreements over the Kaiju fund: in principle, all nations would spend “according to their ability” for the common good, all mankind allied to stop the Kaiju menace. In practice, while those nations both technically advanced and sitting on the rim of the Pacific went to a full-time war economy during the decade of the Kaiju War, advanced nations further away, Europeans in particular, certainly applied themselves to the war effort, but did not press their economies till the rivets squeaked. Nor did they suffer the occasional devastation that the Pacific Rim nations did, the massive disruptions from tens of millions of people moving inland, the various wacky political/religious/general crackpot movements that plagued the Rim nations. (Well, mostly. Such things did happen in Europe – just at a rather lower intensity level).

Some nations, it is widely claimed, gained more in economic assistance (to expand their weapons-building capacity) then they actually spend on the war (Belgium in particular has been the target of accusations). Third-world countries with no capacity to build equipment or useful war materials often contributed very little. And some countries either couldn’t contribute or wouldn’t (most notoriously North Korea: many see a proof of the nonexistence of God in that of the nearly 50 Kaiju that launched attacks around the Pacific, not one came ashore in North Korea. )

The proof, as they say, is in the pudding, and the US sees a rather clear proof of the unbalanced nature of the war effort in that the US, which spent more on the war than any other nation, is now in an economic state not seen since the depths of the first Great Depression, with massive unemployment, millions of refugees living in often squalid conditions and huge debts both external and internal. Meanwhile, France and Germany, in spite of rationing and high taxes, are managing slow but steady growth (having picked up a few lessons from the 2008-2013 economic slump).

Avraham Falk’s ancestors had tried to stop a genocide before, but their materials were not strong enough.

United by their struggle, the leading nations of the Pan Pacific Defense Corps (founded October, 2014) – China, Japan, South Korea, Indonesia, Australia, New Zealand, Canada, the US, Mexico - have remained something of a block: smaller nations unable to afford or field their own Jaegers and forced to be dependent on Jaegers provided to them by wealthier nations (all of Central America had to share one Jaeger, with US-provided pilots, for defense) feel they are looked down on and are more ambivalent about the future of the so-called “Pacific rim community”. The Koreans and Chinese and Japanese still don’t really like eachother, but all recognize that economic recovery will depend on the continued close economic unity established during the war years (economic integration of the Pacific area had already been under way by 2013, but the crisis had substantially accelerated the process).

Of course, in the US the Usual Suspects are already grousing about the Internationalist Menace and threats to National Sovereignty. Still, the “Rimmers” (as some wags call them) generally feel they should stick together, and share a sense of aggravation towards those who did not sacrifice to the extent they did, Middle Easterners and Europeans in particular.

(The Arab oil countries contributed a lot of money towards the war effort, but little else came out of that part of the world, save for a lot of talk about the Kaiju being a punishment of God on the infidels – presumably the attacks on Indonesia were accidental friendly fire).

(This is really more perception than reality - most Middle Easterners knew damn well the Rim nations were fighting to save everyone's asses)

The Japanese are the one nation actually actively preparing for the possibility of a reopening of the Rift. They are continuing to extend and strengthen, slowly, their walls, building more and more underground, and slowly expanding their arsenal of hypervelocity projectile throwers and are working (in cooperation with the Canadians) on something called a “fusion torch.” They have been nuked twice, Kaiju-ravaged three times, and they intend to be ready for it if any further shit comes down the pipe.

Russia is a bit of an odd man out – with few major cities in the east, it was never as immediately threatened as the US, much less Japan and China. With close economic ties to Europe, and certain grudges towards the Chinese (as Russians put a few thousand miles between themselves and the Pacific, Russia east of lake Baikal has become Chinese-plurality, and there is a pervasive fear among Russians that China may try to regain its pre-1858 borders), Russia is not really interested in a closer Pacific Rim alliance. Russia is also considered the biggest suspect in diverting money from the war budget to economic investment – although still poor, it’s not worse off than it was before the Kaiju war costs really ramped up – to which Russians indignantly point out the high-quality Jaegers they built, which reputedly incorporate Cold War cybernetic design by some of the Soviet Union’s most brilliantly nutty scientists.

Europe is annoyed and a little frightened by the noise that is coming from the Pacific Rim nations. They spent plenty on the war (Britain, always trying to show its loyalty to Uncle Sam, ended up spending themselves almost as deep into a financial hole as the US) and are often angrily defensive. Germany, the birthplace of Schoenfeld and one of the biggest Jaeger-component manufacturers in the world, is particularly put out. (Given that both Schoenfeld and Gottlieb were German-born, even though Schoenfeld’s parents moved to America when he was eleven, some Germans occasionally note that this time around, two Germans saved the world).

Europe has been drawn somewhat closer by the conflict, the global economic crisis and the move of most industrial nations to a wartime economy leading to the creation of genuinely _effective_ pan-European economic institutions, although the Greeks still dropped out when they realized the global economy was so shot that leaving the Euro wouldn’t make things _worse_. (They have since cozied up with the Russians). Some politicians are talking of a “Europe from Lisbon to Vladivostok” again, Europe partnered with a Russia detached from the Pacific Rim as a counterbalance against some sort of Sino-American “Co-Dominion.” In case Kaiju started roaming further abroad and the Jaegers failed to stop them, the UK and France have greatly enlarged their nuclear arsenals: there is no great rush to shrink them again. Research continues into why Jaegers undergoing final assembly by Pan Pacific Defense Force techs moved the way they do while the best experimental designs by European teams move like 90 year old arthritic grannies.

India, whose monetary and technological contributions to the war were by necessity fairly modest – only one (mostly) all-Indian Jaeger was built during the war, and it went down like a chump to the first Class IV it met – feels a bit put out that nobody seems to want them in their club. They’re keeping a close eye on Pakistan, which has managed to totter on for another decade somehow, but isn’t looking healthy at all.

Afghanistan, on the other hand, has managed to return to a degree of stability after a period in which the Taliban once again took over quite a bit of the country (the allied forces had gone home) – the present “president-protector for life” is a psychopathic bastard, but he’s his own man with no foreign ties, which, combined with atrocities against Taliban supporters and corrupt local thugs that would whiten Ivan the Terrible’s hair, has mostly reconciled the population to his rule.

Latin America is doing OK, given the world situation. Brazil is celebrating the end of the war with the most extravagant Fiesta in a decade, Argentina finds to its surprise that their economy is currently doing better than that of the US, and people are noticing that Cuba stopped being Communist sometime while people weren’t watching.

Some nations had population movements during the Kaiju wars, others did not. In spite of the period of successful Kaiju smashing, the US west coast states dropped in population by nearly 40%, with the shrinkage of Russian populations in eastern Siberia being even greater. Small and crowded island nations like Japan and Indonesia had no distant “Inland” to move to, so generally stayed tight, although quite a few Japanese relocated from the east to the west coast. (And the Filipinos had to move Manila). The importance both economic and agricultural of the coastal lowlands to China was such that the government put in place harsh new pass laws designed to prevent anyone from changing their place of residence without government permission. (Many moved in spite of this). Australians were distinctly short on places to move to, and short of money to build infrastructure in the desert. A lot of Peruvians moved to the mountains - Kaiju do not make good mountain climbers. Not due to lack of strength to pull themselves up, but due to the tendency of slopes to collapse under their weight. There were smaller-scale movements away from the seacoast worldwide, as people worried the Kaiju might change their behavior and swim out into the Indian or Atlantic oceans. (The cruise line industry was badly impacted even in the Mediterranean, and pretty much went extinct in the Pacific).

Their general helplessness during the Kaiju war having brought some shame to Arab leaders, the more democratic Arab nations, from Algeria to South Syria, have joined together to form a closer economic/political union in hopes of invigorating their impoverished economies and strengthening their international position. The new Arab Confederacy’s most recent members are the Islamic Republic of Palestine (Gaza) and the Republic of Palestine (West Bank, or more precisely the amount of it the Israelis hadn’t put behind a wall.) Israel has not been happy with this, but with economic aid from a troubled US sharply cut back, it has had its own problems, and having dumped rump West Bank and Gaza and walled them off, really has no business (say the Arabs) criticizing what happens to them. In any event, they have more to worry about nuclear-armed Iran - just in case any Kaiju make it west of SE Asia, they claim - and the new Islamicist government of Saudi Arabia, which is currently sinking into bloody scapegoat purging over their failure to provide either the jobs or the raised living standards the people (aside from the one-issue more-fundamentalists) initially revolted for (for one thing, it’s hard to raise oil prices in the midst of a global depression).

The global economic slump brought on by the Kaiju war combined with sharp cutbacks to foreign aid and investment in countries not actively contributing to the War plowed under many of the hopeful economic shoots that took hold in Africa in the 2000s. There are some hints of recovery, but Africa has generally suffered (another) lost decade, and there have been a fresh wave of coups and democracy failures, while less money to spend on healthcare has led to more deaths from AIDS.

Politics world-wide has taken a turn towards authoritarianism and economic dirigisme, with the market being somewhat unreliable in the midst of a war of uncertain outcome with giant monsters: the right wing is now calling for the reversal of many war-time measures, such as the government takeover of much of the US banking system (trying to leverage things so to maximize profits from the market effect of the next Kaiju attack was really the last straw) or the pan-European financial and government banking system put in place in a last-ditch method to prevent the Euro system from collapsing entirely.

Turkey has had a civil war, Russia absorbed Belarus when nobody was looking, and impoverished Pacific Islanders are trying to get the tourists to come back. Islamic terrorism is down, most unemployed young Muslim men feeling that if these are the End Times, blowing up American airliners is probably missing the point: the US has already pulled out of the Middle East, and what good has come of it?

Clay was not strong enough.

Religion is up, although the strange nature of the threat – and the response – has meant that oddball cults and religious offshoots have generally benefitted more than mainstream denomination. The Church of Scientology has undergone a violent schism due to disputes over the significance of the Kaiju and their relationship to Xenu. The Catholic Church is still undergoing mental gymnastics to find a way to fit the Precursors into doctrine, while many Protestant congregations continue to insist that the Apocalypse is still coming and the Kaiju were merely Signs and Portents. On the other hand, the population of pure atheists has also grown at the expense of the Fuzzy Center, and the Lovecraft-inspired Church of Cosmic Terror is doing surprisingly well for recruits.

In spite of all the international bickering and finger-pointing, and the generally rubble-strewn economic situation, there are hopeful signs for 2027 and beyond. There is the simple joy and relief that the war is finally over (ignoring those scientific nay-saying negative nellies) and that being trampled by monsters is on nobody’s insurance plan. Then there are the substantial technological advances of the last decade plus, including functional fusion power, a whole raft of super-strong new synthetic materials, great advances in robotics and cybernetics (the Bionic Man/Woman has arrived, although medical insurers generally won’t pay for limbs much stronger than the normal human being), power transmission, chemical synthesis and plasma garbage disposal. It’s a Brave New World of high-tech, if a bit hard on the High School dropout. Optimists looking ahead to an economic recovery see extraordinary new cities (after building the Wall, throwing up a few 2000-foot arcologies seems easy as pie), laboring armies of tele-operated robots, fusion powered industries sending productivity through the roof and bringing an era of plenty. The skeptics wonder whether the poorer and less educated global 80% will be able to afford said plenty.

Since the Kaiju War took priority, little was spent after 2013 on space travel and exploration, but right through the war there were those that claimed humanity could only survive in the long run if it expanded into space: with the end of the war, they are getting a bit more of a hearing, although the still battered economy means that nobody is rushing to them with great wads of cash. The universe is clearly a most dangerous place, and such disparate types as the mil-SF crowd, Muscular Christians, and the Church of Cosmic Horror agree mankind needs to be a less concentrated target, although the first two wouldn’t characterize the proper survival strategy as “breed fast, scatter wide, little insects.” Advances in fusion and plasma tech promise the possibility of round trips to Mars in a matter of months rather than years.

It was not long before the neural link became generalized, although most nations made it illegal to carry out neural linkages without the permission of all parties involved, and many banned its use for private purposes – or, in some cases, any non-Jaeger purposes. As yet the neural link has not become a party game even in those nations where its use is legal, since the cheapest portable version sells for something like $500,000 in 2013 dollars.

(Well, aside from among the youth of the 1%).

China initially jumped on the link as an interrogation device, until it became clear that 1. Unless both sides were actively working at it, a neural link mostly generated nightmare garbage, 2. There had to be some sort of mental compatibility to get any sort of stable link, 3. Out of the vast sea of random information, it was very hard to pick out and retain specific facts as desired, and 4. The interrogated was just as likely to get dirt on the interrogator, which cooled substantially their enthusiasm.

It _has_ been used by some warlords, old fashioned junta leaders, and people in jobs of dubious legality as a both a test and a means of loyalty: one can know for sure that the man you drift with can be trusted (at least at that moment in time) and they know you trust them with all their (current) secrets. (In macho societies, cases where one of the participants was in deep denial about their gayness usually do not end well).

Understanding of the Precursors remains elusive, with much information gained from scientists Drifting with Kaiju brains being fragmentary or tainted by the attempts of human minds to make sense of the alien, and data from the last couple years of the war was further limited by increasingly sophisticated mental attacks by the Precursors against human spies. (It is generally believed that Newton Giezler and Hermann Gottlieb’s highly successful final Drift was only due to the brain used being that of a newborn infant and thus only weakly perceived as yet by the collective consciousness). What is known is that the Kaiju and the Precursors are linked through a collective intelligence apparently not limited by space or time as we know it: some of the information gleaned seems to point to the possibility that the merely T-Rex sized Precursors are not so much masters of the Kaiju as much as another tool of a collective hive consciousness, although many humans have trouble with this concept and prefer to see them as the “boss aliens” (see, Borg Queen).

That they are as utterly merciless and relentless as any Austrian-accented Cyborg is something most scientists who have Drifted (those not too busy screaming OH GOD KEEP THEM OFF to chat) can agree on: what their ultimate motivations and aims are, what they do for a living when they aren’t invading other dimensions, etc. remains a lot less clear. Did they in fact kill off the dinosaurs, as several scientists have claimed to have “seen”? And why didn’t they remain? Why didn’t they come back for sixty million years? (One scientist says there was a “storm” or a “whirlwind” that broke contact between worlds: another occasionally babbles of something that ‘seeped down from the stars’ when it smelled the slaughter). They certainly appear to have successfully invaded more than one: by correlating the scattered impressions of different researchers, as many as a hundred “other worlds” have been identified, a majority of which seem to have been overrun by the Kaiju, and most feel this is merely a scattered sampling of a much greater total. Admittedly, many of these worlds are recalled in vague impressions and flashes which are confusing at best; many of them appear to have been like Earth (plants, animals, planets circling a sun, etc) but others gave such strange impressions and images that some people argue they represent Precursor mental conceptions or fantasies or fears rather than anything actual.

From what has been reported, there is apparently a whole Kaiju ecosystem on the other side: there apparently are Kaiju who are designed specifically to “clear” new worlds, Kaiju which are environmental modification machines, Kaiju who clean up after other Kaiju and recycle their bodies, Kaiju who either build or _are_ “housing” for other Kaiju, Kaiju who travel from (somewhere) to (somewhere) with offshoots of the hive in them… and there are some raving scientists that rave about their entire world being a monstrous thing, about suns made of jelly like eyes, of worlds that pulse and stars that crawl, of a universe which is like a cancer seeking to infect other universes with its cells – and the crazier ones can get really disturbing.

Very few people know what the elderly man with the metal engraving tools does inside the bodies of the Jaegers before they are fully activated.


And none outside his family know the seven true, unspeakable Names of God.

96. Cthulhu's World

Two hundred years ago, the Stars Were Right. R’lyeh arose, and the most psychic 20% of mankind either went mad from fear, killed themselves or went gleefully psychotic. The seas arose as the new land mass displaced uncountable tons of water (not all at once, admittedly) and billions of Deep Ones flooded ashore. Vast abominations emerged zombie-like from the Earth, rose from the seas, or ripped their way out of sinister mounds and creepy mountains. Things that should have been long dead emerged from countless hidden tunnels. Darkness fell upon the Earth.

Nuclear weapons could at most annoy Great Cthulhu himself and destroy some of his stuff, but a sufficient number of them could in theory wipe out most of humanity and deprive him of subjects, as well as doing a serious number on his oceanic minions and his Spawn, as well as some of the lesser Abominations. A rump US and Russia managed to negotiate a tenuous armistice on the basis of “you don’t eat our brains, we don’t blow up the world to spite you.”

Two centuries passed. The continent underlying R’lyeh arose further, and the seas penetrated deeper inland. The spawn of the Great Old Ones multiplied and built monstrous cities across the face of the earth. The wild shoggoths of the sub-Antarctic were taught obedience with the aid of the Primal Abomination which lurked atop the highest peaks of Antarctica. Some disputes with distantly related horrors deep within the earth were resolved with the death of only a few tens of millions of humans, mostly from famine from the ash and dust released into the atmosphere, although some through submersion in hot magma. (Humans are still unsure if this was a serious challenge to their rule, or the equivalent of someone banging on the roof with a broom because the kids are playing their damned music too loud). The ancient enemies of the Great Race of Yith emerged from underground and claimed Australia as their own, inviolate territory.

Now, while in some places the Great Old Ones take a direct hand in the management of their human subjects (and in some places not so much manage them as graze on them), in most areas they rule the world indirectly, through the heirs of the Cthulhu Cult and opportunistic evil bastards and mages, some (relatively) pure humans and others of mixed human-Deep One blood, an all-powerful priesthood whose rule as “shepherds” of the human flock includes slaughterhouse delivery and whose rule is backed by divine retribution far more swift and sure than any previous variety [1]. Mass human sacrifice is pretty universal, although the details of how the various human states are ruled are otherwise of no great concern to Cthulhu and the other Great Old Ones which are his “family” and friends. Bloodlust, violence and weird sex are the social norm: close influence of the Great Old Ones may lead to power, but it leads to either crippling madness or the madness of utter inhumanity in the long run, and as for those too psychically insensitive or strong to be driven to mindless worship by the general psychic background, they are reduced to a state of foggy placidity by various foul magics, such as television. (Yes, there is television in the Cultist lands. There is a lot of television. Trying to tune in to Cultist TV is a death sentence crime in the US and Russia).  

Besides TV, technology is an odd mix, mass slave labor and 20th century hardware, cities more monumental than New York but no computers, the occasional odd bit of unearthly super-science and the use of weird forces best called “magic.” The Great Old Ones prefer their subjects and soul-munchies ignorant: research, scientific or otherwise, is not encouraged. There are forces Man Was Not Meant to Know, given that some of them could actually inconvenience the Great Old Ones. Such as summoning the Outer Gods.

Living standards vary wildly. Some Cultists try to improve things, seeing their own wealth and power being increased by More Pie, or their predecessors having looted the place so thoroughly that there is hardly any Pie left. Others simply squeeze the rest of the population, even unto death – and beyond, given the value of zombie labor. Some areas, once you discount for the existential terror, have living standards not that far behind the first world of OTL, at least for those who aren’t actual slaves: others are the worst of third-world squalor interrupted by the occasional monument city, while still others would be counted as failed states OTL, except the local cultists like it that way. Much depends on whether there is a local Great Old One interested in whether the temples tend to stay up or fall down, and whether the Shoggoths run on time. The servants of the Great Old Ones which please them get to indulge every foul pleasure that can be conceived: those who annoy them perish in ways horrible beyond conception – if they’re lucky enough to die.

Cthulhu is worshipped everywhere, but it’s sort of a Zeus and other Gods situation: there are local cults which have other “favorite” deities, or have a Great Old One in the neighborhood which might be stirred into unpleasant action at not getting enough sacrifices. Generally, even small towns/work camps/mass torture facilities have multiple shrines.

The spawn of the Great Old Ones and associated horrors – Cthulhuoids (like the big C, but smaller: think classic King Kong vs. Godzilla), shoggoths, night-gaunts, zombies and litches and giants made of many human bodies crudely smushed together, Hounds of Tindalos and hideous hybrids great and small, walking trees and crawling boulders, etc. – inhabit and build the monster cities of dubious geometry that disfigure the face of the Earth, with some of the detail work being done by disposable human labor. What everyday life (or undeath) is like in these cities is unknown – for all but the eldest and most sanity-deprived [2] of the cultists, they work like a roach motel unto Blattidae, humans check in but do not check out. There is often but not always a full Great Old One in residence in the central temple complex, sometimes more than one; Cthulhu generally stays in R’lyeh, although he occasionally visits his human subjects for a little Al Fresco dining (Yum yum!) and to remind his human subjects Who’s the God? Some areas are dominated by a particular city and its chief Abomination, or by two or more Abominations working together, while others get only distant and spotty monitoring by local GOOs.

It’s not just Cthulhu: there are a number of Great Old One cities on the Dark Continent, many of the horrors being apparently uninterested in close interaction with humanity. Details are lacking; not even the heads of the Cthulhu cult have been allowed onto the Dark Continent and into R’lyeh itself. The Dark Continent itself is disturbing in various ways, from the physics-defying Black Lake to the lack of any mechanism to explain its rapid rise from the sea floor, and then there’s the vegetation: initially bare rock and sea-floor slime and sediment when it arose, has in the last two centuries developed an increasingly dense covering of weird and disturbing vegetation, black and purple, fungoid and mobile, quivering, pulsing, and shooting out clouds of spores, where it is not spiky, geometrical and impossibly large. Ecologists are greatly worried about what might happen if it spreads to the other continents.

Antarctica is still most frozen, the sea level having risen due to the emergence of R’yleh rather than global warming, but it _is_ melting as the world continues to warm: Greenland is partially submerged, and the sea level continues to rise. There are no Great Old One cities in Antarctica, which is the sole possession of the Primal Abomination and its Shoggoth servants, which It lets the other Old Ones borrow often enough as slave labor. Although such an idea is not even to be thought of in the Cultist lands, some in the US and Russia suspect even Cthulhu is a bit afraid of the Abomination, which has been on Earth far longer than the Old Ones, and is rumored to have been atop the mountain when it first arose from Earth’s primordial, lifeless sea.

Other things prefer to live under the Earth or in the seas, or in dubious spaces above and beyond the Earth. Vast worm-things burrow through earth and stone, the Deep Ones frolic on coastlines and islands with no fear of humans with machine guns, dubious masked and hooded figures come into the cities of the Cultists to haggle and trade for various things, most often human slaves.

The huge polygonal region surrounded by 2000-foot walls remains wrapped in impenetrable darkness, while the Atlantic Vortex is quite visible but equally unexplainable: and these are only two of seven equally vast and obscure projects the Great Old Ones and their servants have created in the last few decades. 

These developments worry the Democratic Human Republic of America, which has made determination of their nature a top priority. After a long period of instability and various withdrawals in the face of irresistible pressure, the Democratic Human Republic of America has managed to achieve some stability: there hasn’t been a pro-Cthulhu revolt above pants-bomber levels of competence in decades. Given existential despair at the continued non-appearance of Jesus & Co., and the frequency with which the religious-minded were befooled by the Great Old Ones, the theocratic rule of the Republic’s early decades failed to sustain itself, and has been replaced by a ruthless scientific atheism as the creed of the Republic. [3] Although the Government’s refusal to call a spade a spade or Black Magic Black Magic is perhaps a weakness, the insistence on the non-demonic nature of the Great Old Ones and the eventual scientific explicability of all their mysterious powers is something of a spine-bracer. [4] 

 
Powered by fusion reactors, bristling with atomic weapons, and recycling every scrap (there’s not exactly much trade with the rest of the world, although a lot of smuggling), the Republic is more democratic than it used to be, but is still a fearfully regimented society, in which any deviation from the Rules for survival is punished ruthlessly. Psychic sensitivity is tested from infancy, and all “susceptibles” are required to wear protective head-gear (aluminum-foil lined and marked with certain ancient symbols) whenever outside, and susceptible children are supplied with helmets they can’t take off. (All buildings are heavily psychically shielded as a matter of course). Constant secret monitoring for signs of Alien Influence is an accepted norm, as are physical and blood tests for signs of Monsterism. Privacy is a nearly dead concept, although on the positive side many venial sins of our era no longer cause much excitement.

There has been a return to space, although made risky by the fact that most of the Great Old Ones and many of their minions can move through space with little difficulty (How Not to be Seen is an important part of space science: low-flying spy satellites in particular tend to cease working rather abruptly, especially when passing over R’lyeh). The Moon is developing strange surface markings that will bear careful examination: there are plans for a manned trip to Mars, which at least still looks normal.

Robotics is quite advanced, although technology has reached a bit of a roadblock now that AI has reached the level of development to be able to go insane.

The Republic is not entirely alone in a world of Cthlhu-worshippers: radio communications remain open with the New Russian Empire, and a few isolated human holdout states in the western Amazon basin and other places. Other forms of communication are trickier: it takes a brave and highly skilled individual to travel undercover through the slave nations (and if you catch the attention of something which can read minds, you’re screwed), boats with engines and subs are too easily heard by the Deep Ones (and sailboats are generally not big enough to be safe from some of the new Horrors of the Deep), and planes are also rather visible. Taking a detour through other dimensions always carries severe risk of running into something horrible or just getting permanently lost – safe routes are still being sought for at a terrible cost in lives. Besides communications difficulties, relations with the Empire are inherently a bit shaky, given its far more open embrace of Black Magic and Abominations in their pursuit of survival. (There is considerable suspicion that the Fifth Putin, which has ruled for over fifty years, is no longer technically human).

There is also the Sultanate of Dust in the Arabian Desert: its inhabitants no longer look very human even on satellite photos, and they appear to have managed to remain independent through some sort of terrible pact with the even more powerful Outer Gods. (One of the more creatively decadent Saudi princes discovered that his multi-million dollar collection of blasphemous books and scrolls was actually useful while the world was coming to an end). Communications are understandably limited.

(British scholars tried to pull the same trick with the rich variety of mystical texts the British empire had plundered from half the world, but perhaps being in a hurry due to madmen and Deep Ones already overrunning most of England, they made an unfortunate error and summoned up something uninterested in deals, something so ghastly that the Great Old Ones were forced to take steps to confine it to Britain east of Wales. Very few Brits made it out alive, and even a few minor Great Old Ones just freshly awakened from slumbering under Britain were forced to leave for the continent with their metaphorical tails between their legs).

Other “free humans”, refugees from the Archonate or the Golden Empire of the cult masters, squat on the territory of the Mi-Go: the chance of being abducted and experimented on or even end up as a brain in a jar are probably higher than of becoming a snack or sacrifice back home, but at least the Mi-Go have no interest in governing humans or eating them, and as long as they stay away from the Mi-Go’s mining operations, they are free to pursue their primitive agricultural lifestyle unmolested. There have been complaints forwarded to the Great Old Ones, but the Mi-Go do have a solid short-term (less than a million years) lease.

Others inhabit Australia, which is fairly safe, at least for now, from the Great Old Ones, although you do have to worry about the Flying Polyps deciding they want to build some incomprehensible structure where your house is and blowing it away with a super-tornado. (Also, don’t build radio transmitters of any power. The Polyps apparently find strong sources of electromagnetism annoying, and what annoys them, they destroy). Some dwell in Underground Ethiopia, a holy man having led the last of the free Ethiopians into a secret underground world beneath the mountains of Ethiopia. After defeating the white, blind cannibals, they have settled in and live a life of prayer, frugality, and too many mushroom dishes, but there have been mysterious disappearances in the deepest caves, and some fear their refuge is coming to an end. There are small, fanatical groups in the highlands of Borneo, in the semi-desert of NE Brazil, in the mountains of what used to be Afganistan, Tajikstan, and north Pakistan, killing those who fall prey to the mental radiations of the Great Old Ones, sleeping with the aid of various drugs when tinfoil hats aren’t available, surviving, alas, because the Great Old Ones just don’t care enough to make an effort to wipe them out.

Other potential allies include the Chthonic Old Ones and the Outer Gods, but so far the Republic’s government has put them very solidly in the “Friends like These” category. There are also contacts with some discontented mages and dark creatures within the boundaries of Great Old One territory, who find that the Return of the Great Old Ones has not been nearly as cool or rewarding as promised or find being immortal and masters of life and death over millions does not make up for having the ultimate Boss From Hell. Special Intelligence has a new and very promising contact in Archonate New England, codenamed “TOM.” Many lower-level cultists are also unhappy, feeling that the often highly stratified cultist regimes are a betrayal of their fairly egalitarian past (in other words, they aren’t getting nearly as many bennies as they expected). And then there are the Shoggoths of Antarctica: having freed themselves after millions of years of slavery to the Elder things, they are quite unhappy to find themselves under the (metaphorical) lash again: they are also highly resistant to mental compulsion, not afraid of any of the other horrors aside from the Great Old Ones themselves, and have found that the heads of cultists and Deep Ones both make a lovely crunching noise when squeezed.


The Great Old Ones are not particularly concerned about the independent human states, although they are a bit miffed by the Outer Gods putting a tentacle in their pie. Two centuries are barely a blink of an eye to the immortal Old Ones: and in very little time (quite likely less, even, than a single century), certain plans will come to fruition, and the minor annoyances will end. 

 

[1] Well, swifter, anyway. The Great Old Ones are hardly at the beck and call of their priests and tend to only interfere when things really hit the fan. Usually the cultists have to make do with Nightgaunts, zombies, Deadites, worm-men, evil ghosts, Familiars, maybe a Shoggoth or two if they have some real pull.

[2] I don’t mean they drool a lot and play with their poop – they are functional, those who cease to be so get removed by their subordinates it’s just that the software running on their meat computers is no longer compatible at all with Human Mind 1.0

[3] Which in turn has led to unrest among the remaining hard-core believers, who continue to insist that this is just a lengthy Tribulation and Jesus will be arriving any day now. At least they’re not as bad as the ones who insist we have to take a “leap of faith” by launching all the nukes at the forces of evil, depending on Jesus for the final blow.

[4] This is combined, perhaps a touch hypocritically, with extreme caution in the study of any and all “unnatural” texts, with frequent sanity and mental hygiene checks and careful segmentation of, say, material to be translated into many small presumably non-sanity damaging chunks. That this is necessary is evidenced by what has happened before elsewhere: Israeli intelligence’s “World War Z-type” caution in following up even the most ridiculous of rumored dangers was not matched by caution in actually studying certain blasphemous texts, leading to the spread of cultists through the Israeli intelligence services like mold through a piece of bread.  

97. Will the Real Martian/Venusian Please Stand Up?

In 2011, things are quite peaceful. Human population growth has leveled off and will probably peak at a bit over six billion. Fusion and solar power have replaced coal and oil. The third world is making great strides towards catching up with the developed nations. There are no wars…


Unknown at the time to humanity, the Earth was invaded by Venusians starting in 1959: equally unknown, a Martian invasion was beaten off by said Venusians in 1961. Able to take on human form (save for their hypnotic third eye, invisible when closed), the Venusians were able to walk unnoticed among humanity (and if anyone noticed them, they after all could just mind-zap them).

Not that from the human point of view it was that bad an invasion: the Venusians had no interest in devouring humans, laying eggs in them, or carrying off their women. They simply wanted a little elbow room: Venus was crowded, after all. And they liked human cuisine, and the quaint, primitive lifestyle. (Also, the Martians planned the utter extermination of humanity, so in some ways the Venusian invasion was a definite plus).

Things like ID or social security cards were hardly a problem: after all, super-hypnosis meant that the humans would be sure they had seen proper ID before. As for money, well, Venusians just got jobs – it wasn’t like any human professions were a serious challenge for Venusians, and usually only required the attention of one of their three brains, so the other two could concentrate on more amusing things or chat telepathically with other Venusians. (Well, there were some exceptions: Venusians avoided jobs involving teaching poetry or designing women’s fashions, for instance).

Early flybys of Venus showed nothing but clouds, of course. However, temperature readings indicated a habitable, if hot, planet.

The Cuban Missile Crisis, as OTL, passed without any nuclear exchanges: the fact that two men sat quietly in the corner of rooms in the White House and Kremlin (everyone was sure they were supposed to be there, although not exactly why) may or may not have had anything to do with it.

In 1965, Mariner 4 abruptly stopped transmitting, still too far from Mars to transmit back clear pictures. Given how many other probes had failed already, nobody was particularly surprised. The similarly abrupt loss of seven more probes, Soviet and US, between then and 1970 did begin to look a bit suspicious.
Venera 3 descended into the Venusian atmosphere: to the disappointment of those receiving its transmissions, the lower atmosphere was highly toxic and the surface apparently barren and lifeless. It would not be much later that people would take note of the brief interruption in signal once the probe entered the atmosphere. Similarly, the discovery of lakes of acid by later probes, geologically improbable as they were, would not be correctly interpreted as a case of overegging the pudding until considerable time was past.

Birthrates dropped off sharply by the late 60s: humans talked about demographic transitions: Venusians just didn’t want the planet to get too crowded. After all, they had come for the elbow room not available to 50 billion Venusians back home.

In May of 1970, astronomers were surprised to see Venus’s atmosphere fluoresce with odd colors, a previously unobserved phenomenon. Debates were still ongoing as to whether this was an electrical phenomenon or something to do with Venus’s innumerable active volcanoes a week later, when the learned debate was quite driven out of people’s minds by Mars blowing up.

(The Venusian-Martian war was a short one).

Many people, noting the previous disappearance of Mars-bound space probes, came to the conclusion that Mars was inhabited by some form of advanced intelligence which had managed to blow itself up through the misuse of atomic power. Many moralizing speeches and tracts were issued by professional bloviators. Others less convinced in either aliens or the wickedness of atomic energy suggested that it was a natural phenomenon, which led the panicky sector to demand from their Congressmen fast action on determining whether the Earth was in any danger of blowing up. The fervently religious interpreted it as a sign of the coming apocalypse, and suggested that other planets might also explode some time soon. The Soviets blamed it on Martian capitalists.

Those who suggested an interplanetary war, noting the odd appearance of Venus and its return to normal after the shattering of Mars, were in most cases considered to be of the “kook” genus.

Fortunately, Mars had not blown up with enough force to throw asteroids across the inner solar system, most of its mass remaining in close proximity by virtue of their mutual gravitational attraction. Enough little bits got away to give earth some spectacular meteor showers over the next few years, although as of 1980 the only person to be killed by a chunk of Mars was one Mr. Rakotomalala of Madagascar, whose humble residence was hit by something the size of a medium briefcase.

There was a bit of a panic of course among those convinced that the explosion of Mars had been the product of alien science: Martian refugees might be among us even now! Flying saucer sightings soared, and several “odd” people suffered violence at the hands of suspicious neighbors. Some Venusians found themselves in sticky situations it took all three brains to get out of (a Venusians’ hypnotic powers will only work on a limited number of people at once) although none were killed or convincingly exposed.

Space travel was given a temporary boost, although since now Mars was a cloud of hot rubble and Venus was toxic and eruption-prone, it was a bit hard to see where to go next now that the Moon had been reached.

Venus had received considerable damage from the Martian Q-Ray attack, losing nearly a third of its population and suffering considerable induced radiation. Large portions of Venus had to be evacuated while decontamination procedures were undertaken: some of the temporary evacuees chose to move to Earth…

As it simply became impossible to keep so many undocumented Venusians going around working, paying taxes, and buying stuff without someone in the government bureaucracy noticing something was very, very wrong with the numbers, the Venusians were forced, initially piecemeal, and eventually in force, to take over the functions of governments. The US census of 1980 was the last one taken by human beings, and to say it was largely fictional is to be polite.

And of course the general public could not help note the increasing numbers of people with bizarre tastes in music, a fondness for greasy food and swimming pools, often obscure antecedents, friendly enough but uninterested in dating outside of their own little circles or in most social activities outside of work: subtle commonalities, but noticeable after a while. Sometimes it seemed oddly difficult to remember when they had moved in, as if they had always been around.

There were the Panics of the 80s, as people with a grasp of What Was Happening tried to alert the general populace by radio or TV or newspaper: unfortunately, there were Venusians on the staff of pretty much every important news service by that time, so such efforts generally ended up being short lived and local. There were a number of local riots and uprisings: largely futile, given the advanced technology available to Venusians as well as their formidable hypnotic abilities (a Venusian portable force-field is proof against any impact or explosive force of less than blockbuster level).

Due to the nature of Soviet society, it had been rather easy for the Venusians to take control simply by maneuvering themselves into positions of power: the US elective system was a bit more of a bother, but the US President in 1990 was convinced to be cooperative when it was convincingly demonstrated to him that not only two of his Cabinet members, but ¼ of the population of the US were Venusians by that point. The only countries which required an overt conquest were some third-world nations too craptastic for Venusians to have settled in (there is quaint, and then there is squalid), and then principally because the Venusian equivalent of the SPCA complained about allowing humans to continue living under such ghastly conditions.

In 2011, things are quite peaceful. Human population growth has leveled off and will probably peak at a bit over six billion. Fusion and solar power have replaced coal and oil. The third world is making great strides towards catching up with the developed nations. There are no wars.

Of course, exactly how many people are in the world is unknown to most: censuses haven’t been available to the general public for quite some time. And what percentage of them are human beings is also unknown.

The air is clean, the electrical cars and trains buzz busily along, and if there are an unprecedented number of swimming pools, water parks, and Turkish baths, nobody can really object. The only real problem for ape-descendants is the music coming from houses and stores, which usually sounds like a diseased calliope or bagpipes created by a brilliant sadist. And a lot of the menu selections in the restaurants are a bit…strange, especially since Venusian foodstuffs began being imported in bulk. (And some of them produced locally. See a large greenhouse, odds are good that if you peek in you will see something bloated and pimply and garishly colored swelling monstrously under the glass). But not to worry: there are still many stores that operate principally for a human clientele. (They may be noted for their bone-dry air and overly bright, UV-rich lighting).

One can usually identify a fair number of humans in the streets: many, defiantly, have come to wear yellow arm-bands or scarves identifying themselves (of course, nothing prevents a Venusian from putting one on as a lark). A really fashionable-looking woman is probably human: Venusian females, even after five decades, still have trouble getting the hang of human fashions. Of course, it is harder to identify Venusians: if one wears no yellow mark, one may simply be desirous of avoiding Venusian attention and “blending in” with the Venusians: if one wears sunglasses on a bright day, one may simply be trying to avoid eye damage rather than been born under a perpetually cloudy sky. Venusians generally maintain human form: their back-home forms aren’t the best adaptation for Earth’s dry, sunny but cool environment, and anyway they don’t want to scare the poor terrestrials too badly. One does occasionally see some young, Earth-born Venusians which haven’t quite settled into their forms yet: blue-skinned, webbed fingers, bald heads, etc. Rarely, some first-time tourists from Venus try to put the wind up the humans a bit by breaking out in orange spots or sprouting head-tentacles: this is considered by long-resident Venusians to be a Dick Move.

Humans do most of the grunt work, from plumbing to electrical engineering, although some Venusians still work at basic labor because they find it amusing or in some way enjoyable: one of the first Venusian scouts is still a short-order cook – he likes the work. A lot of Venusians work in administration, planning, ecological remediation, energy production, etc: others work hard on developing “appropriate technologies” allowing for a comfortable lifestyle without removing the primitive aspects that make Earth living so restful and pleasantly quaint. The police forces are all Venusians nowadays, of course: force-screen protected and able to paralyze a suspect at a glance, they are very good at their jobs, as is the Venusian-monitored Justice system: thanks to Truth Machines, the Law is always just, if not always merciful.

Human resistance exists, of course, but it’s not very effective: terrorist organizations have a great deal of trouble avoiding being infiltrated, especially since a Venusian can simply hypnotize people into thinking he or she has always been a loyal member. When you add in spy-rays and 100% effective interrogation methods, and the sheer difficulty of killing a Venusian, it’s no surprise that what violence takes place is usually of a home-cooked variety, and usually ends up killing mostly human beings. The Venusian-controlled (human) news programs [1] never mention such things. And after all, things are better under Venusian rule: all human beings are now equal, nobody goes hungry, Palestine and Israel are unified, and nobody has to stand in line for goods in the USSR anymore. If it weren’t for the increasing suspicion that humans are becoming a minority…

Creative arts have taken a battering as culture confidence has sagged in the face of conquest and an alien culture barely comprehensible. Venusians tend to take a somewhat condescending attitude towards most human culture (although they are fond of Warner Brothers cartoons and the work of Marc Chagall), and downright dislike human music, the performance of which has taken a serious hit. Many public venues have been taken over for Venusian music and other entertainments, simply because Venusians spend more, while playing human music loud in public tends to be illegal under “nuisance” statutes.
Human artists struggle to master Venusian visual arts, but the Venusians tell them they really can’t do it without another eye and four-dimensional sight. Venusian “books”, usually with three interconnected simultaneous plots for each brain, are worse, and human writers have pretty much given up on capturing any of the Venusian market. Cities are increasingly full of buildings where things go on that make humans dizzy, sick or simply utterly befuddled. Human movies about resistance to alien conquerors and overlords do well, though: the audience is usually full of highly amused Venusians.

Few humans go to Venus: if you can afford a ticket, humans are allowed to take passage to Venus, but there’s not much there for them to do, and they tend to sicken in the dense, humid, hot atmosphere, and sometimes get eaten by molds. Many are there, of course, to spy out the secrets of Venusian science. (Many Venusians are aware of this, and find it hilarious).

Few if any Venusians venture into such areas as the Atacama or the Sahara or the Arabian Desert: too dry. Various human communities live there essentially cut off from modern civilization, and therefore from Venusian control: they consider themselves free. They usually don’t cotton on to the fact that what they have can be described as a “reservation” or “protected wilderness.”

For those who prefer the home planet lifestyle and environment visiting Earth, there are now a number of great domed cities, filled with misty cloud and huge, vaguely organic-looking buildings (care was taken to avoid displacing too many humans, and they were generously compensated, including those who had to be rendered unconscious to make them leave. I mean, for instance, Venice was sort of a dump, no?). Humans do not enter these cities, but its inhabitants can sometimes be glimpsed swimming in nearby bodies of water, in their full slimy purple, tentacle-backed, web-footed glory.

Humans of course have tried persuasion and legal approaches to convince Venusians to leave or at least cede them some part of the planet for their own control. Various Venusians have developed some sympathy for their pleas, and there is talk in some quarters of granting them some territory of their own where they can create some sort of civilized society of their own, if it is within their capabilities. Not on Earth, of course: too many Venusians already inhabiting the good bits. The most recent suggestions have been re the Moons of Jupiter: chilly, true, but with some technological help a couple of them would make decent fixer-uppers. The problem is getting the government to move on the issue…

In the meantime, many Venusians are getting a bit tired of Earth. It’s getting crowded, and there are far too many tedious tourists from the home planet pushing to get it “fixed up” and “modernized.” There are the Oceans, of course, which are still thinly settled, but much of it is too deep, too cold, and too high in pressure to make a comfortable home. No, some other planet, perhaps. Mercury is just too hot – perhaps the Moons of Jupiter?

Deep beneath the Mohave, project PHOENIX continues to struggle to develop a means of fighting the Venusians, with limited resources and limited staff. Recruitment is difficult, but it is easier to spot actual humans now – there are things that humans will do that Venusians won’t: if they’ll stay in a bone-dry restaurant until their lips chap, they’re not Venusians. And they’ve developed a defense against Venusian hypnosis, but it’s not too useful outside of the Southwest: the gadget on the top of one’s head requires a ten-gallon hat to conceal…

Somewhere beneath the sands of the Karakum, the SMERVE organization (Death to Venusians) is struggling with its own projects. It would be doing better if human psychics weren't rarer than hens teeth...

Hidden deep under the ice of Pluto’s Moon, the survivors of the Martian Space Forces continue to plot their revenge…

And the Jovians have been watching the wee little planets with rather more interest since the smallest one blew up...

[1] The Venusians have much more effective sources of information.

98. Before The Golden Age

I'm a bit behind on my map-making, so another ASB setting. An SF mashup employing the Isaac Asimov-edited collection, Before the Golden Age (and just a wee soupcon of Lovecraft)

BEFORE THE GOLDEN AGE

This world essentially came into existence as a result of an effort by Lunar scientists in the remote past to save their dying satellite by moving it into the future (at the time none of the other planets had as yet developed breathable atmospheres), which when it swapped places with its future self in 1931 created violent "reality waves" swapping bits and pieces of space-time from other universes from Earth and halfway across the solar system, and incidentally set off an alert at Galactic Police Headquarters, which soon swooped down to arrest the Reality Violators. Unfortunately, the need to restore order, and clean up the mess (among other things, preventing a largish chunk of a transplanted high-tech alternate China from conquering all of Asia and perhaps the world) led to alien intervention in Earth affairs beyond anything that could be covered up, leading to the premature introduction of the Earth and the rest of its backwards solar system into Galactic civilization. Currently, Earth is still a Probationary member of the Confederation of the Galactic Third Arm, and the still-shaky Earth Federation is coached by a resident official of the Confederation government in civilized behavior and dealings with other races.

The current Overseer and his staff are of the Zorome race, a highly mechanized species who gave up their organic bodies to become ultra-long lived cyborgs, being composed entirely of artificial parts save for a self-regenerating and almost immortal brain. The Zoromes have a three-foot high "standard" body: a cube with four jointed legs, six tentacle-like arms, and a conic head surrounded with eyes and other sensors, with an eye on the top "point" to look straight up: but they have a number of "specialty" bodies for special purposes and difficult environments, into which the brain-case can be quickly swapped if needed. A race of scientists with extremely broad environmental tolerances, Zoromes are the premiere explorers of the Third Arm and perhaps the whole Milky Way galaxy.

Telepathic and accustomed from their travels to contact with all sorts of races and beings, the Zoromes are known for their tolerance and cosmopolitan attitude, and this, combined with their ability to survive anything short of a heavy artillery assault, made them the Confederation's choice to oversee the backward, quarrelsome humans. It is a thankless task.

The Zoromes reproduce by cloning their brains and downloading copies of a dead Zorome's memories into it, which means they never lose anyone, but they never gain anyone new, either. To keep themselves from stagnating, the Zoromes are rather enthusiastic about gaining converts from other races, and are currently studying human brains to make them less prone to wearing out, so they can save the cream of the human crop to join them when their bodies wear out. Voluntarily, of course: the Zoromes are very civilized people, and would never force such a choice on anyone, in spite of all the media rumors about Zorome brain-stealers. (Some humans feel it's all a scam, dangling a lure of immortality to make humans their servants. The Zoromes would sigh if they had lungs).

Human beings are outraged that they should follow the dictates of a race of weird mechanical men, and have been trying for a while to make an end-run around them to establish contact and alliances with other alien races without "going through channels." Efforts to go over the pointy heads of the Zoromes have been not entirely successful: they are one of the leading races of the Third Arm, and are unlikely to be overridden by the Confederation Council in their decisions re Earthlings.

It has come to Terrestrial attention in the last couple decades that the Third Arm Confederation is in fact a member in a larger alliance of worlds, and there has been talk of trying to bring their complaints to a "high court". This is an effort which is unlikely to do Earth much good, either.

The Confederation of the Third Arm is just one of the many civilizations in many galaxies monitored and protected and occasionally advised by the Arctarians, an ancient race from a distant galaxy, which settled many worlds in our galaxy back long before humanity arose. Protean, shapeless lifeforms, they are a race which developed directly from single-celled life without ever going through a multi-cellular stage: they are in fact huge, extremely complex single cells, at rest gelatinous, largely transparent mounds some three feet wide and four feet high. They possess enormous mental powers, which allow them to telepathically communicate with other races, to control the nervous systems of others (or kill), pass through hyperspace without the aid of a spaceship, fly, trace the evolution of a species through its molecular memory, communicate with others of their race in other solar systems, and much more. The very cities of their worlds are composed not of matter, but literally crystallized thought. A peaceable, civilized, dignified race, they find human minds so barbarous as to be almost unbearable: so far, only one researcher of their race has visited the Earth, and it did not stay very long.

And above them reportedly lie the Silubites, a race of multicellular origin which have evolved into giant, four-foot wide brains, capable of manipulating matter and energy in ways beyond even the capacities of the Arctarians, and who put some of their immense intellects into preventing intergalactic-level problems and conflicts over a measurably percentage of the entire universe. No human has ever seen a Silubite, which, feeding off pure energy drawn from other planes of reality, have no need for planets at all. They, in turn, would consider themselves disqualified from dealing directly with humans: as calmly unemotional as any Vulcan could hope to be, they lack emotional empathy, and leave dealing with primitive races to those who can feel some sympathy with the bizarre gland-driven fixations of lesser life forms.

Vague stories, transmitted by a sort of intergalactic Chinese whispers from greater to lesser races, hold that the ultimate rulers of the four-dimensional cosmos are immortal beings of pure energy, who manifest themselves as pillars of blinding blue force topped by a blazing disk of energy, a description which has generated some excitement among the terrestrial religious community. Some of these stories hold that these beings predate all organic life, and are responsible for it coming into existence in the first place: others hold that the current distribution of matter in the universe, and its speed of expansion, are their doing. Nobody on Earth knows for sure, and it seems likely none of the Great Old Ones, as they are sometimes referred to, will ever come to Earth: according to several stories, the forces they emit is so intense it quite literally disrupts all other energies within hundreds of miles, blotting out sunlight, interrupting electrical equipment and even the nervous systems of living things: a Great Old One would cause frightful death and destruction if it remained on a primitive world for more than a few seconds.

Vaguely aware at best of how high up really is, most terrestrials just try to get on with their everyday lives, and deal with all the often confusing changes arising from Probationary Membership. Technology has advanced enormously. Interplanetary travel is now common: great liners now travel between the inhabited planets of the solar system, protected by repulsor rays from meteors. Interstellar travel is rarer (until recently humans could only travel to other solar systems in Zorome ships, human hyperspace travel being banned for fear of the trouble they might get into: there has been some relaxation of this restriction of late, and the Planetary Space Navy offers trips to several alien worlds light-years away). Alien visitors are common. Cars fly, but as yet Earth must import its robot butlers from more advanced worlds.

Medicine has advanced greatly, the Q-ray allowing inspection of the interior of the body far more effectively than crude X-ray. Human lifespans are now averaging over a century, and the common cold has been eliminated. Books are made of special metallic paper (with plasticized edges to prevent serious paper cuts) which will last for many centuries. Great canal systems, like those of Mars, water the deserts of Africa and Asia. Power is broadcast, so there is no need for wires, while the development of the home atomic generator has made even the smallest communities independent of a national power grid. (This has led to an upsurge in local autonomy movements, even as the world government has expanded its power: New York City recently succeeded in becoming its own state, leading to a serious economic crisis for the rest of New York state).

The introduction of the Compaction Ray, which allows for rapid tunneling by compacting rock and soil into a smaller volume, combined with the aforementioned atomic generators and an increased interest in preserving the wild landscape on a crowded world (the Zoromes have distributed some sobering cautionary documentary films about races which seriously trashed their planets) has led to a great increase in underground living: tunnels now extend in deep networks beneath New York and London and Peking, and some eccentric individuals have created entire mazes of tunnels beneath the earth to live in or just disappear into. (Cities also extend up: the suburb has never become the city life-sucking colossus of OTL, and skyscrapers are plentiful.) Cultists and religious groups of various sorts have built deep retreats almost entirely cut off from the upper world. And of course, miles down, Earth's government (and national governments, sometimes without World Federation knowledge) has facilities which they don't want the Zoromes to know about…

(Given the telepathic abilities of the Zoromes, many of Earth's government leaders never personally meet the Overseer or its staff. They don't know about the Y-ray, and the Zoromes aren't going to tell them).

Time travel is known and actually fairly easy, but is only one way – into the future. Due to the possibly catastrophic consequences of time travelers re-entering the time-stream inside of a solid object, time travel is forbidden on or near planetary bodies, and the Zoromes maintain a special field-generator which prevents any such incidents taking place on Earth. Having members from ancient and often long extinct species popping up in the present, often bearing exaggerated ideas of their importance, is just one of the occasionally annoyances of life in the big galaxy.

(Time travel into the past of _other universes_ is apparently possible, but is rather more complicated, and the problem of people showing up from alternate futures is apparently something dealt with at the level of the Silubites or even higher).

Some worry about the possibility of the dinosaurs coming back. Alien archeologists have demonstrated that the great Cretaceous extinction was actually caused by an intelligent dinosaur species, and if any of them invented time travel, it's hardly impossible that some might just pop out of the aether one of these days and demand the removal of the squatters from Earth. Alien lawyers have assured humanity that being locally evolved, we have a perfectly good case, but there is legal precedent on other planets with multiple intelligent lifeforms: we might have to give up Africa or something.

The arts, inspired by other worlds and civilizations, flourish, albeit with a great deal of quarreling between the multiple existing art movements. Currently, the fur flies most furiously in the conflict between the techno-classicists, lovers of geometry and clean lines and gleaming metal and crystal, wearers of jumpsuits, and the New Aesthetes, lovers of rich and even baroque ornament and wild colors and truly Fabulous dress and their Cosmic Decadent allies, with their bizarre and mind-bending work drawing from the utterly alien. Most of the public are bystanders, and usually baffled ones to boot.

What with the descent of various groups into whacky fanaticism and (often literal) demonization of aliens, the tremendous explosion of new religions and cults, and the fumbling efforts of mainstream religions to deal with multiple alien races who have never heard of Jesus, Muhammad & Co., establishment religion is in fairly poor shape, with a confident new scientific rationalist movement on the rise. People talk of the coming of a new age of reason, even as religious terrorist bombs and death-rayings occur left and right.

While mechanical time travel is illegal, development of radium gas cellular suspension techniques provides a means of legally travelling into the future demonstrably far safer than having yourself frozen, and a lot of people facing death or just desirous of seeing the future have taken advantage of this put themselves into stasis awaiting a glorious technological resurrection. This of course has become another source of religious ire, as well as a source of various new types of crime.

(The technique is actually simple enough that it was previously discovered by the lost civilization of Atlantis [3 day tour of the ruins for only 500 Worldbucks, operators standing by], and recently a reanimated ancient Greek philosopher [who picked up the technique in India] became a bit of a nine days wonder on the talk show circuit).

Earth politics are complicated. While the mile-high World Tower outside Geneva does house a quite impressive planetary bureaucracy, it's still a work in progress. Although the Confederation avoided forcible pushing, its Zorome representatives did suggest that they would like to have a unified world government to talk to, and further suggested that technological goodies might be a bit slower in arriving in nations which stood aloof. The League of Nations (which the US and USSR rapidly joined) was hurriedly repackaged as a world government, and a variety of lengthy acronyms soon were building by Lake Geneva. However, the road from the League to the current Earth Federation has hardly been a smooth one.

Hitler still got into office (alien invasion and dimensional breaches did little to improve economic confidence in Germany, and the menace of space-monster meddling in German politics was at least as alarming as Jews and Communists). The 1945 German effort to overthrow the LON and conquer the world (or the better bits of it, anyway) in cooperation with the Japanese using stolen or poorly copied alien technology failed rather thoroughly, but did kill a lot of people. In the aftermath, the League was reorganized, and the international Science Police were established as a military arm of the League with Zorome assistance.

At the same time, the world was suffering through the Colonial Crisis, brought on by a mix of loss of respect of the rulers by the ruled that had been growing since WWI, reinforced by the news that alien scientists had looked into terran anthropology, and decided that Terrestrial "scientific" ideas on race and gender hierarchy were absolute horsepucky. The Science Police would undergo serious growing pains in the 50s and 60s as they struggled to avoid becoming accomplices in increasingly illegitimate national efforts to enforce colonial rule.

There was the Science Dictator period, in which various leaders of new nations tried to modernize using the new technologies and poorly understood alien economic models, while remaining unbeholden to either the League or to former colonial masters: a few great success stories stand out (such as Lumbaba's Congo), but were outnumbered by disasters. Only in the 90s would the World Development Bureau finally become an effective coordinator of modernization and scientification world-wide.

It was also in the 90s, with the overthrow of the Chinese dictator and his insidious plan to achieve global dominance through a secret alliance with the Eternal Ones, that all major nations finally agreed to give up enough authority to the newly rechristened Earth Federation to make it a meaningful world government. However, national powers remain substantial, and within the Earth Federation are several subsidiary alliances and groups, some of them overlapping: national and Federation powers and fields of action overlap in complex ways, and there are factions within a number of nations pursuing agendas at odds with those of the Earth Federation. And Tibet remains isolationist.

Currently, the global economy is a mixed one, with considerable capitalism intermixed with scientific planning through mighty Electron Brains, Earth being still too backwards a nation for a genuinely advanced economic setup such as quantum electroconomics, neural currency, or Shmoo Exchange. The Soviet Union is nowadays merely a bit more planned than other nations: although the aliens agreed in 1931 that the Capitalist system was screwed up, they also (politely) pointed out that the Soviet system was neither planned nor scientific, and in any event was horribly wasteful and inefficient. Stalin was not pleased by offers to help them to create an actual planned economy. (Stalin did not please the Galactic Police, either, deliberately induced famines and death camps not being considered civilized by any of the Confederation societies. They claimed to be quite surprised by Stalin's eventual disappearance, but subsequently Kirov was apparently slipped the word that less massacring would be appreciated.)

Under the World Federation are the major governing areas, the United States of North America, the Chinese Federation, the European Federation, the Soviet Union, and the Indo-SE Asian Complex, along with a number of lesser Powers, Development Zones, and Federative Units. Brazil is currently trying to create a Latin Block, while the Arab Union remains a work in progress. There are also a number of terrestrial colonies on asteroids and distant moons, and the Jewish Free State on Venus.

There are also some self-governing enclaves as a result of a number of new peoples and races being introduced to the world when, due to the reality waves, extensive areas of the Earth's surface were swapped with their equivalent in other dimensions.

The most alien are the Mena, which arrived with roughly 100,000 square miles of alternate African jungle: they currently occupy a reservation some 1/3 that size, walled off with energy screens to prevent unfortunate incidents with their human neighbors, although the Confederation is presently trying to establish a colony of them on an uninhabited planet. Apelike and standing some 7 feet tall, the average male Mena weighs around 400 pounds; as a result of some sort of odd evolutionary divergence a long time back, the Mena have one eye set in the front of their skulls and one in the back. (The variety of nasty wildlife that came along with them certainly seems to argue for the value of an eye in the back of the head in their native environment). In spite of their bestial appearance, the Mena can work iron and have a material culture roughly as advanced as that of the Germans at the time of Julius Caesar, and a crude clan-based system of tribal government. Suicidally brave, a great many of them perished in combat with French and Belgian colonial troops before Confederation forces arrived and separated the combatants. Few leave their reservation, although some have found work as bodyguards and bouncers.

The warring city-states of Ulm and Ame came with the transfer of the southern half of the isle of Taiwan: speaking a language which appears to be of the Malay-Polynesian family, the locals are nonetheless quite European in appearance (also warlike, given to duels and various "tests by combat.") Technology was generally comparable to that of ancient Persia, with stone-walled cities and war-chariots, although the civilization was not a literate one. The prompt occupation of the area by the Japanese led to some ugly incidents, and photos of blond, blue-eyed peoples shot down by Japanese troops led to a bit of an international furor even with all the other odd occurrences and the arrival of scads of alien spaceships zipping across the heavens: south Taiwan is currently run by an uncomfortable Japanese-Earth Federation co-dominion, which is being challenged by the locals wanting independence. Given the rather considerable mineral wealth still to be extracted, (the trans-dimensional version of south Taiwan being much richer than ours, including valuable diamond and gold mines) the Japanese government has understandably been reluctant to give up its influence.

A large chunk of China was replaced by part of the Empire of Kau, which had no common history with our China later than the Shang dynasty and technology far in advance of that of 1931 Earth. Their technology, including atomic power, wireless transmission of energy, battle suits, force screens, and a rich variety of death rays (paralyzer rays, heat rays, dehydration rays, force rays, mind control rays, anti-ray-rays, etc.) was considered by the Confederation too advanced to be introduced right at once to Earth, so the Kauans were removed to a distant uninhabited planet to fend for themselves: reportedly the Galactic Police have already had to slap them down once for trying to secretly take over a backwards planet in a neighboring solar system.

There are a great many smaller groups: in America alone efforts have been made to assimilate soldiers from a Rome-colonized America stranded in Missouri, half-Amerindian Wotan-worshippers in Massachusetts, Chinese farmers in Virginia, a Russian mining town in Colorado, a small French farming village in Arkansas, and a tribe of Amerindians, speaking an unknown language, in Montana. And a variety of odd animals and plants, from surviving dinosaurs and tree-sized mushrooms to passenger pigeons, are now part of the ecosystem: although the Galactic Police cleared up the more dangerous lifeforms and the more technologically advanced involuntary immigrants (such as the Kauans), they have left humanity to deal with the lesser flotsam and jetsam.

Although members of extrasolar species occasionally arrive on Earth, people are most familiar with their neighboring species in the solar system, now that commerce and travel between the planets is commonplace.

At the same time the most familiar (due to the ease of transport and the Earth-like environment) and most rarely seen _physically_ on Earth are the Lunarites or "Loonies" as the popular three-v programs have them. Thinly populated, the Moon attracts many visitors. It now has golden seas and white clouds: although the air is thinning and only 40% of its surface is still water-covered (much of the land is desert) it still has a rich ecosystem, which evolved far faster than terrestrial life. Great uplands of red moss, dense violet-blue jungles of improbably tall and thin growths, and rich river valleys overgrown with vast tangles of flowering vines, dense thickets of 100-foot high poisoned thornbush, and groves of umbrella-sized red flowers on 20-foot black stalks fighting off other plants with chemical attacks. In the salty, turbid seas stained yellow by microorganisms swim violet-winged sea dragons, while on land butterfly-things as large as geese flutter, huge lime-green living dirigibles eat the tops of trees, smaller purple balloon-creatures dangle long sticky red lures to catch their prey while the armored red spheres of the Rollers run down their prey and then slurp up their mashed remains.

There are two major groups of Lunarites, descended from common technological ancestors. Most human visitors come to see the Naturists, 5-foot golden-furred singers, snaky creatures crested with feathers and equipped with wing-like white membranes which do a surprisingly good job as hands. Their eyes are vast and violet and soft, their mouths disturbingly human. Although their material civilization is not much above that of Amerindians in the Amazon jungle, they live an extremely rich spiritual life and cultivate an advanced mastery of psychic powers (can communicate telepathically, heal by touch, communicate with animals, etc.) and attract a great many of what OTL would be the granola-and-crystal-healing bunch from Earth, along with serious philosophers and spiritual types from more advanced planets.

They live in hive-like communities of several thousand, mostly neuter females and egg-laying "queens", and are currently rapidly increasing in numbers, thanks to the assistance of the Confederation and the Galactic Police, which put an end to the downright genocidal efforts of the other group of Lunarites, the Eternal Ones, who were also the same bunch who projected the Moon into the future. They are a mechanized race like the Zoromes, reduced to little more than brains with tentacles riding around in mechanical shells, and reproducing by cloning and artificial wombs. They are however more primitive than the Zoromes both technologically and mentally, having developed near-immortality without developing the psychology for it: they suffer from a sense of ennui and purposelessness, lacking the endless curiosity and sense of wonder of the Zoromes, and keep up their numbers more as a matter of duty than any real desire or caring for future generations. Their giant, cold mechanical cities are kept up by self-repairing robots, since the coldly self-centered Eternal Ones lack enough "civic pride" to care about the upkeep of public goods. They hate and envy and despise the "wild ones", and are currently under "home arrest" by the Galactics, who are attempting to reform them without taking the extreme step of forcibly rewiring their brains.

The Naturists are occasionally seen on Earth, but must ride on antigravity platforms to avoid being immobilized by Earth's six times stronger gravity: the Eternal Ones under the terms of their probation are not allowed to leave the Moon.

Mercurians, dark purplish-hued crystalline life-forms shaped like 8-foot high tetrahedrons, conduct a brisk trade in certain Terrestrial elements rare on their small home world, and are often to be seen in areas of sparse and infrequent rainfall (liquid water affects them like acid), zipping along on fields of electromagnetic force generated within their partially metallic interiors. Fewer humans have visited Mercury, given the massive self-propelled environment suits needed to survive its scorching temperatures, but those who have returned tell amazing tales of crystalline forests in a spectrum of colors, cities of colossal, iridescent geometric shapes – cones, spheres, cylinders…- perpetually luminous skies across which fly glittering green and gold "flying saucers" – the local equivalent of birds. Mercurians consider humans horrible, formless bags of corrosive toxins, but try to be polite about it. Communication with humans is achieved through machine translators, the booming vibrations through which they communicate being largely in the sub-sonic range.

Mercurians are gregarious, and are generally found in groups, or "schools" of up to a hundred. Like some sorts of terrestrial fish, schools of Mercurians have a leader, which by some odd process grows twice the size of the other school members upon being selected (how the selection happens is unknown to terrestrials, as is why and how leaders lose their mandate and are replaced, shrinking back to normal size). Mercurians are solar-powered, and reproduce by a form of fission, four smaller pyramids breaking away from an octahedral core drained of living substance in the process: on their crowded planet reproduction is strictly regulated, since given enough energy (and there is plenty on Mercury) they can multiply their numbers by over a thousand within a terrestrial week. Although members of the Confederation in good standing, their ability to increase their numbers at ridiculous speeds has led to friction: the Mercurians are a bit resentful that in the interests of peace, the Confederation has kept them from overrunning every sunny, waterless uninhabited planet in known space.

Venusians are primitive hunter-gatherers, living in the Venusian jungle belt between the fiery sun-side of Venus and the cooler highlands nearer the icy dark-side. As such, under Confederation and Galactic Police law they are a protected species, only very limited contact with other intelligences being allowed. However, since much of their planet is inhospitable to them, some settlement has been allowed: Mercurians live happily deep within sun-side, at temperatures far beyond the boiling point of water, while some human settlements have sprung up in the mountain highlands which extend around much of Venus's shadow line, most notably the Jewish Free State (the Israel thing didn't work out). Not that this is a particularly harsh restriction: the jungles in which the Venusians live swarm with aggressive life, the trees are usually carnivorous and mobile, the omnipresent molds cheerfully sprout on any exposed skin and every now and then a "doughpot", a shapeless white mass of acid-secreting cells resembling the "blob" and weighing up to 20 tons, passes through devouring everything else in its path. Although the mountain areas have their own predators, the trees don't attack you and you can breathe without worrying about the insides of your lungs getting fuzzy.

Venus competes with Mars for some of the tallest mountains in the solar system: pretty much every year, somebody dies trying to scale Mount Impossible without antigravity equipment.

Martians are smallish creatures, about as big as a large badger or medium dog, radially symmetric, with multiple ribbon-like, stalk-like limbs from whose bony tips delicate pink tendrils can be extended for fine manipulation. Two huge dark eyes on extensible stalks, complex breathing organs centrally located atop the body, feeding organs on their underside. Their eyes see into both the infrared and ultraviolet ranges, and have sensitivity to shades of color far beyond that of a human being. They are some ways along the particular evolutionary path than leads to such beings as the Eternal Ones and the Zoromes, having become almost symbiotic with their machines and becoming giant metal flyers or walkers as needed. Given the thin atmosphere, they are deaf, but are very sensitive to vibrations through the ground, and communicate over distances by pulsations transmitted through their hand-feet. (For rapid communication while close together, Martians can directly tie their nervous systems together through specialized tendrils). They are hermaphroditic, like snails, and lay eggs from which hatch gelatinous, maggot-like babies: Martians are rendered permanently sterile upon reaching sexual maturity, a condition which only is briefly reversed at fixed times so that the population will be maintained. Their blood is redder than humans.

Martians find us annoying. They are in fact Probationary Members of the Confederation themselves, and find the fact that backward, illogical earthlings have also gained that status downright insulting. Their conservatism, their disinterest in science for its own sake as opposed to "practical" knowledge, and lack of interest in interplanetary travel all acted against them, but Martians fail to see why being practical-minded and sensible is somehow being held against them.

Mars has canals, more exactly deep gorges to shield growing plants from sandstorm and cold with networks of irrigation pipes running through the underlying soil. Martian cities are large and concentrated at the canal intersections: much of the planet sees little or no sign of Martians save their automated mining machines. What life exists outside the purview of Martians is rare, extraordinarily tough, and usually dangerous if mobile.

Mars has an atmosphere only about 1/6 as dense as Earth, and is mostly barren desert. An old, cold, dry and resource-poor planet, Mars has a strictly planned and regulated society, (individuals having numbers rather than names) where before contact with the Confederation even the length of one's life was strictly regulated (after reaching a certain age, a Martian had to prove their usefulness to society as a whole or perish). Now that matter transmutation and largely unlimited atomic power have come, Mars could be a consumption society, but things change slowly on Mars, and wasting energy or water is still seen as a fearsome crime (terrestrial gardening programs, with their lavish use of water on purely decorative vegetation, make Martians positively ill), while a move from their rigidly organized society and its puritanical ruling meritocracy towards a more open system remains almost unthinkable to most Martians.

Not all, though: a new generation of scientists is arising who argue that insistence on purely practical science and on maximal redundancy and stability, rather than maintaining a truly civilized society has condemned Mars to millennia of stagnation. Some even go as far to argue that humans have admirable traits. These "rebels" remain entirely law-abiding, like all Martians, but these views are unpopular enough that a fair number of them have gone into exile on other worlds, even on Earth, in spite of the need to constantly wear a protective life-envelope. Martians can be encountered in many major cities, blobby red-brown forms under shining protective domes, striding along on three spindly metal legs. Martians are usually rather brutally blunt in their speech, but humans generally put up with it: a dishonest Martian is as rare as a Mercurian with a fondness for water sports. A fair number of humans visit Mars: one can get around with only a light spacesuit, and it has some of the most dramatic vistas in the Solar system. There is a fair trade nowadays in terrestrial foodstuffs and other raw materials for Martian technological products, although Earth big business (there is some, in spite of the planned aspects of Earth's economy) is constantly trying to find manufactures the Martians will buy.

Jovians are occasionally seen on Earth, as curious shimmering spheres some 10 feet in diameter floating by overhead. These are protective containers of sorts, since Jovians tend to explode at Earth's extremely low pressures. They no longer zip around and suddenly change direction at alarming velocities: the Jovians are a polite people and were quick to grasp that with their slow, low-gravity reflexes Terrestrials might find it a bit disconcerting. Jovians – squat little (62 cm. is tall) many-limbed hydrogen breathers and ammonia drinkers - have been members of Galactic society longer than the Mercurians, and are quite scientifically advanced, although their weird crystalline, super-chilled technology baffles races less advanced than the Arctarians. Jupiter lacks a unified government, instead being a loose federation: it after all has something like a hundred times Earth's area, and in the pre-technological eras Jovians spread so far that some branches of the race cannot interbreed successfully. Jovian politics are as opaque to humans – and Zoromes for that matter – as their technology. Since visiting Jupiter requires travelling in something resembling a large tank and communicating through instruments, most humans don't bother and deal with Jovians through the interplanetary ansible.

Several of Jupiter's Moons – too cold and dimly lit for Mercurian tastes – are presently being colonized by humans, and the radium mining towns of Io are widely reported to be the rowdiest places in the solar system. (At the bottom of the nearby gravity well, the inhabitants of Greater Shade-of-Infrared Wind Unfolding, the great river town at the mouth of the 11,000 mile long Enormously (something) River might dispute this, if Jovians watched Terrestrial news programs).

Other alien visitors come from beyond the solar system.

Present but unseen, the Thushol are a galactic pest, a race of telepathic shape-shifters with no real creative abilities of their own who live by imitating members of backwards non-telepathic races and taking the cushier jobs (never actually replacing the locals, though, since that would mean having to do all the work): they are regularly wiped out with biological weapons, telepathic death-compulsion, etc. when they are discovered, but always popping up again somewhere else. There are currently several thousand of them on Earth, keeping a low profile to avoid Zorome discovery and stealing information from human minds to enrich themselves.

Then there are the plant-men of Centauri, our nearest neighbors. Boneless, with two flexible "legs" and "arms" ending in a bunch of snaky tendrils, they look a bit like walking broccoli, with a complex mass of leafy and (in season) flowering structures atop their cylindrical bodies, and two eye-organs behind protective slits in the middle of their "torso." Their feet send out roots into the soil when they sleep at night, tendrils which retract when daylight comes. They have speech, created by vibrating organs within a hollow space in their bodies. Descended from animal-eating plants, they eat through organs in their "hands", which exude a fluid to liquefy flesh and then suck up the resulting goop. They often visit Earth in their wooden spaceships (grown rather than built): they really like meat, and although Confederation science has solved the food shortages on their crowded home planet, the exotic foodstuffs of Earth, from beef to pork to chicken to snake to tuna to snails to shrimp, attract a constant stream of foodie tours. There are rather strict rules about unattended Centauri children, since the younger ones have been known to take bites out of incautious humans (which, after all, smell delicious).

The red, gaseous spheres of Globula – a race of formidable mental and energy-manipulating abilities - sometimes visit Earth in pursuit of knowledge, but rarely stay long, the abundance of right angles in human construction acting on them like fingernails on a blackboard.

The golden-winged people of Cheekha are pleasant folk, but they prefer to visit the Moon, where the low gravity allows effortless soaring.

A scandal emerged recently when it turned out that the Decapods of Procyon-6 (40-foot tall three-eyed creatures with ten tentacle-like limbs, five used as arms, five as legs) had been using skin samples obtained on friendly "scientific" trips to Earth to clone humans back home, and raise them as pets. It turns out Decapod females find humans tremendously cute!

The Shelks, ten-limbed spider-like (including poison fangs and a fondness for filling their houses with web-like structures) creatures with surprisingly human-like (aside from the lack of noses and hair) faces, enjoy hunting terrestrial big game and conduct a brisk trade in Earth artifacts and art. They find Earth congenial enough, save for the nights: the cloudy skies of their home world glow with bioluminescence, and the dark and starry nights of Earth tend to creep them out. Shelk visitors generally are uninterested in sampling the night life unless they can stay indoors.

And there are many others, some really exotic.

A very few alien travelers come from worlds beyond the Galactic Third Arm.

So far only one inhabitant of the colossal planet Qthyalos, a biologist interested in terrestrial ecosystems, has visited the Earth in person: although he used an anti-gravity harness while studying a patch of the Amazon, so he would not damage any local flora or fauna, having a blue-skinned Moai-faced giant a thousand feet tall floating above the treetops so unnerved the local population that the Zoromes were forced to talk the Qthyalosian into leaving, and carry out his studies through more normally-sized intermediates.

The universe is full of curious things, some of which even the Arctarians don't really get: the human race is only just beginning to encounter its sheer strangeness.

The curious asteroid orbiting between Jupiter and Uranus, for instance. Named by Earthlings "Cyclops", orbiting out past Saturn, it bears carved into its surface a thousand mile wide mirror, perfectly circular, perfectly reflective, and so close to frictionless as to make almost no difference, composed of an almost indestructible material which has taken no damage detectable to the eye after close to a quarter billion years of orbiting the sun in a vacuum. No Earth researcher has yet met an alien who can explain its purpose and history (as for the Galactic Library System, terrestrials so far only have access to the equivalent of the kiddy section). It has become a popular destination, however: the Big Slide is something else (as long as you have a rocket pack to get back to the rim on the return trip!)

Most of the universe is made of normal matter: but a certain low percentage of it is anti-matter, and there are a number of anti-matter galaxies, none of them, fortunately, nearby. Another of those "Chinese whispers" has it that the Great Old Ones do not rule in the antimatter galaxies, but instead some utterly other beings known as the Elder Things have charge over that part of the universe…

To the surprise of terrestrials, it has turned out that the rare green stars are actually not stars at all, but part of the life cycle of the greatest of all living things, the Galactic Bird. Colossal birds of green fire marked with black and silver, crested with crimson, with eyes of purple light and tendrils of blue flame as limbs, they fly at just below the speed of light, devouring asteroids and comets and the ashes of dead suns and worlds, and basking in the light of natural stars. When they reach their full growth, they settle down and become suns of green flame, from which in time emerge planetary bodies, which bathe in the radiance of their primary for millions of years and then hatch new Galactic Birds, to continue the cycle as their parent slowly dims and dies. Sometimes foolhardy aliens settle on such worlds, and may well flourish for an age before the inevitable happens and the world begins to knock. They are occasionally dangerous: although they stay away from planets Earth-sized or larger, smallish populated moons are occasionally devoured, and their frisking in the atmospheres of stars can cause devastating solar storms. The failure of the Great Old Ones, who can move galaxies around, to do something about these cosmic monsters (who are rumored to be at least as old as the Old Ones themselves) has led to much wacky speculation.

A terrestrial visitor to the planet Manneng, whose plump, cat-like inhabitants use a mix of controlled population, biotech, renewable energy and minimal-maintenance technology to insure nobody has to lower themselves to working for more than three hours a week, once invited a bulbous-bodied humanoid to his room for drinks and conversation (the locals becoming rather more than less annoying with familiarity) and heard many weird tales of the space-ways, including a very curious cosmological conceit. It was indeed silly to think of atoms as miniature solar systems, the humanoid agreed. However, it was in fact true that each and every proton was a gateway to a sub-universe, and one could reach it by the principle of Dimensional Displacement, by which one could shrink oneself without violating the principle of mass-conservation: one would enter the sub-dimension as an immaterial giant, only slowly gaining solidity as ones atoms shrank to something closer to the local norm. Of course, it could work the other way just as well, growing into an immaterial giant and bursting out of our universe-proton into a super-universe. And is it turtles all the way down then? Asked the amused Earthman. No, said the humanoid – you eventually get back to where you start from, but it takes an annoyingly long time. Whereupon he expanded to fill the room, the terrestrial fainting about the time he found himself passing through the giant's belly. After awaking, he decided to swear off Mannengian Green Ale for good.

99. Faellins Turtledove Take, or TL-191 Done Right


Faeelin's scenario: 


It was supposed to be the war to end all wars, and when the guns fell silent after the end of the Weltkrieg, for a period of 4 months it seemed like it might be so. But now thirty years later, China, the USA, Britain, and Russia must ally against the fascists in Berlin and Tokyo. If they don't kill each other first. Fortunately, President Flora Hamburger is ready and willing to show the Kaiser why you don't piss off a Jew from the East Side. 

The world diverged with a Confederate victory at Antietam, but consequences soon rapidly diverged. America's defeat was viewed by the British Upper Class as a victory for the foes of democracy and liberalism, and Britain's descent into an authoritarian, paternalistic state soon began. With its economic nationalism and desire to maintain the balance of power, warm relations with the Confederacy ultimately blossomed into an alliance and military ties, although trade (and investment) continued to flow between the USA and UK. America turned to the Kaiserreich for an alliance, and the rest, they say, is history. American industrialization continued; the USA, with a stronger banking system (the panic of 1862 led to an earlier Federal Reserve, in the form of the 3rd Bank of the United States) prospered without Dixieland. 

But the CSA also developed into a pretty nice place to live, if you were a certain sort of person. As William Faulkner would reflect, "the citizen of New Orleans could order by telephone, sipping his morning coffee, the products of the whole Earth, and expect delivery upon his doorstep. He could adventure his wealth in the resources of any enterprise in any quarter of the world. He dressed in fine fabrics from Raleigh or Paris, drove a Vauxhall, and envied no man." And when you read his words, and realize who he does not consider a citizen, you realize the rotting fruit that would cause the Confederacy's collapse.

The pipelines that carried oil for the citizen's Vauxhall was laid by black labor. The coffee from Cuba that the citizen drinks was harvested with black labor. The cotton for his clothing was picked with black labor. The true extent of black labor in the south is not apparent to the typical European; but they are there, ever present and ever repressed. And then of course there is prison labor, which maintains the Confederacy's excellent roads and parks. Although free, their labor was still bought and sold by contractors, and contracted out as needed. Although it was not illegal to be literate, there was no public school for blacks in all of the south. To travel, needed a passbook, and being in certain buildings, or even be on certain streets, blacks needed passbooks. Not having one, was a sure way to be arrested; and from there, it was a short step to being one more of the prison laborers who keep the Confederacy's paved roads so clean.

The blacks of Dixieland were a people in bondage; and they found their prophet in Marx and Lincoln. And thus, when the Great War Came, the Confederacy's fate was sealed before the first shot was fired.


The War To End All Wars


If you were an idiot, the cause of the Great War was obvious. Perfidious Albion had allied with the Rebs to keep America down; the Damnyankees were bent on conquering the Confederacy once again, etc. The problem is that we now know that this is stupid. Far from being a planned and eager event, the extension of the Great War to North America was something the British were desperate at all costs to avoid. (Given the fate of the British Isles, who can blame them?)

Anglo-Union relations during this period were complex; The United States remained one of the biggest recipients of British investment [1] and trading partners. And, while the United States in 1862 was significantly weaker than the British, the United States of 1914 was actually stronger in many ways; with a larger, more modern industrial sector, a powerful navy, and, most ominously, a stranglehold on the British Isles food supply. [2] While President Roosevelt's military lacked the global reach of the British Empire, more than a few in Whitehall were unsure of why, exactly, they were allied to the Confederacy given the consequences. [3]

German-Union ties have also been greatly exaggerated. It is true that Von Schlieffen first conceived the Schlieffen Plan while a military attache during the second Mexican War, and it is true that the Union sent staff officers to Berlin to learn from the Reichsheer, but this does not mean the two were fixed friends and allies. After all, the Japanese also sent officers to Berlin to learn, and this did not prevent Japan from seizing Germany's Pacific Colonies. America and Germany were willing to conduct joint naval exercises, but beyond this? Germany did not envisage a war with Britain until it broke out. To imagine call Germany and the United States allied powers is, thus, absurd. 

So how did war come to pass? The way it always does. Through a tragedy of errors. President Roosevelt was elected in 1912 on a policy of muscular nationalism, responding to Confederate provocations along the western border and on the Ohio River. [4] This entailed military buildups, and Vice President Du Bois, who for some reason was never invited to the Confederate embassy's balls. And this meant that the Confederacy responded with its own pissant gestures, like shooting some "Marxists" from Yankeeland. (They were Marxist insurrectionaries, but the proper term in America is "Son of Liberty".)

Yet when Archduke Franz Ferdinand was assassinated and it became clear that Germany was going to go to war, Roosevelt's first action was to reiterate that the U.S. supported freedom of the seas, but would take no part in a purely European quarrel. This changed when Germany invaded Belgium. Before Congress, Roosevelt lamented the fate of Belgium, but declared that, " When giants are engaged in a death wrestle, as they reel to and fro they are certain to trample on whomever gets in the way. Germany would have faced disaster if she had not acted resolutely in Belgium. As Americans, we can look on at a war that is not our own and wish our friends in Europe a swift victory. But this is not our war."

Even if it wasn't Americans war, it was America's time to profit, and Roosevelt affirmed that the United States had the right to trade with hostile powers and upheld the freedom of the seas. Any blockade of belligerents or attacks on American shipping on the open seas would be an act of war. Ordering the United States Navy to sea on August 6, he made it clear that any hostile acts would be an act of war.

Enter President Wilson, President Wilson, a Confederate Whig who might have made an excellent professor and peacetime president. Wilson interpreted Roosvelt's actions as signs of Union preparation to intervene in the Great War on the side of Germany, and in a public declaration he warned that "the Confederacy stands by those who stood by us. Unless Roosevelt backs down, he shall find that the little nations will win yet another war." With the gauntlet thrown down, Roosevelt was unwilling to back off, and so the U.S. began to mobilize. And so the C.S. began to mobilize.

And the next thing you know, the dashing Confederate plan to invade on the same route they'd used fifty years ago crashed on heavy artillery and machine guns, while Union forces crossed into Canada. The Quebecois, whose protests stymied Canadian efforts at conscription, [5], opposed the declaration of war and walked out of the Parliament in Ottawa. In the south, the rebel plan of "attack, attack, attack" turned into a meatgrinder in Delaware. [5] Union artillery and numbers ensured that by the spring of 1915 most of Kentucky had fallen, and then things got worse. 

Not all Confederate Negros were Marxists, and they were governed by a police state whose brutality was rivaled only by its structural flaws because it assumed that Africans were idiots. Nevertheless, Negroes played a prominent role in the Confederate war effort, and Marxist Confederates had a dream. Not of a Negro Commune, as the Confederates feared. Something far, far worse.


The Reunited States of America

America's Negroes were influenced by the gospel of Marx and Lincoln; but they had their own thinkers as well across the Ohio and Potomac. Men like the Anarchsyndicalist Booker T. Washington, who grew up in a land where where the Constitution had been amended to assure their equality; where yellow papers had printed stories of Negro women drowning as they tried to cross the Ohio, to save themselves from a fate worse than death; where Negroes not only received the same right to education that all Americans did, but could attend the highest schools and be vice president or Congressional representatives. [6] And so the flag that rose over the black quarters of the Confederacy was not just the red flag, though that was present; it was the flag of the United States of America, with stars for every state lost to secession. [7]


Unfortunately, the Confederate counterrevolution had all the viciousness you'd expect from a race war, and while the Confederate front lines buckled, then collapsed under the strain, the USA found itself drawn into a morass of racial conflict and ethnic cleansing. By the end of 1916, United States troops wet their feet in the Gulf of Mexico for the first time in sixty years. But it would be Teddy Roosevelt who decided what to do about it. [8]

By the end of 1916, the situation for the Entente in Europe was desperate. The German victory in the Battle of Verdun let the Germans place Paris under their guns, while both French and British families went hungry due to the Anglo-American war. [9] Russia fared little better, as the Brusilov Offensive bogged down and left the Russians defending Riga from the German armies. The Central Powers were barely any better off; the Austrio-Hungarian army had been gutted by Brusilov, its people were eating potatoes and roof rabbit, and the Czechs were making ominous noises about autonomy and wondering what the Germans were doing everywhere. In Germany, 1916 was known as the "hunger winter" and and all of the parties were willing to listen to Roosevelt's calls for a peace conference in Philadelphia; the home of the only power to triumph unmistakably from the war. [10] 

The Treaty of Philadelphia showed how the world had changed, as the nations of Europe came to America to discuss peace. Yet all of left vaguely unsatisfied. Germany gained control of a reforged kingdom of Poland, a United Duchy of the Baltic, and Belgium, but the British lost nothing, and Germany only gained the Congo by agreeing to refrain from territorial demands against France. Russia's diplomats soon received word that the Tsar had been overthrown and replaced with a Provisional government; and within a few weeks the Russian Revolution would begin. [11] 

Still, after three years of war, the guns fell silent. Most of them. For now, Roosevelt turned to his greatest task: winning the peace, and turning Confederates into Americans. 

The world would need every American it could get, to beat the dragons. 


[2] One of the things that always bugged me was that someone in the admiralty wasn't looking down the barrel of a pistol at the thought of a German-American alliance during this period. I mean, really? 
I actually don't know if the British Isles would have been able to feed themselves during the war, but I suspect that with the loss of America, the potential loss of Canada, and whatever raiders the US put to sea to threaten Argentine convoys, the potential would be. Um. Awful? 

[3] Balance of power! And the reason we need this balance of power is because the USA is because... 
I will say that any readers who want to wave tiny American flags can do so. 

[4] Turtledove cast the USA as being very racist and angry at blacks for 
their defeat, to the point that Robert Gould Shaw is an senile racist at the end. Yea. That's one way for it to go. Care to speculate on the more probable way the US would treat blacks that made it north after the war? Especially since there aren't likely to be that many of them?

[5]One of the things that always miffed me about the series was that the Confederates are ubermen, capable of defeating the better educated, more industrialized Yankees. Because otherwise the series would suck. This scenario posits that it isn't happen

Anecdotal sources state that General Stuart II became a bit acerbic and depressed after observing the results of a 1906 wargame, complaining that 

"We did this before, that's was so fucked up. I know the Yankees haven't had a competent general since a Virginian led them but let's not pretend they're that stupid." Stuart would grapple with bouts of depression that OTL readers might find analogous to those which gripped Moltke the Younger, if Moltke had had to deal with a Russia that was even more modernized than Germany.

[6] Okay, this only happens in New England. And in the United State of Santo Domingo. 

[7] Plus Sonora and Cuba. 

[8] Or as Teddy Roosevelt said when visiting Memphis in 1917, "Once upon a time, when a Virginian and a New Yorker called themselves Americans, it meant something. And so it shall again." 
He was shot during the speech, and being Teddy fucking Roosevelt, finished it before receiving medical treatment. When asked why, he merely quipped, "What, did the Rebs think they're the only men in America?" 

[9] The British relied on North America to provide about 50% of their calories in OTL's 1914. I don't see a way to replace that by just saying "Argentina! Brazil!" 

[10] There was actually starvation in Belgium in 1914 ATL, as America was unable to send any aid to the continent. 

[11] But it's not Brest-Litovsk. Get it? This was an incredibly unlikely series 
of events and it's basically impossible to get the Soviet border created by that Treaty and get a German victory. Deal with it.

100. Blue Hell 2017

A map/scenario for
Andrela

In 1995, the Universal Mutagen (Also known as the Blue Taint, Der Blaue Tod, ohyde indygo, Aoi Jigoku, etc.)arrived on Earth, in the area where Poland, Germany, and the Czech Republic intersect, in the form of a meteor shower of unknown origin (not associated with any known source within the solar system) which deposited chunks large enough to reach the ground along a line some 120 miles long from near Chemnitz to the outskirts of Chojnow, where one took out the vegetable garden of one Maja Smolek, retired forklift operator. Most fell in Poland or Germany, with only one landing on Czech land. Nobody was killed, although some windows were broken by the concussions and a few automobile fender-benders were caused by startled drivers.
As with many meteorites, their passage through the atmosphere had been fast enough that while the outer layers had vaporized in transit, the cores of the meteors remained almost as cold as space, preserving an icy blue substance, which quickly turned into a blue, slimy fluid as the meteors thawed. In a number of cases meteor hunters found them before this happened, and in others the blue pockets of fluid remained contained with the carbonaceous matrix in which they had arrived, but in others the fluid leaked into the surrounding soil.

Various scientists and investigators soon got their hands on the mysterious meteors, and were soon entranced. Some others, mostly meteor hunters with a lack of appreciation for scientific procedures and the dangers of contamination, got their hands on the meteors – and the mysterious blue slime they contained – rather more literally. They would before long be rather worse than entranced.

Scientists soon observed the blue fluid to be an extremely complex compound, comparable to advanced biological life on Earth, although without anything resembling cell structures, and with something resembling not so much as a genetic structure as several hundred seemingly incompatible but constantly recombining information-bearing strings based on a variety of sugars and bases and “proteinoids.” It was homogeneous and holographic, any small sample mirroring the structure of a larger one. It was viscous, but rapidly spread to coat any exposed surface. It also tended to aggressively combine with any terrestrial organic material: the creation in Petri dishes of a new breed of dark blue fungi was alarming, but when some lab mice started turning blue as well, alarms were sounded, but by that time it was getting rather late.

Around the same time reports began to come in about grasses turning dark blue around meteor craters, and the first case of a human being checking into the hospital with extensive blue patches on his hands, twitching eyes and slurred speech came in a week later. Alarmingly, it was a hospital in New York: the victim had been on a trip to Germany three weeks earlier when he had handled one of the meteors.

The news media got ahold of enough details a week later to cause a panic by the start of the second month.

The Blue Taint was, unlike most zombie-generating diseases (not that it was exactly a disease), highly eclectic in its choice of hosts, indifferently contaminating plants and people, herbs and hedgehogs, beets and badgers, trees and trinocular shrimp. Bacteria and the even more primitive Archaea seemed to lack enough living space, so to speak, for the Taint, but most terrestrial life on Earth proved susceptible to infection (sea life remained largely unaffected, the Taint not surviving well in high-saline conditions.) It was also highly contagious, with near-microscopic quantities coming in contact with the skim being enough to begin contagion, with (depending on the amount of the Taint originally absorbed) the appearance of visible symptoms varying from a couple weeks to as much as a month in human beings. It spread in fine capillary lines through the soil, and was produced as a byproduct of the metabolism of infected life, so about 10% of the mass of fully infected animal life and about 5% of infected plant life being the Taint itself, all bodily fluids and secretions and oils being contagious.

If the Taint had been a mere symbiote, existing peacefully within its victims, it would be tolerable, but the Taint did far more than turn its victims various shades of blue. The fact that plant and animal life became inedible and toxic after full infection was in fact a plus, in that untainted animals who ate them dropped dead of poisoning rather than spreading the Taint further [1]: no, the real problem was the mutations. Tainted life forms began to genetically change, physically and behaviorally modifying in ways almost never beneficial to human beings. Plants, aside from growing larger than normal, tend to develop luxurious new sets of thorns, hooks, spikes and sharp-edged leaves, and a variety of new toxins to supplement the existing toxicity of the Taint itself (Tainted poison ivy will give you rather more than an itech) and the pollen of Tainted plants has been known to cause massive anaphylactic shock in people previously free from any allergy problems. Animals also grow larger, and become toothier, spinier, faster, and far more aggressive.

A certain percentage tend to become aggressive towards everything, even other Tainted animals of their own species: such breeds tend to naturally die out rather quickly, but also tend to act as “berserkers” emerging from Tainted areas to violently attack anything that moves. (Most Tainted animals tend to remain in areas where Tainted life predominates, and if they become Tainted outside such an area tend to seek them out, which does help slow the spread of infection a bit.)

Infected human beings themselves undergo mutation, their intelligence declining to little more than that of gorillas and chimpanzees, and becoming, like most Tainted animal life, utterly hostile towards the non-Tainted. (The Tainted are far more dangerous than your standard movie rage-Zombie: besides being quite infectious through sweat or saliva, they’re smart enough to use knives and clubs, throw rocks a hell of a lot better than chimps do, and generally are faster and stronger than normal humans. And they understand hiding and ambushes).

Writing After The Fact, a number of talking heads have suggested a sufficiently rapid and energetic application of atomic weapons to the area would have been effective in stopping the Taint from spreading. This is probably correct, but it would have required action well before the full danger of the threat became clear, and in those times, as a result of the recently ended Cold War, there was a level of fear and hostility to the use of atomic weapons which may now seem quaint. (And in any event, the sheer megatonnage required would have exposed roughly twenty million people to lethal levels of fallout, which even in these days, when the full existential peril is well known, might lead to some casting around for alternate solutions).

Attempts were made to contain the problem through quarantine methods were largely useless: unknowing infected humans had travelled far and wide, and infected birds and insects spread it more slowly but far more unstoppably. (Fortunately, insect life, aside from an inexplicable tendency to swarm regardless of species, did not change its behavior much, probably due to the primitive nature of their brains: Tainted ants and wasps and mosquitoes as savagely aggressive as, say, Tainted squirrels, probably would have Tainted almost all the human race within a year). A new, hostile and alien ecosystem had established itself on Earth, and was slowly but steadily assimilating it to itself. The task of decontamination was quickly taken on by the initially infected nations plus concerned neighboring states and the US armed forces, but it would not be long before new outbreaks elsewhere in Europe, the US and elsewhere soon left Germany, Poland and the Czechs largely dependent on their own resources. In a year’s time the Taint had made its appearance on every continent: in five years, it had appeared in every major nation.

The Taint spread more slowly in deserts and polar regions, due to the combination of a lower density of targets of infection with Tainted organisms requiring a higher level of energy inputs than native life forms in resource-deprived areas, and fastest in tropical zones, in part due to the abundance of insect life. Infected mosquitoes largely depopulated large areas of Africa, while blackfly and similar nasty little biters had devastating effects on Canada, the northernmost US, and much of Siberia. (If insects were no more aggressive than normal, normal aggression levels were quite enough. About the only good part of it was that the smallest biting flies and mosquitoes often failed to transmit enough of the Taint to cause a full blown infection, so your odds of surviving a single bite were good. Much of the globe has been practically bathed in DDT and worse by this point, and a wide variety of extinct bird species is considered merely acceptable casualties. Swamp-draining has wiped out the majority of the world’s wetlands, and not a solitary rubber tire lies on its side with water pooling in the gaps for mosquito larvae to breed in. Having a potential mosquito breeding spot in your yard is something people have beenshot for. )

Early on, tests showed that the Taint tended to shrink under intense heat into tiny, resistant pellets each protecting a fleck of the Taint from breakdown: only very high temperatures or extended heating would finish the job. Poor communications between lab and field meant that for quite a while (and much longer in third-world countries largely outside the information loop) Tainted plants and animals were disposed of through outdoor burning, “cleanup” crews unaware that the smoke and ash contained countless specks of “encysted” Taint small enough to be carried off on a moderately strong wind, and often simply spreading the Taint further. (Modern disposal methods call for “cooking” Tainted organics so to maintain internal temperatures of over 300 degrees for multiple hours, or flash-burning with copious quantities of white phosphorous).

The early prosperity of the early 90s soon yielded to an increasingly grim recession as hundreds of thousands and then millions of Germans were forced to move ever further from the expanded core area of the Taint, stalling the German economy and with it Europe’s economic engines. Ever-increasing shares of national economic output had to be plowed into looking for signs of Taint outbreaks, evacuation, sterilization, disposal, etc. as well as dealing with the expanding national panics as the Taint continued to spread and crop up in an ever-increasing number of locations. As huge swathes of contaminated farmland went up in (counterproductive) flame, food prices soared.

At the end of four years, in spite of all efforts, the Tainted area in Central Europe covered over 45,000 square miles, and more than 50 daughter Tainted Zones covering over 100 square miles dotted the face of the globe like a pox, while “small” zones no larger than, say, a few hundred acres were almost uncountable (given the appearance of the Taint in poorly surveyed areas such as the Siberian Taiga and the Amazon Jungle, probably actually uncounted/uncountable.) Something Had to Be Done, if only to be seen as Doing Something.

In a project only comparable to the Maoist Four Pests campaign, and on almost six times the scale, 2000 was the “wack-a-blue” effort, in which governments from Afghanistan to Zimbabwe armed their population with DDT sprayers, nets, birdshot rifles, and other minor-league weapons of destruction to kill as many as possible of the infected small birds, animals, and insects that were the Taint’s main spreaders: there was some degree of success in wiping out Tainted birds and(including, alas, a great many non-Tainted birds of a dangerously blue complexion, or simply laying blue eggs)small mammals, outside of areas so completely rotten with the Taint that citizens not wearing full biohazard warfare wear would only go in with government guns pointing at their backs [2], but insect life, with its prodigious breeding rate, was another issue, aside from high-vulnerability species (such as many butterflies) inhabiting narrow, localized niches (again, a great many normal but Too Blue bugs suffered for their Tainted kin’s sins). Within a few months popular enthusiasm flagged, at least in part due to the increased risk of being contaminated in going out after Tainted life rather than staying home with the windows shut. Wack-a-Blue temporarily raised popular hope and enthusiasm through the scale of the effort and mass participation, and produced a great many cultural products, such as the best-selling My Apocalyptic Year , but in the end at best slowed the growth of Tainted areas. In the subsequent pause, or drawing of breath, before a new panic could set in, the US government made the decision to bring Project Pluto into full deployment.

From early on efforts were made to find ways of neutralizing the Taint, using a variety of agents organic and inorganic, and it soon became clear that while only the most flesh-eating of chemicals could neutralize Taint-infected organics, atomic radiation caused it to break down rapidly. This was no relief to those in the process of infection, since enough radiation to penetrate the body core and eradicate the Taint usually killed the patient, but it offered some promise for fighting the spread of the Taint in the wild, limited by the supply of radioactives. (Atomic weapons by this time had been employed by the Russian government on an experimental basis on Siberian Tainted areas: the main difficulty was that unless the blast was powerful enough to irradiate the entire area, the heat flash and shock wave some distance from Ground Zero might simply distribute Tainted material to new areas).

The Taint did not flourish in salt water, either, but again curing patients by adjusting their electrolytes tended to be even more lethal than using radioactives. Flooding with huge amounts of salt water needed engineering on a massive scale, unless you already lived below sea level; the Dutch cleared off several areas of their country with controlled flooding, but the salt-soaked soil would take years to recover. The Israelis developed a remarkable “anti-irrigation” system using Dead Sea water, although this proved rather more effective at decontaminating Taint-infected soil and preventing new Tainted growths establishing themselves than dealing with existing Tainted vegetation, let alone Tainted animal life.

The US government had responded with some alacrity to the problem, even as the US government was shaken by Republican efforts to impeach Bill Clinton on a combination of being Weak On Taint and Lying About Sexytimes, with an all-out scientific-industrial assault on the problem, and a big military buildup (much of it entirely useless) directed at eliminating dangerous Tainted animal life. The most important was a huge effort to produce synthetic radioactive materials (which incidentally gave a massive boost in the arm to the nuclear industry), which although initially opposed by many of the political left-of-center, soon became a lot more acceptable as Tainted regions continued to sprout up like mushrooms in the rain. Project Pluto’s exact objectives were kept quiet, and it is widely accepted by modern historians that its implementation was delayed until it became clear that Wack-a-Blue was largely a bust, thereby making it politically possible to do what nobody could have conceived [3] before 2000: the deliberate exposure of large parts of US (and allied) soil to massive quantities of artificially generated atomic fallout.

The next decade saw a global war in which the governments of the world launched an ongoing atomic assault on their own soil, and often torn apart by unrest as their populations reacted poorly to atomic contamination of their own homes and farms, mass evacuations with no tolerance for those unwilling to move. Many simply refused to believe there were no better solutions: others decided it was the Apocalypse and it was simply useless and even a defiance of God’s will to try to stop the Taint by such methods: others were gloomily sure that the radiation would kill the world even faster than the Taint. Some Deep Green types even decided that the Taint was nature’s revenge on human civilization, and Project Pluto and it’s children merely the “From Hell’s Heart I Stab at Thee” of a sore loser willing to take the whole world with them rather than surrender gracefully.

And there was some truth to their argument: if the mass use of radioactives failed to kill off the Taint faster than it could spread to new locations, the end game would be nothing left but radioactive wastelands.

Although it would not be statistically confirmed until later, a turning point was reached in 2007: the Tainted areas were being destroyed faster than they could spread. One element in this was the steady out-competing of Tainted insects by regular insects, which aside from being rather more radiation-resistant than their so very blue counterparts, had a simple metabolic advantage in expending energy more slowly, and therefore being better prepared for situations of food shortage or necessarily enforced low mobility and activity. Another was one of the blackest events of the era: Project Zdravyy Smysl, or “Common Sense”: a joint Russian-Chinese project to forcibly export large amounts of fine powdered radioactive to neighboring countries unwilling to accept voluntary assistance of that sort with their Taint problems. The exact truth of what President McCain knew remains unknown to this day, but it is clear that Soviet and Chinese long-range bombing technology had received a great deal of assistance upgrading from the US 2002-2004, and that the US knew well beforehand what was being planned: it would provide US political cover for similar action, carried out with the justification that they if they didn’t do it, the Chinese and the Russians would – with far more brutality and less concern for dangers to civilian populations.

No less than eleven brutal wars took place to smash the capacity of local dictatorships to fight back against “taking their medicine.” It is still widely argued to this day that this was unavoidable: no country without the capacity and/or will to stop its own Taint infections could be allowed to remain a growing center of infection through some fooling attachment to local sovereignty and not having its citizens irradiated by foreigners: this would be more convincing if such brutal methods were not usually applied to third-world nations, with developed nations getting a much more velvet-glove approach. (Atomics-phobic Norway was bullied into accepting the irradiation of the Trondelag forests with an embargo, not smart missiles).

Of course, the Third World was disproportionately hit in a variety of ways, notably by hunger: large scale destruction of any Tainted crops (often accompanied by the contamination of further areas due to uncontrolled burning) cut into global food supply, and food prices rose sharply through the later 90s. As food tends to follow money, what surplus there was tended to move towards, or simply stay in, the wealthier nations. Third world states that exported food closed town trade to keep the food at home, only to fail to pay their own farmers enough to make up for the loss of the foreign market (enough, in other words, to make it worth selling the food to the cities rather than eating it themselves).

Famines had begun in Africa by the end of the 20th century, and would over the next decade ravage that continent, and inflect lesser but still dreadful suffering in Latin America, most of Asia, and the Middle East. Even Russia would suffer outright famine for the first time since 1947, leading to the rise of the Lebed dictatorship. (Hi there, Pellegrino!)

In 2017, the Taint has been reduced to scattered areas too small to make large-scale radioactive dumping rational, not since new neutralizing chemicals have come into mass production: although more lethal varieties are available, varieties which only slowly kill Tainted life are preferred so there is time for plant life to take it up through their vascular systems and allow for the full breakdown of the Universal Mutagen throughout. After a careful initial application of nerve gasses to kill off larger animal life, chemical sprayer trucks follow massive plant-cutting machines which slice paths through the thorny tangle of Tainted plants. The ongoing cleanup remains dangerous, and expensive: in 2016 130 square miles underwent initial-stage decontamination at a cost of around $300 billion USA.

Initial-stage, you say? The fact is that chemically breaking down the Taint by soaking an area in neutralizing chemicals doesn’t mean that there aren’t deep underground pockets of the deadly blue goo that is still untouched: intensive surveying and digging and sinking deep sampling rods will go on for years before a formerly tainted area is cleared for human re-settlement.

And of course the situation is worse in the large areas where radiation was employed to kill off the Taint. Although the US and imitators tried to use quick-decaying isotopes with half-lives short enough to decay to harmless levels in not many years, there were always other isotopes as bi-products of the creation of desired isotopes, some slow-decaying, and too expensive to separate out given the already horrendous costs of the mass production of the radioactives. Indeed, in early years there wasn’t that much consideration to separating out even unwanted different elements. Combined with the sheer quantity of radioactives used, it will be decades longer before many areas are again habitable: it is estimated that it will be the early 22nd century by the time the European Dead Zone is again habitable.

(Of course, some countries have different standards on what is “habitable.” The Chinese government generally declares its radioactively contaminated areas “safe” far sooner than seems plausible, [4] and independent use of Geiger counters and such is a crime against the state. In many of the poorer and more wretched parts of the Earth, peasants faced with the choice of farming radioactive soil or starving choose the greatly heightened long-term probability of death by cancer, etc. over the short-term certainty of extinction.)

The Taint is now curable, more or less. A combination of the new neutralizing chemicals and radioactive titration can slowly eliminate the Universal Mutagen from the body of the Tainted with a probability of death less than 20%, but if the treatment is delayed until after physical changes have taken place, the biological modifications are irreversible. Most countries do not allow their citizens to opt out of treatment if infected.

Europe is a wounded land. Vast regions of Germany and Poland and some of Slovakia are an uninhabited radioactive wasteland (wind and water runoff have spread the damage of radioactive toxins well beyond the former Tainted area), while so much of the Czech republic is gone that it largely has ceased to exist as a country, most of its people living outside of the small rump “official” state. As the center of the original infection, Europe suffered from a density of outbreaks beyond anything elsewhere, only partly compensated by a greater economic and technological capacity to respond. What is left of Germany, along with France, northern Italy, etc. is blotched and pockmarked with radioactive no-go zones. France – a left-authoritarian, technocratic, Neo-Gaullist (the neo being for the left wing tendencies) – dominates what’s left of the EC. Fearful of Tainted refugees, fearful of being forced to pay, in the midst of a deep global recession, for much of the struggle to keep Central Europe afloat, and just generally associating the European mainland as a whole with the Taint (if mostly on a subconscious level), the UK broke with the EC in 1999. The post-2000 expansion of OTL largely did not take place, with only Malta, Hungary and Slovenia joining (Slovakia and the Czech republic have a special “free association” status as essentially EC protectorates, while Poland is kept afloat by the USA). With nobody really giving a crap, the Yugoslavs held onto Kosovo by expelling two-thirds of the population, a minor humanitarian crisis among a hundred larger ones. With Europe devastated for the third time in under a century, there is a morose and nihilistic mood, with black jokes about WWIII being too popular to have been derailed by merely the collapse of one side of the Cold War.

Still, the European Community can count a few triumphs as well. Although there was much grumbling, the resettlement of tens of millions of refugees from one part of Europe to another took place with remarkable good will, within families from Lisbon to Venice taking in as temporary house guests displaced families and children, and largely unused office space throughout being commandeered by the government to make into new housing. Europe managed to actually take in several million non-European refugees potentially contaminated with the Taint with less freaking out than OTL Europeans taking in refugees potentially contaminated with salafism. (The cynical might point out that while the Tainted will turn blue in the quarantine camps before long, Secrit Musleems never turn green no matter how long you watch them.)

Even more importantly, Europe was at the heart of hunger-fighting efforts during the Famine years. While many of the technological and scientific innovations behind the creation of new, relatively Taint-proof food supply were pioneered in the US, the combination of greater need arising from early and more extensive infection combined with a greater degree of comfort with socialized costs meant that in terms of actually application and production, the European Union was well ahead of the US until late in the struggle. Indoor tower farms, extensive hydroponics, sealed aquaculture growing tanks, yeast vats, etc. all were developed to a high degree, and by 2002 European scientists were able to announce the creation of the world’s first purely synthetic food of non-organic origin. Containing all necessary nutrients (well, you’d have to eat it and only it for over a year before problems began to crop up) and tasting, in the words of a connoisseur, like “sweetened library paste”, the Omnifood Bar never became cheap enough to make to be sold without government subsidy, but it meant to many people more than a mere way of enriching manufacturers: it was a proclamation that no matter how bad things got, Europeans would at least not starve to death. (And Europe would help other nations: synthetics less expensive, if less universal in their ability to replace regular food, began to be exported in large quantities to starving nations within a few years. Germany began producing a variant made from its own coal, which some considered to be sort of cheating).

The US, the world’s greatest agricultural exporter, an ocean away from the origin of the Taint, the world’s greatest industrial power, with capacities no other nation could match, was best positioned to ride out the bad years with a minimum of trouble. Unfortunately, it was initially slow in preparing a response due to overconfidence in that Ocean, and by the time the gravity of the situation really sank in the Taint, brought by human travelers, insects aboard ships, migrating birds, etc. was making itself at home in the farms and fields of North America. While the US never saw true famine, there was a long period of rationing and belt-tightening and “alternative food”, and among the poor and already food-insecure, a fair number _did_ die of hunger, but gradually enough that most people weren’t too exercised about it. Still, there was a great fear abroad in the land, and President McCain’s Tough Guy act wasn’t really enough to convince people everything would be alright. The Religious right became quite convinced, understandably, that the End of Days was at hand, and while they were willing to put up with McCain, when in 2008 the vote was split by the theocratic candidate being too radical for the Republican party and the Democrats made a comeback, it was clear the Antichrist had arrived.

(Thing had reached a turning point by then in the battle with the Taint, and government experts were saying so by the time the election rolled around, but perceptions are important, and from the point of view of many things were getting worse, not better. Background radiation kept going up, as did the amount of synthetic food (“guaranteed untainted and nutritious!”) in people’s diets.)

Combined with an already smouldering and increasingly violent anger in the countryside (the government’s efforts to make sure everyone Shared Alike the limited food supply necessarily ended up with a lot of farmers having “excess surplus” they were keeping back for themselves confiscated), the results of the 2008 election triggered what officially are known as the Troubles, but among many is referred to as The Second Civil War or even The Second American Revolution. The fighting, which did not really come to an end until 2014, was heavily downplayed by the media (heavily government-influenced thank to the many “emergency powers” the government had taken on since 1995), but still ended up killing over 250,000 Americans, with several cities virtually wrecked by fighting between government and rebel groups, and local units of the national guard, police, and even units of the military joining the rebellion: even parts of New England, not really sympathetic to the fundamentalist and “strong constitutionalist” groups, rose against the government in protest against the massive restriction on civil liberties. The National State of Emergency was not (partially) put to an end until 2016, when in a move of heroic principle (or sheer stupidity, some said) the Democrat-dominated government allowed free national elections. To the surprise of many, Americans were tired of fighting, aware that the Taint was more or less under control, and really didn’t want to start Round Two of a civil war: in spite of a plethora of deeply insane candidates, the winner was a Republican who could speak coherent sentences and was willing to let Jesus arrive in his own time. (He has been taking legislative steps to screw over the cities in a favor of the country, though).

The world has seen a slow recovery from the late 2000s as the Taint slowly withdrew, but much of the world remains a mess. Large areas of Africa, Latin America, and SE Asia are still under foreign occupation due to the collapse of local authority in the face of populations ravaged by insect-borne Taint. Civil war and other disorders which might give the Taint a chance to reestablish itself are strongly frowned upon, and people are not picky about how order is maintained. In some parts of Africa regional warlords essentially have been confirmed in power by the international community as long as they keep an eye out for new Taint outbreaks and don’t complain about the background radiation level. If they keep order, it is fine: nobody feels like questioning how it is kept.

Famine, death, and government incapacity in dealing with the same provoked civil wars and the breakup of some nations: in some areas regimes survived because the populace was too busy starving to revolt. Massive population relocations have taken place as people fled from heavily Tainted areas to regions of safety (or assumed safety). Population distributions have changed, in some places radically; in Peru, almost everyone lives on the nose-bleedingly elevatedAltiplano nowadays. The Amazon jungle is currently having a breather from deforestation in those areas not toxic with radiation: most of the population fled the area when it became the government couldn’t handle the many fast-growing and hard to access Tainted regions, and the US started the large-scale deployment of Project Pluto.

(Since the return to more-or-less normalcy, much of the third world has seen the rise of the Union of the Global South, an international political movement driven by anger at the high handed way the developed nations handled bringing the Taint under control in poor nations, often involving invasions, occupations, or simply dumping thousands of tons of radioactive materials from twenty thousand feet. The US, China, etc. argue this was simply necessary, but it is hard for people who have seen entire families die of radiation poisoning be objective. The spread of the Union has been limited by the fact that vast stretches of the Third world are simply still too dependent on the global North, or are simply run by warlords in foreign pay. Still, the Union of the Global South is influential in a number of countries, including, to First World unease, three countries with developed nuclear industries.)

The Saudi Civil War [5] made a fragmented mess of the Arabian Peninsula. (Saddam Hussein is doing alright, thank you: he managed to wiggle out of most of the sanctions regime while people were way too busy with Taint-related affairs to pay much attention).

China has at least in part returned to its socialist roots, mass mobilization politics and state run anti-taint mass manufacturing both having been needed in a situation where things could hardly be run on a normal for profit basis and the capitalist part of the economy having been hurt by a sharp reduction in foreign trade. (The Taint had arrived, after all, only six years after Tiananmin Square). Much of the old rhetoric returned during the long struggle, and China in 2017 is an alarmingly mobilized state: while over the last decade, as the global economy slowly revived, China has moved energetically back into the world capitalist system, it seems unlike to become the pseudo-gilded age economy of OTL anytime soon.

North Korea, ravaged by famine 1995-1998, with outbreaks of the Taint from 1999, and increasingly little aid available from abroad, essentially invaded South Korea and collapsed simultaneously in 2001, with the country divided up between China and South Korea.

Japan essentially turned Tokyo and a few other cities into giant clean-room sealed environments: following the airtight connecting tubes and tunnels, one can now walk from one end of Tokyo to the other without ever seeing sunlight. Some of the new generation are positively terrified of the idea of going outside, and there are projects to extend the city further by going deeper underground.

SE Asia, hit hard by insect-driven Taint spread, is a mess and until recently was mostly occupied by foreign forces, with the exception of Vietnam, which managed to maintain control at the cost of a countryside so chemically poisoned that 1 in 5 children born has some sort of visible malformation. Many of Indonesia’s smaller islands are covered with slowly cooling radioactive dust, and most of the Chinese minority has been expelled. Strict quarantine and isolation kept the Taint out of New Zealand until the Murder Sheep outbreak of 2002.

In case all efforts to stop the Taint ended in failure, some emergency backup options were explored during the long war against the Taint: the US explored the possibility of establishing self-sustaining colonies off Earth, leading to the successful launch in 2009 of the only sort of spaceship getting enough stuff off the Earth fast enough, an Orion atomic push-plate ship. (By that time it was becoming clear the fight was being won, but bureaucratic inertia is a powerful thing, as are long-term contracts with lots of state pork attached). There are plans for sending model 2.0 to Mars (the first design unfortunately hadn’t quite mastered the whole landing thing): the issues of a spaceship design which depends on a steady stream of nuclear explosions are much less in a world where everyone is pretty much resigned to alarmingly high background radiation levels. The Europeans, on the other hand, noting the Taint’s poor survival rates in sea water, got to work on a sea-floor settlement program: there is substantial debate whether the 5,000 people currently occupying the shallower parts of the Bay of Biscay are a terribly expensive boondoggle or The Future.

The Russians tried to do some settlement in the interior of Antarctica, where no Taint-carrying life form could survive. They tend to be rather close-mouthed about the results of this effort.

Radiation, like the occasional Tainted rat trying to gnaw your face off, is a fact of life. Expensive homes have elaborate filtration systems to clear the air: poor ones do the best they gain with fine-weave cloth and wishful thinking. A breathing mask worn outside is de rigeur, and goggles for that annoying bit of radioactive grit landing in your eye. The more paranoid go for full radiological warfare suits if they can afford them, if not they fix up something with plastic bags and duck tape. The public bath house has returned to Europe: thorough washing, showering, cleaning off the dust, is life, is health: clean uncontaminated water is precious. Some YOLO types scorn such measures, claiming that where _they_ live is clearly not too badly contaminated. The plants and so on look fine, right? And indeed a fair amount of the globe isn’t too badly contaminated, and the radiation level is dropping steadily – but perhaps half the world’s population when it dies will die of cancer or some other radiation-related illness, and some places are much worse off than others. In North Burma, where the Chinese were ruthless in stopping the spread of the Taint through the jungles when the Junta proved incapable, lifespans are brutally short. In central Europe, a vast swathe of cities stand empty, abandoned: some have burned down. Extensive areas in the tropics are almost human – baseline human- free.

Humor tends to be black, and artwork has tended to take on an obsessive interest in death and morbidity, as in the days after the black plague. (With exceptions: Russia, for instance, has banned all such manifestations of “morbid, anti-human art.”) People tend to nervously watch the skies, and the US government recently passed the budget for a multi-billion, decade-long program of obsessively scanning said skies for alien radio signals, the flare of interstellar starship drives, the infrared glow of Dyson spheres, etc.

The world is poorer, even in the most advanced nations, and rather more authoritarian and police-statey even in the most democratic of states. It is by necessity more socialized, as governments are forced to take responsibility for millions of displaced internal refugees the free market is incapable of handling fast enough. Everyone gets their ration of (synthetic) government cheese, the world is full of hastily thrown up and already crumbling “people storage” apartment complexes, (where the government hasn’t simply split people’s houses in two to make room for refugees) and it seems nowadays that every family has at least one person working for the government. However, it’s also a bustling time for the small entrepreneur as people scramble to Make Do and require all sorts of services that aren’t immediately available where they’ve turned up.

Blue is no longer a boy’s color, or for that matter anyone’s color: only edgy assholes wear dark blue colors, and only the suicidal use blue makeup or hair dye. (There’s always at least one idiot who gets shot every Halloween).

The most hated and feared of terrorists (Muslim terrorists aren’t really looked upon any worse than Christian fundamentalist terrorists or national separatist terrorists [6]) are those who try to spread the Taint: the Taint growing out of control again is the one great existential terror of the era. Some have “normal” objectives, and simply are using the Taint as the ultimate terror weapon while simply assuming that it won’t get out of control nowadays: they are looked as dangerous fools but not pure monsters. That is reserved for those who want it to get out of control again: Deep Green and related Humans Will Kill the World loons who see the Taint as nature’s solution to the Human Problem, apocalyptic thinkers who think destruction by the Taint as God’s Will or at least think it needs to kill a lot more people before Jesus/The Mahdi/One Punch Buddha comes back. And then there are the real weirdoes, starting with the Church of Oblivion and going downhill from there. (At least the Disciples of Jeff always greet you with a big smile.)

Religion certainly has received a bit of a shakeup, although the Catholic Church remaining quite firm on refusing to predict when God might decide to wind things up has ultimately strengthened its position. New religions have sprouted weird and wonderful (if occasionally horrible) and many people have turned to religion for reassurance in a poorer, more dangerous world where so much that seemed certain and solid has been thrown into chaos. Religious devotion is in, millenarianism is to some extent out (the world did not in fact end, and people are now somewhat resentful towards those who looked forward to it or even took steps to speed it along) although among Hindus a strong movement that claims this is now the Age of Kali Yuga for sure. (Since it theoretically could last for billions of years, it’s hard to call them on this). Jews are happy that at least during this last global catastrophe very few people actually blamed them for it (although of course they were blamed for profiting off it or directing which areas got the heaviest unwanted radiological deliveries).

Tainted humans remain a problem. While the great majority had been killed, some still survive in deep forests and wilderness, spreading the Taint and murdering any humans that they may stumble across. While that is a problem that is being solved with hounds and semi-automatic weapons, a less tractable problem is those which have been captured alive. As already mentioned, by the point they have become visibly transformed, the biological modifications are irreversible: although after months of treatment they may return to a normal coloration, and the skin (after some horrendous peeling) becomes less leathery, those enlarged bones, deformed jaws, and gruesome teeth aren’t going away. Higher brain functions don’t return, and they remain abnormally fast, aggressive and strong, if no longer universally murderous towards non-Tainted animate life. All surviving captured specimens, even after decontamination, must be kept in high-security institutions under the most stringent security. They are usually sterilized or at least separated by sexes: the children of the “cured” will be (mostly) genetically normal humans, and will not live long in the care of their parents, while those still Tainted and blue will produce children Tainted from birth (not something anyone wants to allow).

There are advocates for those who have been permanently damaged by the Taint, but they have a hard row to hoe. The tragic case of Dr. Clayton, who taught one of the “decontaminated” inmates sign language and established what she considered to be a close rapport, only to be murdered and partially cannibalized when she and a security guard grew trustingly careless, has only recently departed from the air waves, and probably will be refreshed in people’s memories when the movie comes out next year. Many countries exterminate human Tainted outright, denying that they are, in fact, human, or anything than very dangerous animals. In those countries which keep them alive, much lobbying for their continued preservation comes from surviving relatives, who hope their humanity may be restored some day.

This hope is fed by the advances in genetic engineering that have come from the study of the Universal Mutagen, the blue goo which is the active agent of the Taint. Dangerous as it is, it’s bizarre mutagenic properties make it too fascinating as a subject of study to simply mix it with some polonium and destroy it: even though a dozen or more researchers worldwide are infected annually, some incurably so, the struggle to interpret its mysteries continues. Genetic therapy is rather more advanced than OTL, and in those countries which haven’t been scared by the mutagenic nature of the Taint to ban genetic manipulation altogether, new “improved” plants and animals are coming onto the market with increased frequency, and a Taint “vaccine” is promised by the year 2020 (not that most people, when polled, trust the idea enough to take it). It is a Brave New Future out there, and there have emerged a number of post-Humanist lobbies that proclaim genetic engineering to make a superior, Taint-proof human is the only way that the human race will be ready to take on the challenges that no doubt await us out in space.

(The Taint at the very least proves life, or something like it, exists beyond the Earth, and some say it proves intelligence as well. That the Taint is someone, or something’s, artificial creation is a view roughly equal in popularity to the idea that it represents a sort of ultra-parasite that infects entire ecosystems rather than individual species. That it was deliberately targeted at Earth is a more contentious idea; after all, if destruction was the aim, no more than a dozen or so source infections on the scale of the European one would have been enough to bring down civilization and doom humanity before it could rally. A cynical sub-sub group suggests that it was just a weapons experiment: whether humanity lived or died was a mere datum, genocide no more than the intent of the experiment than testing a germ on lab animals is a deliberate attempt to wipe said animals out. )

[1] Animals who ate a fair amount, anyway. A small quantity of Tainted plant or animal tissue, taken orally, won’t kill you: it will make you violently ill and convert you into a Tainted in a week, but it won’t kill you!
[2] Aside from “Jackass” contestants. Russia was the only country to come close to the US in “drunken, heavily armed idiot tries to single-handedly take on the Tainted ecosystem” incidents.
[3] Outside the “the government created AIDS and faked the Moon landing and will turn us all over to the tender mercies of the UN” crowd, of course.
[4] Admittedly, even the US in this timeline rates “safe” levels of radiation rather higher than in our world. Necessity is the mother of bare-faced invention.
[5] Partly set off by the Saudi government importing large numbers of infidels to help deal with their own Taint problems. Wasn’t it obvious that the Taint was a divine test of faith and calling on the aid of polytheists instead clearly blasphemy?
[6] There was no 9/11: although the Taint seems to have done wonders for his health, it rather shortened the terrorism career of one Osama Bin Laden, last seen chewing the face off a fellow jihadist. However, the effort by one extremist splinter group within Hamas to use the Taint as a terror weapon against Israel led to the Great Expulsion of 2011, in which the Israelis simply expelled most of the Arab population of Gaza and the West Bank into surrounding Arab states.

101. Pacific Anomaly

A scenario commission, based on this old comic book series: en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_War_…

When the US campaign against Japan in the Pacific began, relatively few recruits were familiar with the South Seas, so their expectations did not extend beyond the vague images drawn from Hollywood and popular novels. Most were therefore not taken aback that the sun occasionally seemed a bit too large, thinking it a feature of the tropics, and although the sky acquiring a slightly greenish tint was strange, it could be dismissed as an atmospheric phenomenon. The giant floating seaweeds stretching as much as a thousand feet across the tropical waters were more disquieting, especially to experienced sailors. But things really went undeniably wrong when the dinosaurs showed up.

On June 26, 1942, only three weeks after the battle of Midway, reports began coming in of US ships and planes operating in the South Pacific going out of radio contact. Similar reports were reaching the Japanese military, and confusion and alarm reigned for some time. When some of the missing finally began broadcasting again, the reports coming in mostly created further confusion. Violent storms coming out of out of nowhere. Reports of empty sea where there should be islands. Reports of islands, some very large, where there should have been nothing but sea. Reports of islands there one second, and not there the next. Long periods when nothing but static could be received on the radio. And monster attacks. Attacks from the air, from the sea, and on land when landing parties were sent to investigate islands that shouldn’t have been there. Monsters resembling dinosaurs, but often ungodly huge and ungodly tough, to the extent where some could only be dispatched by a battleship’s main guns.

A number of ships and planes failed to return at all.

Modern scientific theory holds that the Pacific Anomaly is a major interdimensional incursion, or a “cross-rip” as described by brane theorist Egon Spengler, author of popular science books Why We May Be Doomed and Further Evidence We’re Doomed. At the time, however, there was no scientific theory to account for events, and for some time governments on both sides of the Pacific went into denial mode, even after some ships returned with gruesome specimens abroad, particularly on the Japanese side, where several captains were executed for insisting their losses were due to monster (or Kaiju, as they would later become known in Japan) attacks rather than enemy action. Denial was initially made easier to the initially highly unstable nature of the incursion, with islands often appearing and then transitioning back to their own space-time (usually with a large section of the Ocean) in a matter of hours.

However, it soon became undeniable that some sort of impossible barrier had been thrown across the Pacific Ocean, extending thousands of miles from just south of Japan’s Bonin isles to a bit northwest of Fiji. Attempts to cross the area by sea inevitably running into land masses at variable and uncertain locations, massive tidal and atmospheric disturbances, and, of course, monsters. Crossing was first achieved by air: at heights over 50,000 feet atmospheric disturbances seemed to decrease, and none of the monsters seemed to fly that high. But only a few specialized planes could reach that height, and mass transportation of men and equipment over that route was impossible. The US strategy of island-hopping would now have to change: with the central Pacific now inaccessible, US forces would now move towards Japan by way of the Indonesian archipelago: and if practicable, by way of the Aleutians from the north.

And the US would have at the same time have to fight a second campaign: while the land monsters were at least confined to the mysteriously shifting islands of what would be termed (officially) as the Pacific Anomalous Zone, and (popularly) The Lost World, the marine and flying monsters would not be so considerate of lines drawn on the map. Small island nations lying deep within the zone were often simply gone or scoured clean of human life by massive tidal forces released in the initial dimensional displacement, while others remained intermittently, shifting back and forth between this world and the unknown other side. Even the most stable had to be evacuated, as monster attacks from sea and sky increased multiplied: although initially fighting to defend the islands on the fringes of the Anomaly, many would be evacuated as too much trouble to defend in the long run – it was not considered practical for, say, a coral atoll with a couple thousand inhabitants to house the staff, supplies and equipment necessary for the combination of heavy artillery and flak required to defend them.

The situation grew more complicated in 1943, when increasing reports of Japanese activity within the Zone began to cross desks in Washington. The Japanese had decided to make a purse out of the sows ear of the Zone by establishing bases from which to launch attacks on US forces from within the Zone, clearing small islands with incendiaries, capital ship’s guns, and expendable troops laden with high explosives with little concern for human costs. Which bases would have to be located within the Transition Zone and even in the kaleidoscopically shifting madness of the Unstable Zone, destroyed, and US forces based to prevent the Japanese from returning: “island jumping” had returned with a vengeance, in an environment a thousand times deadlier.

The costs to Tokyo in men and above all material were so high that by many measures they would more than cancel out any gains to the Japanese Empire, if it were not for certain discoveries that the Japanese would call the Unknown Ones and the Americans, thanks to an officer who was a pulp fan, The Elder Things. Shattered masses of shiny black not-stone blocks big as small cottages, eroded pillars a thousand feet or more high, and partly melted structures of titanic metal rods that seemed to have grown like plants, all sunk in seething, monster-haunted jungle. Nothing else remained: of the builders, not a single bone was ever to be found, although some careful measurement of what appeared to be collapsed passages and staircases of stone seemed to indicate proportions as anomalously gigantic as everything else in the Zone. The chance, the desperate chance, of finding some trace of ancient science that would allow Japan to gain an edge over the Americans, drew Japanese soldiers and sailors and scientists deeper into the zone, often to their death.

In the end, something was found by the Japanese. But the Americans did too.

The combat situation for troops both American and Japanese (and some Australian, etc.) was quite unprecedented. Radio communications over distance was unreliable, landing sites were occasionally (and worse than occasionally in the Unstable Zone) absent, airplane scouting could end up with plane and ship literally in different worlds, and all that before even making a landing. Movement on the Zone islands was impeded in some areas by dense jungle growth, with some trees exceeding 600 feet in height, while other places relatively open ground was overgrown with grasses too high to see over even in the turret of a tank. Weather was often violent and unpredictable as air masses shifted and clashed, the only good part of the frequent violent gales that they occasionally cleared the usually low-lying cloud cover long enough for planes to ascend and take pictures.

Of course, the main problem was the local life, especially a plethora of “mega-dinosaurs” often only vaguely like their extinct terrestrial equivalents, huge lizard and salamander like things, giant arthropods, and in coastal waters, colossal crustaceans and immense octopi. Interestingly, a variety of mammalian species coexisted with the dinosaur-creatures, many tiny fast breeding eaters of fruit or leaves, but others giant creatures able to compete with the mega-dinos on an almost equal level (See “notes on Zone life forms”, below), or, equally, threaten human beings on an almost equal level, greater intelligence compensating for small sizes.

Combat with local life was often complicated in early days (and remains so, to this day, in the Unstable Zone) by the dimensional instability of the region, which made some of the great beasts semi-intangible at times, still lethally dangerous to humans outside an armored vehicle, but unsubstantial enough for machine gun bullets to pass right through with minimal damage, and shells to penetrate without detonating. (There are a few reported cases of airplanes in mid-air combat actually flying right through giant Pseudo-Pterosaurs). Fortunately creatures in this state were more than usually susceptible to disruption by high explosives, satchel charges and grenades doing considerably better work than they would have done with a similar beast in a fully materialized condition. On the positive side, none of the local bacteria and viruses have adapted to the human body, and local insects generally disliked the taste of human beings, although certain aggressive local fungi did lead to extensive mandated chemical assaults on various human body creases and folds.

 The land itself became an enemy in the most unstable regions, at times allowing individual soldiers (or, in one case, an entire armored convoy) to sink helplessly into semi-dematerialized ground, while violent earth tremors and massive landslides took place as dimensional shifts radically changed the level of the ground. Fortunately, as the Zone effect does not appear to extend too far above the Earth, it also does not seem to extend too far beneath it: large scale new volcanic activity does not appear to be taking place within the Zone as a result of ground shifts.

In spite of all the challenges, Allied and Japanese soldiers struggled on, human ingenuity, technology, planning, and sheer-bloody mindedness winning out over the brute power of monsters of all sizes and types.  As US trooped struggled, there emerged the legend of the “Suicide Squad”: small, disposable units sent into the teeth of the monsters to win or die, badly equipped, treated as disposable as tissue paper by the brass, but somehow managing to survive just another day. Tales were spread and embellished, and the real joke was that there were no “suicide squads”: it was just a blackly comical commentary on the situation the GIs found themselves in, facing menaces on a scale never seen before, battling monsters whose nature, weaknesses and capacities were as yet only dimly understood back in the States.

Before long new allies would arrive in the field.

Robotics, in the US, Japan, and Germany had made great steps forward in the 30s, building on the work of the brilliant if erratic Rotwang [1], but robots at the start of WWII were limited by the inability of the state of the art to create a true mechanical “brain”, making even the most sophisticated designs unable to deal with any challenges beyond the limits of their programming.  Still, the purveyors of robots, hoping to sell their machines on the basis of preserving human troops by substituting machines in situations where brains weren’t particularly important – say charging right at a mega-dinosaur with a couple 100-pound satchels of explosives. The first prototypes of the “GI Robot” line arrived for due in the Zone in the fall of 1943.

The Machine Virus appears only patchily in the Zone, and is associated with large crystalline growths appearing on certain types of exposed rock. The contagion mechanism remains obscure, since such crystals show no activity under examination: however, their structure is too similar to the crystalline encrustations that begin to form in areas of intense activity within any sophisticated electronic device. In the early stages this can be cleared off with commercial electronic cleaning solutions, but becomes more difficult in later stages: in any event doing so in a full-blown infection has been legally murder in the US since the 1970s.

The effect of the Machine Virus was first detected by US soldiers serving in the Zone, when they began to note that the “metal morons” and “tin twits” were beginning to show signs of higher thought: a capacity for planning, for abstract thinking, and for…self sacrifice. Even heroism. It would be quite a while before the brass really took these reports from the field seriously, ascribing it to (1) the machines operating better than predicted, something Rossum’s representatives were eager to suggest, and (2), the human tendency towards the pathetic fallacy, especially towards useful and helpful machines such as planes, ships and now man-shaped machines. It would take a lot more interactions in the field, and some quite odd human-machine alliances, before what was actually going on was forced upon the attention of Washington.

The Japanese didn’t discover the Machine Virus during the war, but they did discover certain metals and ores which did not seem to operate on any rules learned from the periodic table, and learned that while forgeable at temperatures 1940s technology could attain, when cooled hardened into metals whose strength under compression and tension greatly exceeded even the best steels. The serious constraints on Japanese efforts to create an industrial base (with masses of expendable slave labor) prevented the construction of more than one “unsinkable” battleship, the Yamato (which would indeed remain afloat, even after chemical fire unleashed by the US airforce had burned to ash all its crew), but did produce, in combination with the discovery of the “black bells” [2] the basis of Project Mecha, to fight both monsters and US marines. The first models encountered by US troops in mid-1944 were only about 50 feet tall, but so heavily armored that tanks shells did little to stop them: in the end it was the transmitted concussion of massive explosions, not a breach of their armor, that killed their human crews.

Boobytrapped (their power sources would overheat and melt their way out of the Mecha and then down through the ground), no Mecha would be seized relatively intact until well into 1945, not long before the first atomic mushrooms began to bloom over Japan. The last and greatest Mecha ever built, Tetsujin, stood over 300 feet tall, could defeat even the largest mega-dinosaurs, was radio remote controlled, and was widely proclaimed by its builders to be unbeatable: three days before it was to be recalled to Japan to defend against the expected US invasion, it crossed paths with a small force of US troops and one GI Robot, and ended its operating life ignominiously wedged helplessly upside down in a narrow canyon.

Today, of course, Mecha, Combat Armor Suits, and robots of all types, intelligent or not, are a part of daily life. Although neither the Black Bells or the Machine Virus have as yet been duplicated by human science, enough clues were obtained to create the crystal cores of modern AI and the less powerful but far safer nuclear engines of modern ultra-heavy machinery. Zone super-metals remain a limited product: all mining takes place on only two small islands on the edge of the Transition zone, risks in establishing mining operations further within the Zone being too high for any rational government to countenance. (In the case of irrational governments, the People’s Democratic Republic of Korea’s efforts to start up a mining operation actually with the Unstable Zone failed so utterly that many suspect even the Koreans themselves have no real idea what happened).

A divide exists between old-school robots enhanced by the Machine Virus (which in older robots often leads to something like senility weirdly combined with genius as the crystals multiply exuberantly within their brain cases) and modern AI, each side considering the other somehow Other and somewhat hostile to eachother. The GI Robots and their kin have developed their own odd form of reproduction, building deliberately retro “children” and then going on pilgrimage to certain regions of the Zone for the long, chancy wait for infection to take hold: it does not always happen, and at times in spite of all precautions the “pilgrims” are destroyed (or “killed”, as it is polite to say nowadays). (The US government no longer officially disapproves of its robotic citizens reproducing themselves, but refuses to underwrite it by providing military protection: several veterans groups do what they can).

The Pacific Anomalous Zone is divided into several concentric areas: the outermost is the Stable Zone, where activity has (mostly) ceased and the islands, whether terrestrial or otherworldly, generally stay in place and rarely shift interdimensionally anymore. Within is a more active transition zone, and then the so-called “unstable zone” within that, where the landscape (and sea scape) rarely remains fixed for more than a day or so and in fact may become partially “phased” and not entirely material. There are of course no fixed borders, the level of activity being a continuous function, and the division lines being fairly arbitrary conventions drawn (and redrawn, as borders slowly shift over time) according to electromagnetic activity readings recorded by buoys and satellites. The outer edge of the Zone is a bit arbitrary as well, some odd EM activity being occasionally detected as much as a hundred miles beyond the “official” border, although normally activity at the outer edge of the “stable zone” is close enough to zero for all practical purposes. The outer edges may shift by as much as fifty miles over a period of months, but the total area of the Anomalous Zone never changes by more than plus or minus five percent. Aerial visibility within the Zone is usually rather less than outside of it, with most of its area normally obscured by thick, low-lying cloud cover.

Not arbitrary at all is the Central or Forbidden Zone (also known as the Void),  the borders of which are demarked by a continuous wall of storms, with violent, random winds and currents of ocean water occasionally being sucked in or jetted out. No manned ship or probe has remained in radio contact for over 15 seconds after passing through what is parsimoniously referred to as the “death line”, although on a couple occasions there has been time for brief screams. It is generally supposed to be an area of such extreme dimensional stability that no object of any size can long exist with all of it in one dimension at once. Studies continue, especially in the light of the fact that since the Zone was finally mapped with a fair degree of accuracy in the 1960s, the Anomalous Zone as a whole has decreased in size by about 3%, but the Void has increased in size by 10%. [3]

Land claims within the Zone have been a knotty problem since the start, with various nations extending claims to territories equivalent to former Pacific possessions, and some simply “squatting” in spite of UN directives (the last Japanese holdouts weren’t winkled out until the 1990s). Fortunately, the sheer difficulty of establishing any sort of secure human presence in the area eventually made the major powers agreeable to a UN mandate over the territory, with territorial arrangements made on a case by case basis. (The Soviets made a terrible fuss about the ex post facto recognition of many US footholds in the area established while fighting monster invasions of inhabited islands and pursuing Japanese secret projects in the area: the US remains the largest “landowner” by far in the area, although most of its bases are on surviving our world Pacific isles within the Stable Zone.)

Multiple nations retain “interests” and national footholds in the Zone in 2017, continued idealistic efforts to bring the whole area under UN control nowithstanding, with US predominance challenged by the Russian Union [4], France, the UK, North China, and the Lunar Reich, although by the 2003 Treaty of Minsk the Russians have allowed foreign corporations mining rights in their super-metal ore regions in exchange for equivalent rights in the US “new territories.” There are private actors as well: as well as the occasional billionaire SOB with his own rocket launcher and a desire to hunt the Most Dangerous Game (I’ll take unarmed human over 100 foot flesh eating pseudo-tyrannosaur with aggression issues, thank you) there is an issue with various private cranks trying to “homestead” in the Zone and create their own free/holy/whatever society. The unreliability of long-range radar and sonar in the Zone has meant that a fair number of boat-owners have managed to sneak in, and while most such efforts end as lunch, a few groups of the more clever and cautious have succeeded in finding ways to coexist with the monsters, on some islands not too rich in aggressive species, atop colossal trees, underground in the tunnels of the giant worms, nocturnally, growing local fungi on their skins to mask their smell and body odor. US and other forces forcibly evict them “for their own safety” when they are found, but some experts estimate there may be now as many as a couple dozen groups of hardscrabble survivors making a go of it in a place most people would consider insanity to live in.

Island bases, established either by killing all the larger animals on the islands through high explosive and incendiaries bombing or by using an our-world Pacific island evacuated of its inhabitants if any, remain hardship posts: islands are usually surrounded by floating mines to discourage the basketball court sized crabs and other creepy sea things, and extensive ground to air missile systems remain on 24 hour alert in case some colossal thing of the air decides to sweep in. And in those cases where the island has “non-terrestrial” fauna, there’s always the chance the bombs missed a cow-sized spider in a cave or something equally unpleasant.

The so-called “thin grey line” of ships and aircraft carriers that patrol the borders of the Zone to shoot down flying monsters and depth charge marine monsters continues its endless vigilance, but is considered by many a boondoggle: it killed off a lot of whales before more accurate detection methods were developed, generally failed and continues to fail to intercept a not insignificant number of sea creatures (especially sea floor crawlers and small juveniles) and is ultimately not needed to prevent monsters from taking over the Earth: given their subtly different molecular structure, the Zone monsters are unable to successfully incorporate terrestrial food molecules into their bodies, and essentially die of starvation within a few weeks at most of living on terrestrial rations. It is however too much of a public opinion third rail to be gotten rid of it: it does decrease monster attacks on civilian populations in the Pacific zone, and no politician ever wants to look weak on “preventing constituents from being eaten alive.”

By careful timing and navigation, it is possible to navigate the dimension shifts with the Unstable Zone and the Transitional Zone to reach the stable zones beyond the equivalent area on what has become known as Primordial Earth. Exploration since it began at the end of the 1980s has been slow and cautious, and as yet only about a third of Primordial Earth has been mapped, mostly by extreme high altitude planes, due to the rather severe difficulties involved in setting up a satellite launching facility. Exploration is carried out by specialized purpose-built carrier/destroyers heavily armored, heavily armed, and equipped with a cellular internal structure that makes them almost impossible to sink if the hull is pierced (and odds are that the hull will be pierced at some time during the ships operating life, in spite of sonar and depth charges: if nothing else goes wrong, there are the giant acid-secreting barnacles). US ships carry with them one [5] “Behemoth” class heavy Mecha to help defend landing parties human and (sentient) robotic.

Primordial Earth is almost exactly the same size as Earth, although the atmosphere is a bit denser and richer and oxygen (the faint green tint to the sky is actually biological in origin: there are some odd floating life forms above the 20,000 foot level): the sun is a bit brighter, and why the planet hasn’t gone into runaway greenhouse is mainly due to a fearsomely active biological system sequestering carbon at an accelerated rate. It does appear to be a near-duplicate of our solar systems, eight planets and a ringer as OTL, although Jupiter also has rings and Mars appears to have some small seas: the constellations are not the same, though, although long range observation of the deep sky indicates it’s still in the right galaxy. Some speculate that this is an Earth-equivalent a few hundred million years further along in its evolution: some speculate it is our Earth, although such people are generally in the Kook class, given that most life and most of the matter of (at least the outer layers) the planet consists is made of “macromolecules” subtly different from anything known in our own universe.  (They are also lacking in non-handwavy explanations for dinosaurs reappearing. Cyclical history has been a bit out of fashion since around the presidency of Millard Fillmore).  As yet, no terrestrial state has advanced claims on the other side of the dimensional rift.

The deepest part of the Ocean south of the main continental mass is now avoided by exploration parties, after the last images from the accompanying survey drone showed what appeared to be approximately thousand-foot long tentacles emerging from the sea and dragging the Russian carrier Slava  under the waves in a matter of seconds.

That something bad happened a while back does seem clear: large areas of the moon appear to have been resurfaced, and the nearest continent is peppered with suspiciously round lakes and downright alarming long, thousand-foot deep, perfectly straight “canyons”. Monstrous life swarms everywhere, even more bizarre and diverse than on the islands, and the scattered and mostly ruined state of artifacts found on the isles is duplicated by what cautious (i.e., no more than 5% fatalities) exploration has uncovered on the mainland.

Recent careful analysis of high-altitude observation data from the smaller eastern continent has revealed something rather exciting (or alarming, depending on who you ask): an area of some hundreds of thousands of square miles in the north which has a thermal profile inconsistent with observed geography. There are no other anomalous readings or signs of electromagnetic activity, but closer examination of visual data shows what appear to be immense shafts descending deep into the planetary crust. Currently most of this has been kept under wraps by the two terrestrial governments who know about it as the leadership argue about what should be done: there is a strong faction which argues that the only rational response is to stay the hell away from the eastern continent from now on, with a smaller sub-faction which calls for shutting down exploration of Primordial Earth altogether.

NOTES ON ZONE LIFEFORMS

It is generally accepted that in spite of similarities the giant reptilian beasts of the Zone and Primordial Earth are not actually dinosaurs: they appear ordered in clades and groupings dissimilar to the dinosaurs of OTL, and the bipedal giants are not in any way related to birds. (Birds, as such, do not exist in the Zone). Thanks to an alien molecular structure, life in this world can grow far larger than in ours before succumbing to the cube-squared law, and the largest species can be as much as ten times the size of the largest dinosaurs of OTL, with proportional gigantism among marine species. Some of the Mega-dinosaurs resemble giant sized versions of such terrestrial species as the Tyrannosaurus or the Triceratops: others are of almost phantasmagorical grotesquerie. An unusually high percentage of the species, ecologically speaking, are either carnivores or omnivores, which may in part be explained by the rather extraordinary intestinal flora of the larger omnivores, which allow them to digest both wild grasses and meat with no difficult. Herbivores in turn are prone to extreme defensive aggression: the cautious explorer should keep in mind that pretty much all Mega-Dinosaurs will want to either eat them or trample them.

Phyla paralleling the arthropods and crustacean of our world grow even more disproportionately large, with the pseudo-arachnids growing as large as terrestrial cattle, literally thousands of times larger than terrestrial types (oddly, the closest equivalent to insects are little larger if at all than our terrestrial species; having found their ecosystem “size niche”, they have apparently never had an evolutionary incentive to leave it). While the Zone lacks bird equivalents (although “birds of passage” from our world occasionally appear, the lack of digestible food prevents them from becoming established), it does have mammals. Many are small fruit and leaf eaters, burrowers and insect eaters, too small to attract any attention from most of the Mega-dinosaurs, some are quite huge and formidable: the bear-sized Titan Rat has been known to attack and swarm quite large Mega-dinosaurs, the Thundercloud Bat is not much smaller than the largest Pseudo-Pterosaurs, while there is little that can harm the heavily armored, building-sized God Sloth. The most notable mammalian species by far is of course the giant white ape, named rather inescapably as the “Kong” (Kong Rex). A highly intelligent animal, it has on multiple occasions proven able to cooperate with human troops and explorers in the Zone against its mortal enemies, the Mega-dinosaurs. Exactly how intelligent the Kongs are was not really determined until the 1970s, when a Soviet experiment to create a force of cyberneticized Kongs as a sort of mostly-organic Mecha force went rather disastrously wrong and led to the near destruction of Aldan in Siberia: whatever else they were, [6] the Kongs were intelligent enough to trick Soviet security officers into thinking them a lot more cowed and obedient than they actually were.

There are also a variety of mammals which have adopted to parasitize the larger mammal and Mega-dinosaur species, which has led to some unusual morphological changes: although rarely aggressive towards human-sized prey, the Tick Bat has a rather strong tendency to induce nightmares in those who get a good look at it.

The automatic savagery of many local lifeforms, even vegetarian species which in theory should not feel either threatened or hungry at the presence of tiny humans, and their occasional oddly cooperative heavier in attacking them, has been somewhat explained by the discovery of certain parasitic fungi, which seem to infect the brains of a sizable percentage of the local Mega-dinosaurs. These fungi appear to induce increased aggression and a tendency towards violent attack in the infected, especially towards things the dinosauroids see as new and unknown. As yet, the adaptive and evolutionary explanation of this remains unclear: although the fungi do grow well on the corpses of dead beasts of all types, their behavioral influence does not seem to be part of their reproductive life cycle, like the fungi which infect ants or the dreaded cat poop protozoan.

The first reported case of the fungal infection spreading to humans, turning a hidden settler colony into a band of bloodthirsty cannibals, was reported in 2016.

[1] Believed to have died in 1935, when his house was devastated by a peculiar fire after several SS troops entered it to arrest Rotwang due to his “uncooperative behavior.” Three of them were found later, reduced to ash but oddly still maintaining human form until poked: Rotwang’s body was never found, but assumed crumbled.

[2] Discovered through the investigation of some mysterious “hot spots” and much dangerous digging, the Bells were energy sources of immense power, if also so radioactive that any human Mecha-pilot had an operating lifetime of under a week in spite of intervening armor. There is now some doubt if they were originally power sources at all, but most of what is known of the Elder Things is doubtful.

[3] See, Egon Spengler, Further Evidence We’re Doomed, pp. 72-193 inclusive.

[4] Includes east Ukraine, Belarus, and northern Kazakhstan. The fall of the USSR was longer and more drawn out than OTL, and involved giant robot battles.

[5] More than one wouldn’t leave enough room on the boat for other essential cargo.

[6] A certain overly romantic view of the Kongs exists and should be discouraged. They do not automatically warm up to human beings, and a Kong encountering humans for the first time may take them for quick snacks rather than potential allies. 

102. Inferno Averted: an Alternate Whoverse

The “Inferno” deep mantle drilling disaster shot a lance of hot plasma beyond the upper edge of the atmosphere, with an explosive concussion that was heard as far as Paris and shattered most windows in London, some 50 miles from Eastchester (our Colchester). Fortunately, the pocket of Stahlman’s gas  into which the drilling operation had broken into was a small and isolated one, and its release from its normal pressurized condition failed to start a sub-crustal chain reaction, an event which could have returned the entire planet to its primordial, molten state. As it was, the results were still a disaster on a global scale: some 300 square miles of English countryside were reduced to a lake of bubbling lava, so much debris was kicked into the atmosphere that the world suffered a “year without summer” which led to extensive famine in the poorer parts of the globe and led to revolution in India, and the formation of a colossal lava reservoir deep in the crust beneath England destabilized the west Eurasian crustal plate to the extent that in 1999 earthquakes are almost as characteristic of Europe as of OTL California: according to some geologists, the crustal plate may be splitting slowly on a west-east axis passing under England,  a view supported by the emergence of a ferociously active volcanic new island in the North Sea. Increasing volcanic effects and tectonic activity have been noted as far away as the Pacific Ring of Fire.

More locally, in England the damage created by the eruption was compounded by a rain of lava-hot green goo, consisting of a primordial form of life long extinct on the cooling outer shell of the planet: it proved infectious, causing humans to regress on a cellular level, into shaggy, bestial (and green) men-monsters, which sought to infect others to become like themselves.  [1] Terribly strong, radiating heat intense enough to carbonize(normal) human flesh, and almost unkillable by conventional hand arms, although vulnerable to cold, the “Primords” spread and multiplied, and were only stopped with heavy use of high explosives and the seizure of every CO2 fire extinguisher and canister liquid oxygen in southern England. (Gas didn’t work, and flamethrowers were quite counterproductive). Although the government under President John Smith reacted with its usual speed, efficiency, and brutality, in the end over two million British citizens perished, above and beyond the close to a million victims of the eruption itself, and half of London was burned down as a result of heat-loving Primords setting fires to keep warm.  Italian and other troops from British allies were eventually brought in to help mop up, although, from the point of view of those who lost family and friends to the Primords, the government had waited inexcusably long before asking for help.  (Not that anyone said this aloud, at least outside very small circles of very trustworthy people. Criticizing the Republic’s leadership was an unhealthy occupation).

The eruption and its disastrous effects (aside from leading to rapid shutdown of Russia’s own mantle penetration project) led to a serious worldwide economic slump, which would last through the rest of the 1970s. President John Smith stepped down in 1976 and disappeared under somewhat mysterious circumstances – although official accounts have him enjoying his retirement in Malaysia, many suspect a quiet coup, something not particularly appeased by the largely unknown new President, William Abberton, a government scientist afflicted by bizarre rumors of vampirism, officially blamed on Australian propaganda.

(The next decade, of course, saw the Shadow War, as genetically engineered and cybernetically enhanced British vampires carried out a large-scale international program of terror, assassination and political destabilization against British competitors and enemies internal and external, not without successes, but also dangerously disrupting the unity of the Conclave and pushing Britain close to political isolation).

A few other events of interest:

1977-1990: the US pursues its own “super soldier” program through attempts to identify and recruit psychics, and enhance their powers by various means, with somewhat variable results.

1980: The destruction of several North Sea oil platforms is pinned on banned Scottish Nationslists, which of course copiously confess at their show trials. Very few people know about the relationship between these events and a violent explosion in an abandoned Welsh quarry, and even fewer know that (let alone why) a bomber carrying a 15 megaton device is kept constantly ready to take off in a secret hanger within a five minutes flight of Loch Ness.

1986: the destruction of planet Mondas by Conclave Z-bombs causes a radiation pulse that causes electromagnetic damage to power systems and computers worldwide, and the debris blown into space forms a menace that will threaten Earth with meteor impacts for the rest of the 20th century: however, the formation of the international Space Shield force to intercept and destroy threatening asteroids will create an internationalist force admired globally, and help heal some of the wounds caused by the Shadow war, even as a hidden struggle for control of Cybermen technology left at the South Pole rages behind closed doors.

1987: Prime Minister Abberton passes on under somewhat uncertain circumstances: it is a closed-casket funeral.

1992: the Two Chinas reunite.

1996: a Chinese high-tech haunted house meant to take place in the Gold Coast Festival is shut down in early testing due to overly aggressive robots: Chinese repairmen arrive to find the place mysteriously wrecked in spite of undisturbed locked doors, and a couple very odd looking trashed machines with rotting organic residue inside. The Chinese secret service manages to smuggle them out of the country before the British security forces cotton on.

1999: a peculiar radar “black spot” is located above Canary Warf.

As of 1999, on the eve of a new millennium (although some wiseasses point out that it won’t arrive till the end of 2000), the Conclave has been drawn into closer agreement than ever before by the increasing evidence that the universe is a seriously dangerous place. Plots are being drawn behind the scenes to create a single overarching governing body for the American, British, Russian and Japanese blocks (the Chinese are still being a bit difficult); it won’t be quite a world government, but once formed it will have the power needed to bring the rest of the globe in line. To survive, humanity must be unified, and expand to the stars.

Russia has risen in the relative power rankings: the Chinese, even more so, eroding Japanese dominance of the Greater East Asian Co-Prosperity Sphere, which is nowadays essentially split into Chinese and Japanese factions.

Technology is, thanks to stolen alien tech, quite advanced. Cybernetics are highly developed, with cyborgs human and otherwise, regenerating-metal robot soldiers (and nanotech weapons to rust them into scrap), and whole-heartedly fascist sapient computers. (The Scandinavians are becoming disturbingly fascinated with cybernetic upgrades: a Swedish scientist reportedly has stated “we could do much, much better than the Cybermen.”)There are energy weapons that could carve CHA on the Moon, if anyone wanted to. Space travel has been greatly enhanced since the 1970s: there are now manned bases across the solar system, and faster than light travel is reported to be “right around the corner.”

An ancient, Fendahl-infected skull, indestructible by anything short of a supernova, lies shallowly buried below the debris from the explosion of a nuclear artillery shell, waiting patiently for a new puppet.

The wreckage of Mondas continues to speed into interstellar space.

The French continue to fiddle with Scaroth’s time technology, never perfected without the aid of Romana. Turning an egg into an adult chicken and then a skeleton is a good party trick, but it’s of limited utility.

The British have more functional time travel technology, although they still tend to suffer from unfortunate “dinosaurs pop up in the present” side effects. There are plans in effect to send people back in time and recreate Britain 5 million BC if it looks like curtains in the present, although scientists mutter about “catastrophic paradox” and “timeline implosion” where the morale officers can’t hear them.

Skaldak the Ice Warrior remains frozen in the Arctic ice.

 [1] A handful of Primords were captured alive and kept in concrete-lined pits they could not climb out of: over a few years they continued to slowly degenerate, into misshapen fanged quadrupeds, then into crawling things, finally into horrors like immense green jellyfish slithering from place to place. 

103. Travel Guides #1

#1 -Bartoum -
The world is dominated economically (but not at all militarily), by the League of Vinland (when searching for a name, this nation’s founders decided to let the Swedes have their way). The LoV, is a gargantuan, Holy-Roman Empire-like, league that spans from the Artic down to the Rio Bravo. Its member states elect a king who rules for life and send members to Parliament. Its capital is in ‘Bartoum’ (hence the world’s name), a city roughly OTL Saint Louis. Most of the member states of the league are European in origin, but a few are native. The Auodinosani (Iroquois), Shalagee (Cherokee), Pueblo, and Dakota are the biggest native states. Most of the Eastern seaboard directly east of the Mississippi and ‘Upper Canada’ were at one time British, the St. Lawrence River and the area to the west of the Mississippi were mostly settled by the French, and Florida and the South-West were conquered by Spain. The Swedes and Dutch were able to establish pockets here and there (Dutch Long Island, Swedish Newfoundland, the Dutch part of Florida, to name a few). Alyeska was Russian. The west coast (mainly OTL California) is fairly diverse; initially the Spanish sparsely settled the area, then the Russians colonized it, then the Chinese took it, then the Japanese, and then finally the Russians again. Frantsiskagrad is a fairly orderly and overly-policed place (in stark contrast to many of the other big cities of Vinland).
Outside of Vinland, the globe is dominated by several powers (none as isolationist politically as Vinland). An Orthodox Christian Clerical Fascist Russian state exists, and is busy threatening most of the rest of the world with its atomic weapons (though for whatever reason, the rest of the world really isn’t listening). The Czar in St. Petersburg (still semi-important) is growing increasingly worried as the Chinese Empire (long a Russian ally) is asserting its independence. Japan, Sinkiang, Mongolia, and Turkestan (united and cut off into its own clerical-fascist Muslim dictatorship) are all protectorates of Russia. Standing against the Russians are few other powers. The British Empire, though now greatly weakened, is growing in power. It still has its grasp on New Holland (Australia), New Wales (New Zealand), the Cape, and some bits of coastline in Africa, the Arabian Peninsula, and South America. France, still holding onto the coastal parts of Algeria, is also a middle power. The Hindustani Alliance (the founders thought India was too European, and Bharat was too Northern for the Southern Indians) is like OTL China; quickly growing and on the rise. India achieved its independence after a long and bloody war. Rather than having mass uprisings, or peaceful protests however, Hindustan achieved independence by having the Princely states rebel. Today, the Maratha Empire dominates most of Hindustan, while Nepal and Hyderabad are also enlarged. The other members are the Kingdoms of Travancore, Punjab, and Bengal.

Germany, or more accurately the German Union, is a cultured place. The Hapsburgs are in charge (they never expanded any further east like in our world), and in the 17th century succeeded in crushing the Prussians and bringing the Northern German states back to Catholicism. Germany is rich, industrialized, and a bit of a buffer between the Franco-British Alliance, and the Russian menace (here the stereotype of the Germans is much the same as our stereotype of the Swiss). Germany never established a colonial empire.

Northern Italy is united as the Kingdom of Italy, while in the South, the Papacy and the Kingdom of Naples rule.

South East Asia, is filled with a number of radical death-cult revolts (typically backed by the British and French, trying to prevent China or worse yet Russia from tightening their holds on the local kingdoms).

#2 - C.S.A. -
This world, is a terrible Confederate dominated globe. In the war of 1832, the Britain was able to stake out its claims on the Oregon territory, as well as Michigan and Maine. To make up for lost territory, in the Mexican-American War, the U.S. took more territory. A radical Anti-slavery party won the U.S. presidential election in 1848, and the South seceded to form the Confederate States of America. The North was not as industrialized as in 1861, and Washington D.C. was quickly captured (Maryland, along with Missouri, Kentucky, and Southern California all joined the C.S.A.). Britain joined on the C.S.A.’s side, Mexico on the U.S.A’s. When the war finally ended in 1857, the C.S.A. controlled all of the U.S. (except for the parts Britain took) and Mexico. Today, the war is called ‘the Second American Revolution’.
Nowadays, the Confederacy controls all of Latin America. Although the Old world colonial powers have decolonized, the Confederacy has worked hard to incorporate the nations of Latin America into its system (they’ve lessened the restrictions on how white you have to be to be free considerably, but full-blooded blacks and Asians are still enslaved). Although most of the North was fairly ‘Southernized’, New England was spun off as a permanently disarmed state (it gets along well with Switzerland). The C.S.A. finally allowed women to vote in the ‘90s, and misogyny is still big. The government isn’t quite a democracy, but it’s no longer an autocracy. These days it’s more of an authoritarian Plutocracy. Religion is also important here: Christianity is the only legal religion (or was until Islam was legalized in the ‘60s) in most of the nation. Deseret and Long Island are the Mormon and Jewish reservations, respectively (mostly allowed to run themselves, most residents are not allowed to leave with receiving the proper paperwork).
World War I happened much the same way (the initial powder-keg was in Africa, rather than the Balkans).
The Rest of the world is also pretty nasty. Russia still went communist, though it’s considerably weaker (and smaller) than the OTL USSR. It was dominated by alternate Mensheviks and although it went through a bit of a Stalinist faze it is edging toward being moderate. Its revolutionary allies in South-East Asia and Africa are less moderate though. On terrible terms with the Confederacy, is the Holy Domain of China (HDC), a neo-legalist/Confucian/Buddhist/fascist/Asian supremacist/incredibly Anti-Western government that overthrew the European-supported Emperor and kicked out the Communists in the mid 1910s. China is truly authoritarian, and the first Regent of the HDC is still worshipped essentially as a God.
Saudi Arabia and an enlarged Afghanistan are both Islamic theocratic monarchies, and allied to the C.S.A.
Absent a true global police man, the former British Empire has partially stuck together in a military alliance much like NATO. Though still mostly democratic, the states of the Commonwealth are a bit militarily paranoid and socially conservative. Increasingly, the Commonwealth is being led by Canada, Australia, and India (currently sliding from Democracy into a Right-wing Hindu movement). Portugal, has still held onto its smallish African empire by killing 50% of the locals and shipping the other 50% off to the Confederacy to be slaves. Lisbon wants to be friendly with both London and Richmond, but that's very hard to do.


#3-Georgia- A world in which the British were able to prevent Georgia from rebelling along with the other colonies. With territory both north and south of the new U.S., the British were able to retake some strips of lands on either side in the war of 1799. Georgia was hugely angry about slavery, and revolted with U.S. help during the Napoleonic wars. Despite the U.S. help, Georgia remained an independent nation.
Flash forward to 2013. Georgia is a totalitarian authoritarian racialist regime, that survived (until recently) by keeping its head down. It was one the last states to abolish slavery (in the 1950s), though in practice it continues. Recently, given its economic troubles, it has turned to nuke-waving in order to survive. It contains roughly the OTL territories of Mississippi and Alabama, without their southern coastlines, and parts of South Carolina. The states of the Former U.S.A. broke up into an alternate civil war, and the most stable is Carolina.
Dominating much of the North American continent, is Canada (which includes the Louisiana territories, and everything west of them). Canada and Georgia are in a bit of a nuclear stand off. A mildly fascist (yet not officially racist, though racism persists) France (which successfully conquered Germany, and puppetized it in the mid 20th century) is another major power, and iffy ally of Georgia, but also of Canada (think China-North Korea-America). Much of Africa is still under the French boot. Russia, is only now reuniting after a very long civil war, under a shaky republic allied to Canada. India and Brazil are growing economic powerhouses. China is smaller and a lot poorer than OTL.

#4-Czardom- Starting in the 1600s, the Russian Czars were more expansive into Europe, and one Czar was as successful as Napoleon, and pushed the border of the empire up to the Rhine, in the early 1800s. A (hugely one-sided) nuclear war allowed Russia to push all the way to the Atlantic in 1932. Currently, the Eastern hemisphere is dominated by Russia. Russia expanded east almost as quickly as OTL, and directly incorporated China, the Balkans, Persia, Korea, and Scandinavia. South-East Asia, is united under the Burmese, who are the one of two strong Russian allies (rather than merely puppets), while India, the Middle East, and Africa are tiny balkanized vassals of that territories Russia liberated from Western European nations. Russia's other ally, South Africa, is like a much like the Draka of a different universe (but mostly French speaking). Russian language, religion, and culture has been successfully imposed on almost all of the Eastern hemisphere. Russia is a wacky police state, ruled currently by Czar Ivan XVIII. The Protestants were crushed, and the Catholic and Orthodox Churches were reunited (with a new papacy that controls the city of Warsaw).
North America, north of the Nueces, is dominated by the weaker, second superpower. The American World Order (or A.W.O.), has a weird all-seeing eye on its flag, and is country run by a secretive elite. Its English speaking, and descended from the British colonies in North America. Freemasons, and several other secret societies run the place, these days more in the open. The government has violently suppressed the many Catho-Orthodixics loyal to the Pope in Warsaw. Sometimes it suppresses religion in general, preferring its own scientific rationality, but then again there are plenty of citizens that are Deists, Protestants, Cathars, or follow one of the several growing new religions. The government is even more totalitarian than Russia, on account of its weaker power, and on account of the fact that it seems the Cold War is tilting further in Russia’s favor. Citizens are monitored near constantly by the government. Rebellions of Pro-Russian religious types are mildly frequent. Although it has theoretically democratic insitutions, the ruling class exists separate from most people. In Mexico and Peru, the Pro-A.W.O. governments have a racialist flair. A.W.O.'s last allies in Eurasia, Nihhon and Britain, are Technocratic Socialist Spiritualist governments. The only neutral nations are New Holland (Australia), New Frisia (New Zealand), Iceland, and the ABC Group (Argentina, Brazil, Colombia).
Technology is stuck in the atomic era, despite nuclear weapons having been around for about a century. The Cold war goes on.

#5-Posthuman- Here, the world is at 3,000,000 A.D.. In 3,000 B.C., a new Ice Age started up, and by 500 A.D. all traces of civilizations had eroded back to hunter-gatherer status. Mass migrations occurred as the northernmost and southernmost areas of land became uninhabitable. 20% of all species went extinct, but humanity survived, eventually splitting into separate species.
When aliens arrived, they discovered three different species, one originated in the Americas, another in Afroeurasia, and the third in Australia. The first two have human intelligence, while the third is slightly less creative (lacking much in the way of art or religion, when compared with the other two), but equally logical. By the time of the aliens, all three had migrated to all of the continents, and civilization in Eurasia was at roughly an 1800 level of technology. Humanity rapidly mimicked Alien technology and advanced to interstellar empires. Today, a mighty empire that controls *Australia and most South America, is at peace with an empire that controls almost all of *Africa, plus the *Middle East and Western *India. A third, weaker power, is a China that is a Tibetan plateau that is inhabited almost solely by extraterrestrials (the settlers liked the high dry climate, and killed the three native human species that lived there).

#6-Slowdown- Here, Eurasia only discovered the Americas in 1949. Before that time, the Industrial revolution was held off, and much in the way of science was prevented. The Moors reconquered and pillaged Spain before it could sail west, and then went on to pillage the Italian peninsula as well. The English Kings successfully united the British Isles with France, and the German Emperors kept their realms together. Byzantium lasted a lot longer (until 1803), due to a weaker Middle East. Europe was torn apart in a 130-year long war between England and Germany (ironically not nearly as devastating as our World Wars). Russia remains backwards, but continues expanding east. It’s lost a lot of territory to the Germans, and increasingly is becoming easternized as Turks and Tartars (Christianized) make up greater share of the population. In China, the Qing remained in power up until a Dynastic revolution in 1910. Japan did come out of isolation at roughly the same time as OTL however, and established colonies in the Philippines and Indonesia, and still went on to try (unsuccessfully) to conquer China. At least it got Korea. In the wake of the downfall of the Catholic Church, and the retreat of the Muslims back into Africa a century ago, Italy has been united as one of the world’s few major republics (the other ones are Greece, and the *Indonesia city-states), and has its capital in Venice (which held out against the Moors for a while).
The Industrial revolution is only now starting up. Feudalism ended in Eurasia, but harsh opposition to secularists, heathens, and other races did not. Nationalism still rose. Other ideologies, have yet to do so though. The equivalent of the French Revolution, in Germany, is just one major famine away. The telegraph, radio, and photograph have existed for nearly a century, but are still rare. Guns and Cannons took longer to arrive, but were in Western Europe by the early 1700s.
Without Europeans, the Aztecs still collapsed, and were replaced a Zapotec Empire that outdid the Aztecs at everything (and ended cannibalism and Human sacrifice), and ended up conquering all but one of the Mayan states as well. It has 30% literacy, and is more populous than all of Europe (or was until European diseases started arriving a decade ago, and have since killed off 18% of the population). Its religion is now technically monotheistic, but to the average masses the different forms of god seem like different gods. In South America, the Inca have limited contact with the Zapotec, and have partially embraced Zapotec writing, though now the Inca are in a civil war.
In Africa, the Islamic Agande Empire has formed and united most of Sub-Saharan West Africa. Increasingly, it’s allied with England which seeks to liberate Iberia from Morocco (the Agande’s capital was once burned to the ground by Morocco, so their old enemies). Zanzibar is sub-saharan Africa’s other big power. Egypt and Persia, the two biggest powers of the middle-east, have seen better days, and are rife with internal corruption and revolt. A messianic religious movement in Persia seeks to overthrow the sultan.
India is united under a new empire and new religion: something similar to Sikhism which is a synthesis of Islam and Hinduism, or weird offshoot of Islam (depending on your opinion). The Holy Empire of Bharat is energetically trying to spread its new religion to the mighty Emirate of Afghanistan (which rules all of Central Asia up to Russia, and fights with China over Eastern Turkestan). Tropical South-East Asia is divided between the Empires of Burma, Siam, and Viet. Indonesia is now balkanized into a thousand tiny Islamic states (all republics, interestingly), that have begun to settle Australia. Some of the Indonesia city-states have fallen prey to Japanese adventurers, so the rest are uniting against the Japanese. Indonesian explorers have made it as far as Hawaii (whose King is energetically trying to get his subjects to adopt Islam).
The few centuries should be interesting…..

104. First Contacts

It's the early 24th century, and it's an exciting and somewhat disturbing time for humanity. It has only been a few decades since the development of the new "overdrive", which allows ships to travel at the equivalent of thousands of times the speed of light, superseded the old Lawlor Drive with its practical limit of about thirty times light speed. Humanity is exploding in all directions out of the confines of "civilized space", a roughly ovoid blob of the galaxy some 400 light-years across (although some far-flung colonies lie as much as a hundred light years beyond) containing several thousand populated solar systems.

It is an exciting time, if a somewhat uncertain one. Humanity is at the same time spreading itself extremely thin – some new colonies have been established as much as several thousand light-years from Earth – and growing closer together. An interstellar government has never been practical with even the Earth-Centauri run taking over seven weeks and electronic communications being limited by light speed, but now with civilized space as a whole less than three weeks across, the older, more densely populated colonies can project their power far more effectively – and some fear that the densely populated home system, which still accounts for more than a third of humanity's 40 billions, may no longer be content with the vague cultural hegemony which has been the limit of its influence for nearly two centuries.

The solar system is colonized, all the way out to icy Pluto, which has an extensive underground population of miners. Jungle Venus has had a great deal of its jungle cut down, the soil sterilized by giant induced-radiation machines, and replaced by earthly vegetation and settlers: ecologically conscious these future folk are not. Mars has been more of a challenge: not so much due to the cold or the Mt. Everest-thin air as due to its extraordinarily tenacious plant life, which spread by tiny floating spores and grow with insane rapidity whenever they come in contact with water, utterly outcompeting any earth plants. Although planetary engineers have given Mars a breathable atmosphere, much of the planet remains bone-dry desert, all available water locked up in and re-circulated within the Martian ecosystem: short of irradiating the entire planet, a "final victory" against the local life forms remains elusive. Earth has close to 10 billion inhabitants, and although democratic is also bureaucratic and regulated up the whazoo. Tens of millions leave every year for other solar systems: besides being the cultural center of mankind and the largest producer of new technological developments, Earth is also the largest source of new interstellar immigrants.

Technology is highly developed. Since the star drive won't work within 5 planetary diameters of an earth-sized planet due to gravitational effects, each planet has one or more "landing grids", which use immensely powerful force beams to lift ships into position or lower them to ground. Huge square frameworks of metal beams, like a colossal skyscraper still in construction, the basic "starter" grid for new colonies is half a mile on a side and 2000 feet high: the multiple grids of a densely populated planet are usually rather larger. They are powered by turning the entire ionosphere of a planet into a sort of collector for solar particle radiation – in new colonies, they also provide power for cities and industries. (Once populations get into the hundreds of millions, it becomes necessary to supplement this with nuclear and old-style solar power). Rockets are only used for landing on new, unsettled planets or for emergencies, and many ships, especially commercial ones, don't have them. Robots exist and are abundant, but true AI remains elusive: robots remain too inflexible to make soldiers or hunters, and overly robot-dependent societies tend to have lives rather constricted by the limitations of their servants.

Artificial gravity is widely used, and every planet has its network of "logics", which function as TV/Radio/Picturephone/Internet/Home Computer/Online Computer/Library, and are bright enough to answer your questions without having to root through the equivalent of thousands of Google hits. Cryogenic freezing was perfected a while back, and was used a great deal in multi-year trips, although with the new super-fast ships it has become much less important. (For those with notions of using it to visit THE FUTURE, it should be noted there have been some important changes in the laws relating to compound interest). Synthetic fabrics have finally become superior to natural ones, and the use of cotton, linen or even silk is quite rare and on many planets almost unheard of.

Although there were some limited atomic wars back on Old Earth, interstellar society is rather peaceful, for several reasons. First, a high developed science of ethics and behavior has some pretty solid proofs that non-democratic societies are fundamentally inferior in the long run, and that peaceful, democratic societies are just "better" is something most people accept in the way most OTL Americans accept the inferiority of Communism (authoritarian personalities disagree, but they find it harder to get people to take them seriously). Secondly, between cheap and abundant energy, endless new sources of land and raw materials, an ever-open frontier and highly advanced automation, poverty is largely unknown: generally, living standards vary from moderately wealthy to ridiculously wealthy, depending on planet and local ideas on redistribution. Finally, good ol' MAD still plays its role: with the latest hyperatomic weapons, only a few dozen "devices" can largely sterilize a planet…

Other weapons include blasters, from the hand blaster to the asteroid-smasher with a range of thousands of miles, force beams and force fields: there aren't many actual warships, however, given the interstellar situation.

Colonization has become a fairly standardized practice: once the Survey has assessed a planets' habitability, automatic robot systems with minimal human supervision can now build cities, lay out roads, and set up a basic grid for the first bunch of settlers. If it is deemed suitable for farming, more machines with sterilize the soil, add any needed supplements, and plant crops by the time large numbers of settlers begin to arrive. (Synthetic food has not really caught on: there remains a big interstellar trade in foodstuffs.) Terraforming is fairly developed, but generally, outside the solar system, there are enough habitable planets that it's not rational economics to try to fix up really uninhabitable planets. One common practice is the use of artificially created immense clouds of reflective dust to warm chilly planets by reflecting sunlight onto their night-sides: in some cases, clouds are maintained all around an orbit a bit further out than the planets.

Given rather cheap interstellar travel (as long as you are willing to spend time as a popsicle), there has been a great number of "cultural revival" efforts by people leaving an increasingly homogenized Earth. Kalmet III's mostly south Chinese population have shaped their landscape into a classical Song scroll of mountains and rivers, Demeter I is full of Greek Pagan revivalists and olives (they don't get along well with the inhabitants of Justinian III), Rustam IV is Persian and Central Asian and currently troubled by a doctrinal dispute about how to orient oneself to pray when Sol is directly above in the sky, Canna I is full of corn-fed space hicks, and the West Africans of hot, humid Timbuk are arguing whether they should rename their not-Sahel-like planet something more appropriate like Benin or Dahomey. Native Americans have done well on the space frontier, and on a couple planets of the Equis cluster descendants of plains tribes have created a sort of high-tech Pastoralism (with occasional disagreements with the Mongols with which they share the planets).

Colonization continues, at an accelerating pace: with great strides in medical science, human life-spans have considerably lengthened, and with greater wealth and comfort, birth rates remain well over replacement in all but the mostly regulated societies. Competition for first-rate planets, much rarer than marginal ones, had begun to get a bit heated by the time the Overdrive showed up: members of the Interstellar Diplomatic Service were rather relieved.

With travel times of years and no real central authority, the progress of human civilization was aided by large, loose voluntary organizations funded by the wealthier solar systems as well as by their own patents and for services rendered, such as the Interstellar Diplomatic Service or the Interplanetary Labor Exchange. Two of the most important were, and remain, the Colonial Survey, which scouts out new worlds, tracks down dangers and problems that might render them unfit for colonists, and solves unexpected dangers to settlers as they come up: and the Med Service, which fights disease across the galaxy (no joke: some colonies have been wiped out by alien diseases). The Med Service mascot is the Tormal, a small, furry, playful and friendly creature with a skill for imitation and a love of coffee and sweets: they would make great pets, except that their incredibly powerful immune systems make them such a valuable resource for vaccine creation that they are pretty much all "employed" by the Med Service. Both the Med Service and the Colonial Survey fear a loss of independence in this new era of easy interstellar travel.

Aside from Tormals, another new friend to man is the gene-engineered grizzly bear: smarter and tougher than their wild ancestors, the modified bear is also as friendly to humans as are dogs, and provide effective guardians and protectors to humans on planets where the local ecosystems would chew up and spit out Canis Domesticus.

Although the future of humanity seems bright, there are some shadows. Hurried colonial "scrambles" often lead to disaster when some unexpected quirk of the local environment reveals itself, and the Colonial Survey does not always arrive in time to save the day. Although authoritarianism is passé, authoritarian types continue to attempt to manipulate things behind the scenes to their benefit. Petty planetary nationalisms grow tumorous.  Secret bioweapons programs are carried out here and there. And all of human society has been shaken to the core by the latest news from Earth, where a scientific expedition to the Crab nebula has just returned in a ship not built by men.

*********************************************

Their name for themselves might be translated as "men" or "humans": it certainly cannot be spelled, since it consists of a wave-train of short-wave radio. The aliens do not communicate verbally, but through natural radio organs, and although they can pick up sound vibration through some fluid-filled pockets in their torsos (reminiscent of a shark's lateral line organs) they cannot distinguish pitch or tone. They are roughly humanoid, if shorter and stockier, with pallid, blue-white skins, great dark eyes, and no body hair whatsoever. Their noses are small, and rather than ears they have pallid gill-pouches in horizontally slitted rows to the sides of their heads. Their blood is blue from the copper that they use instead of iron. Their visual spectrum starts in red and extends far into the infra-red: the insides of their spaceships are almost pitch-black by human standards.

Still, they are not that alien. They are warm-blooded, with two sexes like humans (although the larger, more mutually aggressive females rarely leave their worlds), breathe oxygen (although they prefer it a bit thinner and more oxygen-rich than humans do), and have a dry and somewhat ironic sense of humor (although their laughter is by radio too, and invisible to a human observer unless it reaches the falling-down-and-rolling-on-the-floor stage). They also have a fine appreciation for the carefully crafted dirty joke.

They come from a world circling close to a red dwarf star, and have established a large colonial domain of their own – they have had a high-speed FTL drive longer than mankind, but have not spread as far as humans might, having for cultural reasons less of a need for "open frontiers" than humanity has. Their population is only about 1/10 that of our species, spread thinly over tens of thousands of worlds: planets in the habitable area of a red dwarf's environment, narrow and close to the sun, tend to be a bit marginal, tidally locked or suffering from terrible solar tides, the one only habitable along the twilight zone, the others only in the highest elevations. Sometimes there are twin planets, orbiting around each other as they orbit around the primary.

They are a careful, conservative species, evolved on one of the tidally locked worlds, creatures of a narrow and marginal environment, cultivators and preservers, fiercely protective of their carefully cultivated little niche (especially the females). Their home world is bathed in deep red light, their vegetation black or very dark blue or violet to human eyes, as it absorbs the red end of the spectrum. Winds from the dark side blow always to the hot pole. They are comfortable in darkness, and have a layer of blubber which provides insulation against the cold: mines and caves and tunnels underground have far less terrors for them than they do for humans, and their cities extend downwards as much as up. Their technology has followed some different paths than humanity: given the feeble nature of their suns, they do not use their planetary magnetospheres as a source of power – instead, their society is powered by an understanding of the atom and how to liberate its energies far superior to humanity. Their night-black ships are usually rather bulkier, due to a different approach to FTL which requires far more massive engines. Their ability to directly perceive radio signals has meant a very different approach to electronics. And so on.

They have not been as badly shaken by the discovery of another intelligence as humans were: they had already discovered another species, although the 3-foot tall rock-eaters they discovered on a distant, airless moon were harmless enough stone-age folk. However, whether or not to travel the 9,000 light years to the Nebula for a second meeting is a matter of fierce debate on all their worlds: although they could not live where humans do (the light of a hot yellow sun would destroy their eyes, not to mention the ultraviolet doing a number on their skins), humans might well adapt to their gloomy worlds with a little artificial lighting. There has already been much criticism of the captain for swapping his ship with that of the humans: although its weapons and long-range detection equipment had been removed, who knows what they might learn from close examination? Although inspection of the silvery ship they received in turn has already given them a more compact star-drive and some interesting innovations in energy field manipulation, most strategists argue that the humans had received the better end of the deal with the superior energy sources, better computers, and more advanced material science of the lost ship.

*************************************************

Back in human space, human leaders have of course accused their own captain of getting the worst of the deal.

Generally speaking, humanity is freaking out worse: given thousands of planets with nothing brighter than a wide-awake baboon, the notion that human intelligence was an extremely unlikely evolutionary development was a very popular theory, and people have not reacted well to yet another failure of the Universe Revolves Around Us model. Furthermore, being a frankly more paranoid race than our red-dwarf counterparts, there has been rather more in the way of in-fighting and squabbling among the human worlds: there is much furor about Old Earth having first dibs on the alien technology, and full access has not been given quickly enough to avoid some rather heated remarks. There are those who claim Earth hopes to use the Alien Menace plus alien technology to create the first interstellar empire, and of course those who go further and claim the whole "aliens" thing is a fraud. There are calls for a massive effort to search the galaxy for the aliens, and calls for a stop to all new colonization to minimize the chance of another encounter, calls for a new all-humanity military force and calls for the dispersal of the human population over as much of the galaxy as possible. Millenarian cults are springing up on the more religious planets, and after two centuries of abeyance, the "flying saucer" phenomena is seeing a brisk revival as people nervously scan the skies. The notion of a fresh meeting at the Crab Nebula is deeply controversial.

But the aliens and humanity do really need to work together. It's a big galaxy out there, and the red-dwarf people and humanity are not the only inhabitants. There are the plant-people, with their weird biotechnology and their endless lust for animal flesh: the Formless Ones, who see lesser races as mere animals to be exploited at will: living planets, reality-warpers, and even stranger things. Much depends on whether or not the hand of friendship is accepted or not…

105. After The Martian Chronicles

The end of Ray Bradbury's "The Martian Chronicles."

2026.

EARTH

It was perhaps not the best of all possible worlds. This world's United States in some ways had never outgrown the 50s: Woman's Liberation never really reached takeoff, and Africans were still segregated and occasionally lynched when the Final War broke out. The Soviet Union did not liberalize, although it became more pragmatic and more technocratic with time, and swallowed up and digested the nations of Eastern Europe. The Space Race heightened international tensions, and the declaration of Mars as a "US protectorate" in 2001 did not help.

Then there was the censorship: The fantastic, the grotesque, the outré, were all rejected and stamped out: a white-bread 1950s morality was imposed with the full force of the state, and by the 1970s censorship had moved into the deliberate destruction of "damaging" works, the burning of books and confiscation of tape records and cassettes. In the US, the UK, and Australia: in the puritan-minded Chinese state: and in the "rationalist" Soviet Union, fantasy, science fiction, horror, fairy tales and ghost stories were all banned as bad for the moral fiber, escapist, warping minds young and old. The only acceptable fictional stories were ones based in reality, "social realism" in the USSR, "literature" in the US (and even Hemingway requires substantial censorship). Cartoons were only allowed in the blandest, talking-animal cuddly sort for small kids. Religion of the more blood-and-thunder kind was suppressed as Socially Irresponsible. Most simply watched TV on their wall-screens rather than reading.

Of course, this was not a global thing: continental Western Europe continued to allow people to dabble in the fantastic and unreal, which led to much US speech about "decadent' Europe, which when combined with European attitudes towards American treatment of their black minority led to a sharp cooling in US-EC relations and the emergence of Western Europe and its allies as a separate block rather than a US subordinate in the last years of the 20th century. (This in turn led to a US-Chinese reconciliation, which made everyone nervous). For security reasons, the internet never arrived, although the humanoid robot did so by the end of the century.

The world is now mostly dead, burned by atomic fires, the toxic soot of fallout still drifting to earth. The war stuttered and stopped and resumed from 2006 to 2026, triggered by an experimental reaction gone wrong in Australia that burned out the center of the continent and blackened skies across the world. There was a long pause from 2018 to 2026, in which it looked as if sanity had prevailed: with half the world dead or dying, the battered remaining combatants seemed determine to adhere to the latest armistice. A now purely automated manufacturing process, managed by intelligent robots, rebuilt shattered cities and restored industries with remarkable speed: a cornucopia of new high-tech products promised a luxurious future for all, a roboticized, automated future as comfortable as ones' childhood blanket. Alas, it was all illusion

Behind the scenes, the frightened and angry men (and a few women) who ran the show on both sides (the US had not seen much in the way of elected authority since the National Emergency Declaration of 2009) raced to use the new automated machinery to build up the machineries to strike a final blow against the Enemy. And, by mishap or ill-advised plan, the curtain came down in 2026.

Few humans survive under the grey, poisoned skies. Some huddle in deep caves heated or cooled by atomic power, picking uneasily through their dubiously adequate provisions. Others survive in the depths of blighted jungles, or wandering numbly in radiation armor through the ruins of cities. Atomic submarines cruise the depth, searching for nonexistent ports. Robots are more numerous: although most were destroyed when the cities were, and their delicate parts are not invulnerable to radiation, they can survive more than men can, and some form odd little communities of their own among the ruins, hulking construction robots, sapient tanks and spidery war machines, humanoid servants and assistants and, occasionally, an electric grandmother to raise their spirits and be a den mother of sorts to them all. Some may last for centuries yet, but all are counter-programmed against replicating themselves: only with human permission can robot factories be restored and put in action (a task that even if permitted would take decades), and if humans are now rare, ones which can prove possession of the necessary legal standing to give such commands are positively hen's teeth.

Somewhere far to the north, in a deep cavern an old man grows bored. The entire world is a horror, but he grows tired of horror: he misses the prosaic, and would greet joyously a hamburger stand if he were to find one. The various grotesque monsters and freaks that serve him (robots all) fail to engage him, and the two members of the Moral Decency League he had kept imprisoned in a cage have both died of radiation-related diseases. He wonders if perhaps he should kill himself: it will, of course, require preparation and possibly some new robots if he is to go out with the appropriate style.

The commander of the 4th (successful) Martian expedition returned a few months before the balloon went up from a 20-year mission to the outer planets, banished for insubordinate attitude regarding the "exploitation" of Mars. He and his crew have seen wonders and terrors, but they will remain unknown until someone sends another ship: impressed into military service upon their return, they perished, along with the records of the trip, everyone they had talked to, and the vast majority of the human race on the beginning of August, 2026.


VENUS

Venus is damp, to say the least. It rains pretty much all the time, and on most of the planet people may not see the sun for years at a time. Venus is mostly warm, shallow seas: there is one continent, 3000 miles long and 1000 miles wide, and a great many islands dotting the surface of the planetary Single Sea. The land is covered by dense jungles: the vegetation is either white and mushroom-y or black to absorb every erg of solar radiation. As B. put it, the jungle is the color of rubber, or ash, of pale stone, of white cheese, of ink. The color of the Moon. Even the flowers are black and white or gray, and the only touch of color is the pale green of the molds. The plants grow quickly: a man who sleeps outside will be draped in vines by morning. Colossal worms churn the muck underfoot, and odd pale things slither through the jungle. These are not major threats, though: humans smell and taste foul to the local predators and parasites and blood-suckers, and are generally left alone by the wildlife. The real dangers are three: the occasional colossal lightning storms that rage across the jungle, frying electronic equipment and human beings both: the local sapients, sea-dwelling amphibious creatures like something out of the Monster from the Black Lagoon's nightmare, who can take up to 8 hours to drown you if they are feeling playful: and the eternal maddening fall of the rain, which drives people out of their wits with tedious frequency.

The ocean is largely an unknown: there are apparently native cities and communities below it, for the natives are capable of large-scale cooperation in spite of their mostly stone-age toolkit, but the dark, murky waters are largely unexplored (for one thing, some of the vast creatures of the sea take terrestrial submersibles as either prey or completion). Not just Venusians emerge from its waters on occasion: the islands of Venus are, understandably, unsettled.

While the US claimed Mars for itself, the Soviets claimed Venus, where they were the first to land and return alive. Given the superiority of the US in spaceship technology, they were unable to enforce this, but the US in the end accepted a division of the sole continent in Soviet-and-allies and US-and-allies halves. When the war started and the US and the Soviets recalled their people and their rockets to earth in 2006, more stayed behind on Venus than on Mars: the harsher environment of Venus meant that only the deeply committed came to begin with, and there were two groups who had very definite notions about going back to Earth. One was the Chinese, who had established their settlement with US help, and held on in hope that their continued presence would allow China to eventually establish an independent claim. The other was the Black Exodus.

The brainchild of an ultra-rich black music and entertainment distributor and promoter, the Exodus was the largest private space colonization project in history. Contributed to with dribbles and dabs of cash from almost every black person in America, the spaceships assembled with ultra-cheap labor in Africa, the Fleet was to take the most oppressed, most put-upon African Americans in the worst places of the Deep South to where they could make a fresh start (not to mention perhaps escape atomic war). Not on Mars, settled by (over 95% white) US adventurers and entrepreneurs and US Big Business, but on unprofitable, fearsome Venus, a moist nightmare to Mars' melancholy dream.

It was opposed by the US government, but the black community and their supporters managed to raise enough of a stink about American citizens being forbidden to move to US territory on their own penny that Washington relented. So, in 2005 a hundred thousand African-Americans (and some Africans proper) headed off to Venus.

Today, of the several hundred golden Sun Domes built to provide refuge and accommodation for Terrestrial explorers and travelers, their fiery artificial suns burning realistically near their sky-blue roofs, less than fifty survive. Some have been stripped for recycling to the last scrap of metals: others have had their roofs hammered into colanders by natives with stone hatchet and hammer. It has been many months since the last ship from Earth. The 50,000 surviving blacks[1], Chinese and other stay-behinds know they are unlikely to see more ships for a long time, or perhaps ever. They have expected this: they have been making preparations for self-sufficiency since 2006. Atomic power will keep them going for a long time, sun lamps allow the growing of food (supplemented by heavy chemical processing of the local life), and the new, concentrated settlements are generally located far enough from the sea and main rivers to be fairly safe from the Venusians.

The big trouble is the maintenance of technology: humans cannot survive on Venus without it, and 50,000 is a very small pool of talent. Large families will help, as will the substitution of ceramics and plastics synthesized from local materials for metal (mining is only practicable in a few mountainous areas), but it remains to be seen whether the race between decay and innovation will be won by man or by Venus. American blacks, Chinese, the occasional white American or Soviet…they are all together in it now, and their children grow up accustomed to the eternal drip of the rain, unnoticing and oblivious to the sound which forced early settlers to soundproof their homes lest it drive them mad.


MARS

Mars is a dry world, colder than the earth if still surprisingly hot in the daytime near the equator. Canals run from the icecaps to the equator: a strange semi-living film coats the waters and prevents evaporation. They are well-made and will last for centuries without maintenance: there are others abandoned in earlier millennia, dry lines on the planet's surface. The working canals flow into dry sea beds, where water will evaporate and eventually make its way back to the poles as snow or rain. Highways of strange, shining stone run across the deserts, their surfaces only slightly eroded by two thousand years. Rain falls intermittently here and there, with a strange dusty taste unlike the rain of earth. In a few deep canyons and abysses, and in dark seas beneath the surface, the dark, blood-red waters of the ancient Martian seas still laps against the rocks. Sands, blue and green and yellow and red, blow across the dusty old sea beds. The air is generally thinner than earths, and for earthlings it is like living in Tibet or high Peru.

There is a scattering of abandoned human towns and mines and new industries. In the dry, cool air they will last a long time before crumbling, but crumble they will. A more permanent change are the terrestrial trees and plants now growing along several of the canals: the curious minerals of the soil induce remarkable growth in Earthly plants, as long as there is water, and they grower taller than they do on earth: along the canals, they displace the delicate, feathery Martian trees, the carnivorous Martian flowers, and the stumpy wine-trees whose roots, in season, used to ooze intoxicating liquors into the water of the canals. Strange luminous birds make lights in the night skies, and insects as large as dogs scuttle through the desert sands.

Unlike humanity, Martians long ago managed to establish a balance between science and religion, between art and life. Martians did not ask what the purpose of life was – it was simply to live it and enjoy it. The Martians were an old, old race, with a history extending back millions of years into myth and legend: many a Martian culture or race has come and gone over the ages, leaving ruins buried in the dust. Martians are reluctant to destroy an old abandoned town or city or holy site as long as it was still beautiful: Mars is dotted with cities and monuments abandoned thousands or tens of thousands of years ago. And there are older, stranger things, such as the Valley of Black Pillars, or the strange tower of indestructible metal (untouched so far by humans) whose almost forgotten runes claim it to be the resting place of a great and terrible sorceror. Great, eroded stone faces peer from mountains, and strange crystals of indecipherable purpose are occasionally exposed by howling desert winds.

Mars has had many wars in ages past, but Martian wars were things of ritual and honor and art, agreed upon and fought according to custom old beyond imagining. Destructive and chaotic total war was a thing ancient almost beyond belief, its faint traces in curious glassy rocks and deserts of eroded black stone and weird green glassy sand. Martians in days past rode on insect-like jeweled robots, flying or bounding into battle, along with clouds of combat metal wasps and electric spiders. But this was long ago: except for the accepted rituals of the duel and refined, previously announced murder, Mars has been peaceful for millennia.

Mars was an eternal dream, a placid, temperate, slow-moving place in which one might enjoy playing music some 50,000 years old. A dream in more way than one: Martians were telepathic, and communicated by a mix of words and thoughts. They could project images into each other's minds, and seemingly take on other forms: the strongest minds could affect all the senses. This was a major problem with the mad, whose illusions could sometimes be indistinguishable from reality, and at times even affect the minds of others: in such cases euthanasia was the only safe cure. All Martians lived in a thin, almost imperceptible fog of thought, the dreams and thought and imaginings of other Martians, a web of perception extending far out into space: although ancient, pre-telepathic Martians may have visited other worlds, no Martian since the days men learned to walk fully upright has been able to leave Mars without going mad from solitude. Art flourished, every town had its own amphitheatre for performances, books of silver metal sang when stroked. Buildings were of pure white stone and delicate crystal: some were made purely of crystal, and turned like flowers with the sun. Every house had its own bubbling fountain and inner streams of water.

The Martians were shorter, slenderer and far more graceful than humans, and their voices were soft and musical. Their skin was brown or black or sand-colored, their hair red or blond or almost white. Their hands had six fingers and their eyes were large and golden. They wore robes and silks and solidified mists, and wore masks of gold or silver or blue or many colors, angry or happy or expressionless to fit the wearer. They slept on beds of mists and fought duel with guns that threw deadly insects. They shared dreams and illusions and painted with liquid fire. They worshipped the wild life of their world, for they too were of the world and its life. They rode delicate, light-as-air sailing ships which rode across the sands, were carried by flocks of fiery birds across the sky and swam in the canals when the wine-trees stained them green with their liquors. They called their planet Tyrr, and they are (almost) all dead.

It was good ol' terrestrial chicken pox that did the job, spread by the second expedition. After an incubation period long enough to spread it around the planet, it killed in a process that turned Martian flesh into black, ashy flakes, like scraps of burned newspaper: only a very few were resistant, and another very few survived due to isolation. The Martians were never numerous on their old, dry, planet: but where there had been millions, there were now hundreds. Most large animals perished as well: the wild Martian cat of the deserts is now almost unseen, and there are now none of the strange, delicate beasts that Martians sometimes rode as horses. Their last cities now crumble slowly: with the loss of their owners, the houses have grown more brittle, more fragile, and smash easily. Strange fruit no longer grow unattended from their walls, and buildings no longer turn to follow the sun. The blue fire pools of their dining rooms and their silver "lava" still glow, incomprehensible to earthly science.

(As is most Martian science. Martians had forgotten more than humanity ever knew-on multiple occasions – and it is another tragic irony is that while one of the triggers of the final war was fear of a possible US monopoly on Martian super-science, US scientists never made much sense of Martian toys and gadgets – they never even figured out how to get the little golden spiders Martian children had played with to work).

To some extent, humanity has come and gone. At its peak in late 2005, some 600,000 (almost all American, mostly white) humans were on Mars, building dozens of little cities, mines, industrial complexes, ice cream parlors, hot dog stands, etc. across the face of the planet, pillaging Martian cities for raw materials and decorations, planting earth vegetation, shooting local wildlife, neatly and sanitarily disposing of those distressing and unsightly Martian corpses. Some had arrived in increasingly cheap private ships, others as a result of colonial projects: the first big shipment of non-Americans, a hundred thousand Chinese and Mexicans to do the shit work was scheduled to arrive soon. And then the war broke out. Under considerable government pressure, and the threat of having to make do once supplies ceased to arrive, almost everyone went back to earth.

Today, there is a thin human scattering of left-behinds and refugees with ships slipping away just as the hammer dropped, hundreds at the most. So scattered that they are hardly aware in some cases that anyone else is alive on the planet, they slowly begin to congregate in the abandoned cities, to create tiny communities and struggle to survive: already there have been bloody conflicts between some of those who thought to bring along supplies and those who didn't…

Deep below the surface of Mars, in the cavern cities of a Martian sub-race that died off while Cro-Magnon competed with Neanderthal, a few hundred Martians survive. They share their thoughts and dreams, and wait. For what? Death? New life? No human may ever know.

A family of robots keeps house by the edge of a dead sea, the man who built them to replace his lost wife and children having passed on himself.
And somewhere beyond the orbit of Jupiter, aboard the People's Union ship Last Hope, a hundred ideologically spotless comrades in cryogenic preservation fall endlessly through a night with no morning, barely started on their voyage across a gap of fourteen light-years…


[1] Some died en route due to poor spaceship construction: but the biggest toll was starvation due to inability to grow enough food to survive in the many little "hydroponic tents" they had staked their living on. Nothing terrestrial save for fungi will grow unassisted on Venus.

106. The Day After the Day After Tomorrow

"Perhaps our most controversial president, Dick Cheney (2007-2012) [1] is often – and understandably –portrayed as a monster. It is certainly true that many of his policies were ill-advised…operation "Preserve America", the establishment of US rule in Mexico by US troops from the South and recalled from abroad, was carried out in the awareness that there was no way Latin America was going to be able to absorb roughly 150 million refugees on short notice…many of his initiatives were poorly thought out, hastily put together in a terrible rush to do something, anything, as people starved and froze by the millions…remembers operations "Freedom from want", in which crops and food supplies were seized in Central America, the Caribbean…" Lend a Hand" and the mass use of forced labor to carry out agricultural expansion and construction programs… "Restore Freedom", in which the reestablishment of government authority over much of the US was carried out more like the military occupation of a hostile state rather than a mission of mercy…not to mention operations "Robin Hood" and "Angry Rabbit", of which the less said is the better…the establishment of a rationing system based on "utility" of the recipient…

…in fact, most Americans were quite sympathetic to Cheney's cancellation of the 2008 elections, given the continued catastrophic conditions…the rumors that circulated of plans to cancel the 2012 elections were never confirmed…too many now remember that 60% of the population of the old US died under his watch…40% survived, and the US survived as a nation, rather than a disliked Diaspora scattered in many lands or a remnant on the southern fringes of our former territory…like Roosevelt during the Great Depression, Cheney convinced people things were getting better by the sheer scale of activity – even if many of his initiatives were unproductive or even counterproductive, at least he was seen as getting things done…insane level of activity for a man whose heart would finally give out, after six previous attacks, on a cold February day in 2012…a cruel man, perhaps, but so was Peter the Great…"

Colossus of the Fall: a New Biography of Richard Bruce "Dick" Cheney, Paul Ascherson, Frostbite Press, Philadelphia 2027

************************************************** **********************

North America partially warmed up again, eventually, as the world settled into a new equilibrium after the collapse of the Gulf Stream. By 2027, things had settled down: overall planetary temperatures were creeping up again, as CO2 continued to enter the atmosphere in reduced but still substantial amounts. Eastern North America was substantially colder than it had been in 2007, western and northern Europe much colder. The Mediterranean nations, less affected by the ocean, weren't hit as hard, although the general cooling of the northern hemisphere did have some effects. The southern hemisphere stabilized at conditions comparable to pre-super storm -indeed, in large parts of Africa south of the Equator, 2027 was an unusually hot year.

Although the line of sustainable agriculture moved several hundred miles to the south (wheat generally remains uneconomical to grow north of Nebraska) North America was never as dependent upon the Gulf Stream as Europe was, and there are settlements of stubborn stay-behinds along the east coast as far north as old Nova Scotia, although snowy Philadelphia remains the northernmost sizeable US city east of the Mississippi. Surviving Canadians (surprisingly many: Canadians know how to deal with severe cold) have generally moved south and integrated into US society, although there remains a population of stubbornly nationalist Canucks who either live near the frozen shores of the Great Lakes and hope for continued global warming, or have moved to the rump "Canadian republic" around Vancouver (much of the west coast, once the situation stabilized, ended up not much cooler than OTL). The Vancouver Republic's claim to the rest of Canada is supported by the US, in exchange for which Vancouver makes no fuss about any US military bases or commercial projects in the vast frozen wasteland to the east.

Most of the US population lives south of the 40th parallel, but given the mass southern exodus of northerners, this does not make the US as Red as one might think. More intensive and extensive agriculture means the US is feeding itself again, but exports less than OTL and stockpiles heavily in case the weather goes mad again. The largest city is Los Angeles: New York, in spite of its Labrador-like weather, still has stubborn inhabitants, but far, far fewer than in 2007. Many live in reconditioned underground subways, which are easier to keep warm than above-ground territory. Along with other largely abandoned northern cities, much of NY is under martial law to deter looters, and is being slowly "mined" by government-approved organizations for valuable materials, lost art treasures, etc. (A committee of still-rich ex-New Yorkers are trying to raise multiple billions to roof over at least the nicer parts of Manhattan).

The US currently has 48 states, four states still having too few inhabitants to escape renewed Territory status (the Dakotas finally just merged into one state to regain voting status in 2025), but in the meantime having added the three states of Cuba, Jamaica and Puerto Rico: several other Caribbean states are now US protectorates. Mexico, however, is an entirely different kettle of fish. Even with the famines, etc. of 2007-2008, there are still 10 Mexican citizens for every 20 American ones. (And that's not counting US citizens of Mexican descent, more of which have been arriving from the south since things started warming up north). After a decade of debate, a decision has finally been forced.

Mexicans prepare for an especially energetic and after lively September 16 this year: the last of the votes have been counted, and the result is in: Mexico will not become a part of the United States. The vote might have been different if held in 2006, but, like Canadians OTL after 1812, US invasion and occupation has strengthened nationalism. Mexico will not regain full sovereignty till 2028, but over the next months more political power will steadily gravitate to Mexican nationals.

This of course greatly angers many US nationals living in Mexico. At its peak, nearly half of Mexico's population had consisted of US refugees, and with the enormous damage to infrastructure and housing stock through most of the US, they had been slow to leave: even today, twenty years later, nearly one in six inhabitants of Mexico's territory is a US citizen. Not allowed to vote for Mexican absorption, even in those border states where the proportion of US citizens was rather higher than 1/6, often resident in Mexico since the Superstorm, they feel betrayed by their own government. The President, however, is determined: even if it loses him the next election, he's going to avoid destroying the fragile amity reestablished between Mexico and the US by filibustering even one pre-Storm Mexican state.

It's not that there's any real likelihood that the Mexican government is going to chase out the American residents or take all their stuff: after all, doing so would collapse the Mexican economy. However, as usual, people are not reacting rationally. Death threats are multiplying faster than the Secret Service can handle them.

Latin America south of Mexico wasn't impacted very hard by the weather, but the resultant global economic collapse was No Fun, and although Latin America can grow its own food, matters of distribution, economics, and large areas planted with not very nutritious export crops meant there were some famines, too. Various revolutions and counterrevolutions followed. Currently, Latin America is divided between an alliance of US-paranoid states led by a lefty Brazil which has developed its own nuclear arsenal, and a number of right-wing states who don't trust the US either but find them preferable to the alternative. With US farm production down and European production gone bye-bye, Latin America grows rather more food for export than OTL, and with US help Argentina has fully modernized and industrialized its agriculture.
Colombia collapsed very messily, and the ultra-leftist "agrarian communes" of the interior are too weird for even the Brazilians to deal with them.

Latin America's relationship with the US is further soured by the presence of millions of European refugees, which are a bit resentful over the US for shutting the Mexican door on them right from the start, and for surviving better than their old countries. Their relationships with their host countries is also complex: initially welcomed, as economies collapsed European "extra mouths" were not appreciated, and those without helpful skills were often pushed to the back of the line, forced to do unpaid "volunteer" labor, in some cases even raped and killed. Some immigrants have since climbed to positions of power and influence in their new countries, but their position remains somewhat shaky in most of the southern continent.

The Eskimo who survived the storm have moved south into eastern Canada and along the St. Lawrence.

Europe was hit harder than the US, and organized civilization only held out in the Mediterranean, although much of the snowy and tundra-y north is now claimed by various states (the Australia-New Zealand union claim the UK by right of inheritance, and have several bases on its frozen shores). With less military projection power, and a sea between them and a North Africa which was food-deficient to start with, a forcible "move and plunder" was not really practical, although after the weather cleared there was a heavy flow of refugees, millions, to South America and Australia-New Zealand for some months until the food started to run out and local governments shut the doors. The British starved to death fairly politely: even when cannibalism set in, it was those already frozen to death that were thawed out and eaten, rather than any uncouth cannibal mobs. Some managed to survive along the southern coasts, by a combination of fishing and heated greenhouse gardening after they got a couple nuclear power plants working again.

Today such nations as the British and the Scandinavians exist only as scattered Diasporas, although some Germans have begun to re-colonize their Siberia-cold-at-best homeland. Spain, Italy and France survive in the Mediterranean portions of their nations, France including so many Swiss, German and Low Countries survivors that various Germanic dialects are heard almost as often as French. Not that northern France, Spain, etc. are _uninhabited_: it's just that with climates comparable to Newfoundland at the best, the population is by necessity thin. The surviving European nations – chilly little Portugal, Spain, France, Italy, the Adriatic Statelets, Greece and Bulgaria-Romania – suffered human losses worse than the US, and have stabilized at substantially colder temperatures, if not as devastating as those of Northern Europe.

Human freedom did not do well under the circumstances, and only France can be said to be a relatively stable democracy nowadays (and even there police and Emergency powers are ominously strong). Relative to the US, they are both poorer and less populous than OTL 2010, and American feelings towards them are somewhat like OTL late 1800s feelings towards the Balkans – a backwards, violent and politically unstable area. The French are even more pro-nuclear than OTL, and have plans ambitious beyond their limited budget to re-settle the north with "atomic cities."

Russia is largely gone: after the initial freeze showed little signs of letting up, millions of starving but armed Russians moved south in hopes of better things, and starving (but not as much) Ukrainians opposed them. And then some Poles showed up. Putin tried to pull a Cheney, but lacked large military forces in place in areas not under 15 feet of snow, and was unable to pull off a proper invasion of the Middle East, most of which was too much of a mess to support Russians anyway, except maybe through cannibalism. Things remained chaotic for the next couple of years, before population finally bottomed out and some sort of cycle of life without most modern conveniences was established by farmers along the northern shore of the Black Sea. A number of smallish Slavic states, with little better than Sub-Saharan African living standards, exist north of the Black sea (as far north as Kiev), while a larger one, with some surviving patches of industrial modernity, exists along the eastern shore and into Georgia: it has a rather large inherited nuclear arsenal, and is currently pushing into Siberia, clashing with the Unpleasantness coming out of Central Asia: given it's continental climate, Siberia is generally not much colder than it is OTL.

Sub-Saharan Africa suffered nastyness post-storm as most of its major cities headed for collapse as food and fuel imports were cut off: the mostly self-sufficient subsistence farmers were squeezed for food, by organized armed forces in stronger states, by a thousand new petty warlords in areas where the state was weak. The "years of blood" (2007-2014) destroyed many of the old states of Africa and threw up new ones: only a few countries (most notably Tanzania and South Africa) were able to avoid at least bloody dictatorship. As of 2027, large parts of the interior are still warlord territory, and South Africa has expanded considerably to the north. New international aid agencies based in the Americas and South and Southeast Asia are helping to stabilize things, and in a few places, where corrupt and parasitic governments collapsed entirely, stronger and more effective states emerged, at least able to organize feeding the population and suppress (often with extreme brutality) the violence. The Warlord of the Cameroons-Gabon may be a total bastard, but those who know him also say he's a magnificent bastard.

The Middle East was far enough north to get hit by some of the bad weather: although the Mahgreb did not receive the sort of very heavy snows that covered Spain, there was an intense enough cold snap and sleet that badly blighted much of the year's crops. Turkey suffered terrible losses in its highland territories, and even Cairo suffered from a blizzard. Famine and political violence stalked the area: Islamicist governments came to power after bloody civil strife in Egypt, Morocco and Algiers, and Libya descended into chaos. Israel set off a few atomic bombs in (mostly) uninhabited areas to remind people not to fuck with them, and a million or so Palestinians fled/were pushed over the borders (details of the story vary). Lebanon blew up again. An independent Kurdish state emerged, and nobody paid much attention either then or during the starving to death of more than half its population. Iraq broke out in violence again when the last US troops departed, and the Iranian regime invaded to "restore order." A new religion was invented in the Yemen and twenty years later has over three million often-persecuted followers.

Iran proved no more successful than the US in bringing peace and quiet to the area, and between that and the terrible weather and the collapse of the already wobbly economy, the Islamicist regime did not survive. The 2027 government, although still rather Sharia-friendly, is no longer vetted by a Supreme Leader, and most women now go unveiled. Turks are a tough people, and managed to restore their nation, although useable agricultural land has shrunk in the highlands. Saudi Arabia, to everyone's annoyance, also survived, trading oil for food with the few countries which still had something to export, and having enough imported talent to keep the machinery going and harvest the (very expensively irrigated) crops: indeed, the Saudis actually played good Samaritan, providing free oil shipments to Islamic countries in East Africa and to Egypt after the Muslim Brotherhood took over. Libya is currently divided among Tunisia and Egypt, and Israel is rather unhappy about New Palestine, which after taking over in Jordan, went on to absorb large parts of civil-war ravaged Syria and central (Sunni Arab) Iraq after the Iranian pullout.

India had some weird weather, the usual economic crisis, and soupcon of famine: no worse than a lot of crap Indians had put up with in the past. Twenty years later India is doing fairly well economically, and is stronger relative to the US than it is OTL 2010, if still a very poor nation. It has taken advantage of Chinese problems to establish a protectorate over Tibet, and with it a nice big buffer between them and China.

Central Asia, from Afghanistan to Siberia, is no-man's-land. Pakistan is currently being propped up by the Indians and the US, fearing that the collapse of the badly eroded nation will allow the chaos to spill over into the subcontinent. (Iran has a heavily fortified northern frontier, and maintains some micro-states in western Afghanistan to provide a buffer against the Brotherhood of God, who have replaced the Taliban by being even more ruthless SOBs).

China survived, although the Super-storm ravaged their country: the government relocated to the semi-tropical south, and did unto Myanamar and Thailand what the US did in Mexico, albeit rather more clumsily by essentially giving 30 million hungry young men guns and pointing them in the right direction (Vietnam was left alone, for understandable historical reasons). The Chinese are still there today, and refuse to release any statistics on exactly how many Thai, etc. are actually still alive. Nor will the government release any information on how many Chinese survived, although most estimates put the die-off at over 60% (which still leaves some 500 million or so.) As China's climate has nothing to do with the Gulf Stream, the north has thawed over the last 20 years, being only slightly colder in the north and northwest, and a massive government-backed program of rebuilding is ongoing. The pre-war structure of the Communist Party failed to survive, and China is currently run by military Junta, although there have been a few tentative gestures in the direction of democracy lately.

Kim Il Jong at 79 is still going strong, thanks to his father's paranoia: the vast system of deep tunnels beneath the country and the several years stock of dried and canned foods (mostly untouched during previous famines save for some given to army and party leaders to keep them loyal) in case of nuclear winter meant that when things started to warm up a bit in '09 the North Koreans were able to emerge and take over what was left of the South. Quite a bit of eastern Siberia was also taken over by Korea once it thawed out. There still was a lot of famine and cannibalism, but in the end there was still a surviving state, and as one party propagandist put it "fewer but better Koreans."

The Quintuple Alliance of Indonesia, the Philippines, Taiwan, Malaysia and Vietnam, formed to ward off northern invaders (nuclear weapons provided by the Taiwanese) and for mutual economic and technical aid post-Storm, has become a major regional power. Its population includes some 10 million Japanese refugees: the peak number was 15, but many do not wish to return to the nuclear-armed ultra-nationalist dictatorship that came to power after the Great Dying (especially not the women, since the Party made failure to bear children by the age of 30 a crime against the Japanese people).

Australia and New Zealand had some tough times when trade collapsed, but managed to remain democracies and with careful rationing and a lot of sheep-eating managed to avoid famine: a formidable expansion of crop-growing took place in green New Zealand, which is now rather more densely populated than OTL. Refugees remain a sore spot with some other nations: North Americans are rather unhappy with the "you don't work, you don't eat" attitudes towards all but the earliest of their refugees, and the Japanese really hold sort of a grudge over those boatloads turned back at gunpoint. Worried about its long-term survival, New Zealand entered into a federal union with Australia in 2012.

After two decades, the global economy has finally perked up again, and standards of living in the US, Australia, China and South America have caught back up to where they were pre-storm: in South Africa, India, the Quintuple Alliance and Korea they are actually higher, a good bit higher in some cases: rump Europe, the former Soviet territories, Japan continue to lag. (Mexico, thanks to US investment, industrial development, etc. is rather wealthier than OTL: think Greece or Portugal before the economic crash).

Technological growth was slowed by human and material losses, but hasn't stopped: there have been advances in computer tech, and much investment in synthetic food production, power storage, insulation, plant genetic engineering, etc. have brought advances. The International Space Station, abandoned for a number of years, has been reoccupied and restored to function, and fusion power is only 20 years away.

Energy, power, is an important issue. The disaster of '07 made the control of planetary climate a vital issue, along with the control of carbon emissions: however, progress in addressing these issues has been badly delayed by the strongly pro-warming lobbies in the US and rump Europe, who want to thaw out their lands – never mind that the best current calculations that returning Europe to a pre-Super-Storm climate will bring drought, untenably high temperatures, and death to perhaps a billion people in the equatorial regions. The "anti-warmists" are currently dominant in the US, and along with the Brazilian Block, Australia-NZ, and the Quintuple Alliance, are busy helping the less developed parts of the world move from fossil fuels to solar and nuclear power: the Indians are now 40% nuclear, and China is making strides of its own. The Spaniards and the Italians, not to mention the Slavs to the east, are defiantly burning loads of coal, to most people's annoyance. With a couple decades of greatly reduced demand, "peak oil" is currently just a small dark cloud on the horizon.

Culture tends to emphasize the fragility of human life and the implacable face of nature, or the Helplessness of Man in the Hands of God, but as the Vietnam loss led to Rambo, a counter-reaction in the form of a sort of Muscular Humanism has appeared with much emphasis on what Science! can do: these are the sort of people who are big on building atomic-powered underground cities in the frozen areas, or building giant orbiting solar mirrors to warm up the North Atlantic and reestablish the Gulf stream. Former Alaskan governor Sarah Palin's TV show, Survivorwoman remains popular in reruns. [2]
************************************************** ******************
"As usual, New Hollywood has produced a "historical" movie almost devoid of historical content…it is amazing that only 50 years after the Global Storm, a major studio could produce a film so historically inaccurate…as anyone over 56 remembers, the US government relocated to San Antonio, Texas, not Mexico…in an amazing example of our national "perpetual innocence", what rapidly turned into a US military occupation of Mexico is shown as the Mexicans taking in (out of the goodness of their hearts, presumably) unarmed refugees…in which we learn that we can outrun a 200 MPH downburst of supercooled air…events that took place over months are compressed into a matter of days, for maximum slam-bang…for those who may be disturbed by the New York Public Library Scene, relax – the survivors were not so stupid that they burned the books rather than the wooden furniture…" – 2007: Insulting my Intelligence and Yours, the Grumpy Critic, Havana Sun-Times, August 7, 2057

107. After the World got moving again

As the ship slipped into Underspace, Gort gently laid to rest the fragile body of its android companion and servant. It was a shame, really, but given the humans xenophobia, it had been necessary to give them a humanoid mask through which the Galactic Union could speak to earth, and the android had suffered damage too severe for permanent repair.

The humans, which Gort had watched and studied through its various invisible orbiting eyes and those of its servant, were a crude, barbarous, race, their passions and fears most often overriding their reason, but they had potential, and it would be a shame if in their pursuit of "safety" through ever-greater arsenals of atomic weapons they were to destroy themselves or wreck their civilization to the point where it could not reemerge. Such things had happened before.

Now, a sufficiently alarming common threat might distract them from their own foolish quarrels. Gort liked the touch about the Union fearing the spread of terrestrial aggression into space – as if their puny rockets were a mere step or two short of interstellar colonization! But to such primitive natures, a selfish reason is a more convincing one than an altruistic one, and an alien menace more easily believed in than their own folly. In another century, perhaps they would be ready to be talked to in more adult terms…

************************************************** **

The Day the Earth Stood Still, as later historians called it, was the most panic-stricken day in history. Ironically, panic was much rarer in places such as the USSR, where the general population was uninformed as to what was going on: people assumed it was a local power outage, and although the lack of news on the radio was troubling, full scale let's-get-lootin' panic really didn't have time to get started before the lights came back on. It was generally in countries where some report of what the scientists had been told reached the masses, even if only to be mocked by the local paper, that real terror and violence took place.

Although the unknown force was applied with a fine discrimination, so planes in flight and hospitals were not affected, and the power drain was applied slowly enough that machinery requiring electrical control could be shut down before current dropped to zero, there were still casualties, either direct (varying from iron lungs in private homes to a particularly dangerous experimental reactor in Siberia) or due to the sheer panic that broke out when the scale of the situation sunk in. The power coming back only slowly alleviated the reaction, since there was no guarantee the aliens would not do the same, possibly for an extended period, in the future.

After Klaatu's final message was broadcast, the reaction was loud and various: while a lot of people called for the abolition of atomic weapons and even armies, and for the curtailing or elimination of space travel, a great many more called for a military world alliance vs. the Alien Menace, and for scientists to get off their duffs and figure out how to prevent the aliens from shutting off the lights again. The first group called the second idiots, the second called the first cowards, and much was done for radio show ratings.

The Soviets of course had half a dozen spies reporting back on the landed ship within a few hours of its arrival, and the phone conversations between Moscow and Washington grew quite heated while the US government stalled on allowing a party of Soviet scientists full access to the saucer. Stalin had received news of what Klaatu had told the scientists before the US president did, but being Stalin, assumed it to be US misinformation until slowly, gradually, flows of electrical current dropped off all over the Soviet Union until they reached zero, and stayed that way for half an hour.

After listening to the radio broadcast of Klaatu's last speech, Stalin spent some time in his Dacha, staring into space.

Still, it was not long before the Soviet Union started pushing for the elimination of nuclear weapons; something, many Americans grumbled, would leave them in a militarily superior position in Europe. Both the US and the Soviets tried to reduce tension, at least: in Korea, where fighting continued along the 38th parallel, a ceasefire was arranged in August with much US and Soviet arm-twisting behind the scenes. Berlin remained a problem: it would not be until after Stalin's death that a new generation of Soviet leaders, led by Kruschev, would be able or willing to take the necessary steps to truly deescalate the cold war.

Kruschev's and Eisenhower's establishment of Détente, the establishment of nuclear freeze and sharp reductions in the total nuclear arsenal, a negotiated peace in Korea and the US sidestepping of the Vietnam morass, and the reestablishment of space exploration, tentatively at first, then more boldly as a peaceful joint Soviet – US effort: the decade after 1955 was a hopeful period. Alas, in the end none of these initiatives could resolve the dilemma of Eastern Europe: unable to agree on a formula for the neutralization of Germany, no Soviet leader could risk the blow to prestige that would occur if Eastern Europe were to turn West in the wake of a Soviet withdrawal: with the success of Reform Communism in Czechoslovakia and the move towards free elections, and the spreading of such political maneuvers to Hungary and Poland, reaction proved inevitable. With the banning of almost all new parties in Poland and Czechoslovakia by conservative forces with Soviet backing, the events were set for the Crisis of 1970, the Second Springtime of Nations, the Spring Coup against Kruschev, and in a situation where neither side had enough nukes to do more than "muss the other side's hair", the bloodiest clash since the end of the Korean war in 1951.

It is hard in retrospect to fully grasp the motives of the oddball coalition of party Intelligentsia, military men, and KGB forces behind the Winter Coup, which brought about the ceasefire after only a handful of nukes had been used by either side. Although some have condemned them as traitors to the Soviet Union, most were patriotic men who saw either a repetition of 1941-1945, with the Soviet people in the German role, or perhaps instead mutual annihilation with the mass production of new atomic weapons and the repurposing of satellite and spaceship launchers for their delivery to New York or Moscow. In any event, it was the new Soviet leadership, and not the pugnacious Kennedy, which would take the first steps to make a permanent peace possible…

************************************************** *

In the year 2010, humanity is cautiously optimistic, although they keep on watching the skies. There is more of a sense of common purpose than in our world: rather than a vague notion of a future of continuously increased consumption somehow avoiding environmental apocalypse, there is a "standard" future of high-tech planetary civilization, responsible and peaceful space exploration and colonization, and eventual membership (as an important and very cool member, no doubt) in some sort of galactic union of civilizations. On the other hand, some people are becoming a bit impatient about when the aliens are going to return and praise us for our progress, and some wonder if they are coming back at all.

The enormously expanded SETI program has discovered quite a bit of evidence of alien life: although the locals do not seem to be making use of radio for long-distance communications, someone a few galaxies away seems to have harnessed the entire energy of a sun to send simple math problems, as a truly colossal "we are here", and then there is the weaker but far more complex signal from one of the Clouds of Magellan, which tends to ruin any computer it is put onto: some of the more imaginative thinkers suggest that it is not a signal but sentient information trying to spread itself, and current human tech simply does not provide a sufficiently advanced platform for its survival. There have been discoveries of dim infrared sources some thousands of light-years off that look a bit like what Dyson spheres are supposed to look like, and there appears to be some large-scale structural features within the core of Andromeda that so far are not explicable by any known theory of natural phenomena.

However, there does not seem to be anyone nearby, at least so we can tell, and there remains a sizeable core of people who think that Klaatu never existed, the "day the Earth stood still" being a failed experiment/a natural phenomenon/a secret weapon used by the US/the USSR/the Jews/the Rosicrucians to promote internationalism/create a global UN tyranny/scare people into goodness/carry out Nefarious Purposes. This overlaps with but is not identical with those who think all the reports of signs of intelligent life out there are a Government Plot. And of course there are many who think Klaatu lied or misrepresented things or was working with a faulty translator or was manipulating us somehow, and was in some way other than what he seemed.

Paranoia is of course plentiful, and many governments have installed DNA checks on key personnel to make sure humanoid aliens aren't infiltrating. Times are somewhat tough for UFO-spotters, since faking evidence of alien visitors now carries stiff penalties in many countries: any report of alien abductions or landings is looked into closely, and bull-shitters and fruitcakes who waste large amounts of government time or money are not looked upon kindly, especially if they make a big public show and cause a panic. Klaatu and Gort remain among the most iconic figures in history, and most households have some sort of K and/or G inspired art or photos.

The General Peace of 1971 and the subsequent restructuring of the UN have led over the last four decades to a slow move in the direction of world government, with a stronger and better funded UN, but the Big Powers still ultimately dictate what the UN can and can't do: at least with the Soviet transition to a more mixed economy and the slow Chinese move towards "Capitalism with Chinese characteristics", nasty ideological clashes are a thing of the past, and a common interest in planetary technological advancement, development of long-term solutions for resources and energy, and interplanetary exploration give them something to work together on. There has been more investment and targeted intervention to modernize the Third World, to some extent due to a "let's not look bad in front of the neighbors" feeling. On the other hand, there is still an amount of great power muscle-flexing and competition: not on the military level, but for influence among the weaker nations, for market share, intellectual prestige, etc.

Technology is somewhat more advanced than in our world. Nuclear power is much safer and far more widespread, and in the industrialized world as a whole produces as high a percentage of power used as in France OTL. Thanks to substantial investment, there is also more use of solar power, so CO2 production is rather lower than OTL and global warming less advanced. An international team has finally managed a better-than-break-even result with a fusion power process, but, surprise, surprise, an actual demonstration plant is said to still be two decades away. Transatlantic flights are supersonic. Biotech is also more advanced, and cancer death rates are substantially lower.

There are a lot more robots (Gort was an inspiration), but in spite of a lot more money being spent, true AI is still not on the horizon. Computer tech in general is about OTL: the internet is both more global and sparser, less having been spent on establishing extensive nuking-resistant networks with the Cold War coming to a definite end in the 1970s. Old chemical rockets have been replaced by nuclear ones, and interplanetary travel is generally a matter of months rather than years now in the inner solar system. There are colonies on Mars and the Moon. The solar system is not too dissimilar to OTL, although there has been a discovery of anaerobic micro-life living off chemical reactions well beneath the surface of Mars. As well as colonizing space, there is more of an effort to colonize the seas: several nations have been experimenting with algae-cultivation and undersea habitats.

Nuclear weapons have been eliminated, aside from a teeny arsenal under the joint control of the Security Council, in case some third-world nation manages to sneak an undercover bomb program past the International Disarmament Inspectors and tries to use it for blackmail purposes: the bulk of the remaining weapons were used up with the trip of the Goliath (Earth's first and so far only Orion-type spaceship: after transporting a huge amount of supplies for the Martian colonists, it carried out a triumphant tour of the outer solar system before returning to Earth, where it currently sits in orbit awaiting the development of a cheap, clean nuke so it can be refueled).

The Soviet Union is still around, although it has ceded independence to the Baltic States, and, in the late 90s, the western (Ukrainian-speaking, Greek Catholic) Ukraine. The rest holds together, unified by a technocratic futurist vision, a remaining "left" sensibility expressed in powerful state and labor institutions, a common dislike of those loud, pushy, self-satisfied Europeans, and a sense of "Soviet" nationalism which in this world did not decline sharply the way it did Our TimeLine after the 60s: central Asia is rather more secular, urbanized and Russianized than OTL (and a lot wealthier and with much lower birth rates to boot), and of late the only serious separatist movement is that in Moldova (post-Communist for 34 rather than 21 years, Romania looks more promising as a place to join). Currently they are on good terms with the Americans, forming with them and the Japanese something of a counterforce to the pushy expansionism of the Chinese and the European Community.

The European Community has been expanding steadily since the "neutralization" of eastern Europe broke down in the early 80s, and not only reaches from Portugal to Poland but also includes Turkey, Libya (rather more sanely managed than OTL) and have started pushing for cross-ties with the wealthier Latin American nations. Although still suffering from problems of low birthrates, the European economy, driven by heavy technological investment and rather more pro-entrepreneur legislation, is growing decently, and the Europeans tend to look on themselves as the next Number One power, and perhaps the basis for an eventual World Federation, which annoys Americans as well as Soviets. The Chinese, as OTL, are pushing hard to modernize, benefitted by generous "industrialization grants" and free expertise provided by first-world nations hoping to turn the unprofitable poor masses of Asia into wealthy consumers, and is attempting to entice India into an "Asian economic cooperative" (dubbed by wags the "New Greater East 'n South Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere).

The US is still the leading power, even if the Europeans surpass them in total GDP. It's a very pro-science, technocratic, can-do nation, men's haircuts are short, and almost everyone wears glasses of some sort or another. There is a certain geekishness in the air, and many follow Heinlein's dictum of anti-specialization: not being knowledgeable and skilled in a wide variety of fields is considered, as the Soviets put it, nekulturny. (Not that there aren't a lot of specialists: the US suffers from at least as bad an oversupply of engineers as OTL does from Liberal Arts Majors  .) For all their grumbling about European expansionism, the US has its own expansionist factions, pushing for the assimilation of Mexico and Canada and Cuba (Puerto Rico is already a US state). Highways are regularly upgraded, there are uneconomically large numbers of monorails, and science fiction books are quite main-stream (if, alas, they don't sell much better than OTL. It's not like the real world isn't science fictional enough).

Africa is still sort of a mess, given that the European powers did not leave behind a much more advanced infrastructure or provide much more instruction in self-government than OTL: still, there is more foreign investment and technological aid, and a willingness on the outside world to join forces and bump heads when things get too bad (such horrors as OTLs Congo War or the Darfur genocide have been nipped in the bud, even if that means some tens of thousands of UN peacekeepers are tied down here and there in the continent and occasionally shot in the back for their pains – sullen peoples, yadda yadda). The Kalahari is currently being slowly covered with solar power panels, the South African Alliance having ambitious schemes re development. Latin America is wealthier, although the odd technocratic dictatorship of Brazil makes some people nervous, and cheaper (less demand) oil has done some hurt to the Mexican and Venezuelan economies. The Pan-American Highway, internationally maintained, is a lot snazzier than OTL, and one can drive at 100 miles an hour from the Arctic Ocean to the tip of Tierra del Fuego with only one ferry hop.

The Middle East is still the Middle East, the Israelis having stuck their neck in that particular noose and half-assed Arab modernism having got into the driving seat before the Point of Divergence. Still, after the 5th Arab-Israeli war (1987), in which the Israelis used two illegal nuclear devices ("they used chemical weapons first", protested the Israelis) the major powers stepped in and imposed a peace, which has held since, with 100,000 Soviet, US and Chinese troops remaining to see that it does. The Palestinian state is on its fourth coup, the Israelis are getting into the new sea-floor colonization movement to make up for their lack of land, and the Iraqi Science Dictator (a Brazilian ally) has recently put a rocket in orbit around the Moon. Algeria is a Shari'a (but pro-science) state, while Iran is oddly enough a leftist democracy, albeit one with large and powerful Islamic parties. Poorer, Saudi Arabia gets up to less wacko-funding naughtiness abroad than OTL.

It's generally a bit more leftist world than OTL: old-style Communism didn't collapse as messily, and the notion of "scientific planning" whether applied to greening the Sahara or managing the economy, gets a lot of play. (One can sell a lot of stuff, from toilet paper to rockets, by sticking in the word "scientific" in somewhere). Some want bigger government, some want it smaller, but nobody suggests drowning it in a bathtub. (However, most think third-world countries have neither the intellectual nor the technical expertise to run a planned economy: the need for backwards countries to go through a capitalist interval first is once again Marxist orthodoxy among the lefty chattering classes).

Culturally, this world is in some ways both more and less conservative than our own. Although there was still a stormy transition to a society without sexism and racism as part of the basic rules of the game, with an end to the thermonuclear race to destruction, no Vietnam for the US, and the worth of science and technology confirmed by actual super-powerful aliens from space, there is more trust in expertise and scientific progress: While on the one hand the push for racial and sexual equality, and the acceptance of "alternate" lifestyles (hey, who knows what the aliens get up to?) has gone somewhat further than OTL, it's a society which respects authority more, and is less tolerant when it comes to "irrational" thinking, even when said irrational thinking may actually have a point. (Say, Green thinkers. Environmentalism isn't doing quite as well as OTL, since Science! is supposed to be able to deal with any little problems with resource deficiencies and environmental degradation – those who object to the paeans to science and industry so common in popular culture are usually tatter with the "irrational" brush). There have been rebels and outcasts a plenty, but nothing quite as hallucinogenic (hah!) as OTLs counterculture. Clothes are… odd, a peculiar mix of the old-fashioned and the flamboyantly futuristic (the pumpkin-orange, glow-in-the-dark suit with mirrorshades is currently popular on the US East coast).

108. Defunct Futures

So, what's it like in the year 2012 in the...


1950s WORLD

2012 in 50's-world, everyone in the US wears hats. Men wear suits, women wear dresses or cute pantsuits. T-shirts and jeans or sweats are something nobody older than a teenager would be caught wearing. There are a lot of uniforms. Everything is very clean and often metallic or gleaming.

The Cold War is of course going on, and China, the Soviet Union, indeed everything from East Germany to Vietnam is the Red World, a unified entity which includes some parts of Africa, including the Red Congo. (Cuba, on the other side, is Capitalist and more-or-less democratic, if corrupt). Everyone in the Red World dresses the same, drives the same standard car, and reports for interrogation four times a year. (Except for the Inner Committee. But to get to that position on must have taken the interrogation drugs dozens of times). Although a "standardized" Socialist culture is promoted, the Chinese are still Chinese, and the increasing tendency of the Chinese tail to wag the Russian dog has been noted and is causing internal stresses.

The US and Western Europe and Canada form a union at least as close as the OTL EC, and also have closely integrated militaries. Australasia, Japan, S. Korea and some other places are a bit more loosely tied to the imperial center in Washington. There is no such thing as an "inner city", social engineering and massive infrastructure investment means the African-American population has decent housing and jobs (although often in segregated districts), and indeed blacks are accepted in the highest ranks of society – as long as they dress and act exactly like white people, of course! Gay people remain invisible, and for felony crimes truth drugs and brain scanners come out just as quickly as in the Red World. Society is rather militarized: there has already been one minor nuclear "skirmish" which required some resettlement of the Korean peninsula and the rebuilding of a couple WestBlock and Red World cities outside the area of the clash.

The tunnels go down miles and miles, and require atomic power to cool them down to livability. The possibility of nuclear winter is known, and massive hydroponic farms are being built beneath the Earth, while plans are drawn up for reprocessing the nations' forests into edible paste if other food sources are found to be inadequate. Many people already live underground, some quite deep underground.

People are also exploring space: nuclear-propelled spacecraft, Orion and other types, are criss-crossing the solar system, and there are so many charged particles in the earth's magnetic fields that communications satellites are huge and use vacuum tubes to compensate. (Vacuum tubes are used rather widely, indeed, due to their usefulness in the case of EM pulse disabling more advanced electronics.) Due to security concerns there is not much of an internet, but home computers are very powerful. Most energy comes from nuclear power, and fast-breeder reactors are plentiful. The common cold has been cured, but the bald still need to resort to implants.

There are several government news and information channels on cable, which carry all the news which is good for you. Public television channels tend to be cleaner than OTL: blue laws remain strong. The Pill was invented rather later than OTL, and feminism was slower in taking off, and it remained about jobs and legal rights and discrimination, and never got into sexual politics to any great extent: society remains more repressed, although at least TV doesn't show couples sleeping in widely spaced seperate beds. Rock and Roll still flourishes, but is rather different than anything in our world: for one thing, there are far fewer dirty words, and Gangsta Rap is unheard of, as is the hippie. (There was and remains a counterculture of sorts, but it sees nothing wrong with bathing and is generally not into granola or aromatic candles). Big Band music never became extinct, and is widely audible on the 3-V or radio.

India is poor, pacifist and neutral, while Japan's economic takeoff was less successful than OTL and it is relatively poorer and less developed, and more Americanized culturally. Latin America is firmly under the US thumb economically and politically, and is wealthier than in our world, if more junta-prone. The British Empire is not entirely departed from the earth, and still more-or-less controls some large parts of Africa, as does France. (South Africa, alas, had a messy Race War). The Middle East is generally republican and Leftist, and Israelis live deeper underground than any other nation.


1960s WORLD

In 2012, the US is a chaotic sort of place, society divided into multiple feuding sub-cultures, hard rockers, hippies, techno-geeks, squares and Jesus-botherers, techno-geeks and the mighty Nation of Islam (1/3 of black America), Afroculturalists and conservative Christian blacks, anarchists and the Men in Black. Hair is worn long (or quite short, for squares, militarists, and the Nation), clothing styles are wildly colorful (the "norm" has moved to the extent where an orange or purple suit is conservative) and architecture is often wildly outré. Things swung in the direction of the People with the fall of the Nixon dictatorship, but the pendulum has swung towards the right, and the Communes no longer control New York or Los Angeles, while self-governing areas such as San Francisco, the East Side Cooperative, or the many rural Micro-states are under increased pressure by a government dominated by an uneasy alliance between Squares, Conservatives, Militarists, God-Botherers, and Techno-Geeks. Women's Lib has made major gains, although sexism remains pretty much as strong as OTL (there is also more sex: AIDS never made it out of a small part of W. Africa).

Abroad, Red-Green MittelEuropa charts an independent course, no longer forced into alliance with the US for fear of the Soviets (People Power having brought the collapse of Soviet rule in Eastern Europe at last), while Red France has gone Anarchist. Thanks to the flood of French refugees since the Rising, decadent and colorful Britain currently holds the role of high-fashion leader as well as a leader in music, drama and sophisticated recreational pharmaceuticals.

The African Union nowadays has expanded to incorporate roughly half the population of sub-Saharan Africa, most recently swallowing South Africa. It is a rising power, corrupt and turbulent but also energetic and economically fast-growing, and is seen by some as a possible superpower of the 21st century. Communal Red China, with its sun-powered, self-contained industrial economy and network of Asian and African clients, is also a major influence, and is currently colonizing Earth orbit with cheap inflatable space habitats powered by sunlight and made livable with genetically engineered plants, making a bit of a mockery of the handful of huge, clunky US and Soviet space bases. The Occupied Zone of SE Asia, essentially a part of the US overseas, walled off from the rest of Asia, remains a hot potato the US is unable to get rid of, even President Jerry Brown being unable to find a formula for departure that would not put too many lives at risk: many suggest making it part of the US proper, but the Squares and other conservatives don't want 20 million new Cambodian and Vietnamese US citizens, even if they do tend to vote for the three right-wing parties.

Technology is advanced, especially in the field of biotech, which has allowed many to leave the cities and live off the land with the aid of self-growing habitats and weed-tough food plants (and Weed). Some Hippies don't pick flowers to put in their hair, they just grow them there. A sort of internet transmitted through radio frequencies is free, anarchic and trans-national.

Japan is economically prosperous and a major fashion trend-setter, and makes good non-animated movies. Mystical India is a strange place, where with the aid of a few drugs some very odd things may be seen, and sends out missionary gurus to all parts of the world. The Soviet Union survives, having withdrawn from Eastern Europe and turned into a Red-Brown nationalist oligarchy, and some fear that the conservative forces in the US and the Soviet Union may be thinking along the lines of an alliance against the various more progressive forces that continue to bubble and ferment world-wide…

The world is troubled by violent revolutionary governments and Marxist extremists in the poorer parts of the globe, environmental problems, the Israeli conquest of much of the Middle East, and too many people frying their heads with drugs: on the other hand, the music is still good, both Mars and the sea-bottom are being colonized, and Flower Power is surprisingly well-disciplined.


1970s WORLD

2012: the clothes. My God, the clothes. That being said, once you have restrained the impulse to claw your eyes out, you may notice the bad air, unless you are lucky enough to be in one of those cities with an environment dome built over it. Things are chaotic, dirty, and grungy where they're not Day-Glo colored. Oil peak was passed a way back in this more crowded and industrialized world, lots of coal is being burned, the environment is a deep mess, and pollution is the norm: there are now "fashionable" gas masks. Solar, windfarm, and bio-fuels are all used, although for some odd reason not much is being done with nuclear power. Apparently there have been some really nasty nuclear-power disasters. Cars are all electric, and computerized.

As gas prices soar, the population moves back from the suburbs to the cities, which are growing rapidly. The government, dominated by Congress, Senate and bureaucracy rather than an increasingly marginalized Presidency, is corrupt and untrustworthy, and cameras and secret spy devices are everywhere.

And, of course, much of the US government is secretly in the pay of the fabulously wealthy Saudis (there's less oil left in the ground, and it's harder to extract, but the price rises more than compensate), who have united the conservative monarchies of the Arabian peninsula into a close Sunni alliance against the Iranians. They also have a secret nuclear arsenal of their own, obtained from corrupt Chinese officials at fabulous prices…

Israel has established a Palestinian state – by carving it out of Lebanon. The Middle East is still a mess, and the Iranian Revolution has swallowed Iraq. The Soviet Union – corrupt, technocratic, increasingly a state of sealed and domed cities as the pollution still increases - is still around, leading a powerful third-world alliance of anti-US states, and has dealt with Eastern Europe by absorbing it directly into the USSR. Most of the parts of Africa not under the rule of totalitarian Red regimes have collapsed into chaos and warlordism as famine and drought ravage the land. India too has fragmented, while a radical China has turned to drugs and mind control techniques to control its huge and growing population, which is increasingly dependent on vat-grown goo for food as the Brown Cloud over China becomes increasingly permanent. Japan has had a revolution and turned socialist.

Synthetic foods are increasingly important in other countries, and ocean algae-farming is becoming a major business. There's a cure for cancer, but fusion power is still 20 years away. A joint Soviet-US mission reaches Mars in the 90s, but worsening relations have stymied follow-up plans. There are some big ol' space stations. The first clones, unknown to the public, are approaching adulthood. Several urban centers are now covered with climate control domes.

Various new religions have arisen, gaining many adherents. Psychics and crystal power and multiple reincarnations are mainstream enough as forms of belief that army chaplains are not just Jewish and Catholic and Protestant, but Children of the Cosmos and Disciples of Ramtha as well, and the US government employs psychics. Pyramid-shaped houses were a fad in the 1990s. Like the 60s-world, there is no AIDS and more casual sex, and it's kinkier. Much more pornography than OTL, here and abroad, legal gay marriage, weird family structures out of Heinlein, militant lesbian crime gangs (in school uniforms, yet, in Japan). Marihuana is legal in the US and most industrial countries. What with teeny electronics universally available and crowded cities, privacy is becoming rare.

Population growth has remained high, and there are over a billion and a half more people than OTL. Several cities in Asia have populations over 20 million, and the Zero Population Growth Movement is loud and influential. Although plenty of CO2 is going into the atmosphere, people aren't worried about global warming – recent fluctuations in the solar constant and massive sunspot formation has led many leading scientists to conclude a new ice age is coming. Putting enough carbon dioxide into the atmosphere may prevent further cooling, but it will also lead to acid rain and the acidification of the oceans, potentially leading to massive die-offs of plant and animal life. A theocratic movement in the US and an anarchist one in Europe have arisen to bring an end, by whatever means necessary, the forces that are slowly killing the planet.


1980s WORLD

Mirrorshades (with built-in computer displays) are plentiful and hairdos are elaborate. The climate is hotter and stormier, and the rain pours down on the grimy, towering Cities of Tomorrow.

After overthrowing Gorbachev, the Soviets turned back to their hard-line roots politically, but also took up a weird sort of State Capitalism, with government-backed Soviet mega-corporations now competing with those rooted in Japan and the US for global market share. Although Eastern Europe was lost, the Soviets still play games of political influence and subversion in the area, and are allied with the leftier bits of fragmented China, along with India (which turned hard-left after their atomic war with Pakistan) and the United Socialist States of Central America. The Corporate-dominated US is allied to Corporate-nation Japan as the leaders of the PacRim Association, the world's most powerful political association, competing with the Soviets and their Statist allies, the EuroFed, the Arab Union, and independent-minded mega-corporations. A decade after the Second Oil War, the Soviet and US-European forces have finally agreed to neutralize West Iran and put an end to the tense nose-to-nose situation that had existed previously.

The PacRim also includes some of the bits of China, South Korea, Australia, etc. The European economic union has expanded into Latin America, expansion to the east being hampered by Soviet maneuverings. Arab North Africa has unified under a nationalist-Islam movement, which makes the Israelis nervous, especially since a pro-unity party has come to power in Jordan. Africa has descended into chaos, and much of the area is run by warlords, mercenaries and Arab-backed Islamic movements, although atomic-weapons armed South Africa remains relatively stable through extreme repression and the use of pacifying drugs on the black population.

The night sky glitters with satellites, Soviet and US and EuroFed military "Star Wars" projects, mega-corporation commercial stations, spy satellites, and stuff nobody is sure who put it up. They are frequently replaced as they malfunction or are destroyed through properly deniable accidents: military fencing and testing of the enemy, corporate warfare, possibly hackers messing with the system. Europe and Japan are more "wired" than OTL: the World Wide Web is even larger and more complicated than in our world, and includes a variety of virtual reality access modes and entire secret parallel systems run by hacker associations and megacorporations, accessible only to those In the Know. The Soviets have their own hackers, and have infiltrated much of the vast network of cyberspace. Autonomous robots are more advanced, and are used in a number of military applications.

The Republicans are more libertarian than OTL, and are less arm-in-arm with the Religious right. Violent crime is worse than in our world, and many houses are now built like fortresses, while the armed guard industry has boomed and gated communities are even bigger than OTL. Most civilians in the US now carry guns or at least tasers or gas grenades. Interpol and other police agencies battle against the Network, the powerful international alliance of Italian, Columbian, Japanese, etc. crime lords.

The major states all have bases on the Moon, although Mars has not yet been reached (too expensive, both the Supreme Soviet and US corporate heads agree). There are a lot of space stations in orbit, many of them on-the-cheap Indian and Soviet models. (Explosive decompression deaths no longer make it onto the front page of newspapers). Japan is a lot wealthier than OTL, never having undergone an economic collapse of comparable scale, and dealing with the population deficit through massive imports of foreign "temp" labor (1/10 of Japan's population nowadays is foreign born, and some have been there for 15 years or more. Very few have actually become citizens, and they are often harassed by ultra-nationalist Japanese biker gangs. The Japanese restaurant scene is much more varied than OTL.

1990s WORLD
George W. Bush? Who?

2012. The weather grows more violent, storms and hurricanes multiply as global warming begins to bite. The walls of buildings gleam and shimmer with holographic images from nanoprojector paint, and people wear clothes that changes color and texture. It is a buzzing, energetic, frantic, even extreme time, and having recovered from the 2000 Slump brought about by the global plague of computer errors, the world is whizzing along faster and faster into an integrated, global, cybernetic, networked future. US politics are lurid, a form of performance art, in which the campaigns are now essentially simultaneous with the term of office, and a constant battle goes on through the ocean of media to dazzle, confuse, needle, annoy and otherwise poke in one direction or another the pin-ball of the voter. Even the violent militia terrorism that plagues several western states is another form of entertainment, unreal and incomprehensible to most. Information overload is guaranteed, with innumerable internet, cable, satellite and other channels, sites, information sources. Information gatherers and collators take mind-altering drugs to drink in information from dozens of sources simultaneously.

Nanotechnology is the new Big Thing, and mysterious stuff bubbles in giant assembler vats which TV spots promise will soon revolutionize the world. Already there is nano-cloth, nano-paint, and a variety of odd new materials: will nano soon build our cars, make our food, clean out our arteries? Stay tuned! AI may not have arrived yet, but computers can fool a Turing test, and a number of actors and pop stars are now entirely computer-generated. Immune rejection techniques have improved to the point where a lot of people are carrying animal organs around, and some wealthy oddballs have gone further (say, fur or horns).

A Palestinian state has been created in the West Bank and the Gaza strip, and receives a steady stream of financial aid AKA bribe money to keep it peaceful. The hard-liners have mostly been broken, although assassinations by Palestinians of "collaborator" Palestinians making up the ruling party continue intermittently, along with assassinations by Jewish Israelis of the Israeli officials who forcibly evacuated the more indefensible settlements on the West bank. The rail and road connection between the Gaza strip and the West Bank is nice, fast, and runs in a ditch sided by 20-foot sheer retaining walls topped by barbed wire, which the Palestinians find oddly insulting. The Second Iranian Revolution has swept a democratic government into power, which to everyone's annoyance has made it clear that they still don't like the Jews.

Capitalism has won, and grows and swells monstrous, in India, in China, in a Europe integrating out to the Urals. Japan is recovering from its long slump as a new generation of entrepreneurs and inventors recreate the Japanese technology scene, and push the envelopes of computer intelligence, virtuality, and nanotech further than anywhere else. Russia is wealthier and less repressive than OTL, and is trying to join the European Economic Community. It has also swallowed Belorussia. The Chinese have started talks on autonomy for Tibet, although they warn that those maps showing a Tibet 1/3 the size of China will have to go.

The World Environmental Council, founded in the early 2000s, is an increasingly important institution as nations get serious about arresting global warming and ecological decay. Currently massive loans are being raised through international financial institutions to help large and rapidly growing nations move to cleaner power systems and less polluting industry, while the Russians have offered to set aside a big chunk of Siberia (whose inhabitants are few and with no internet presence) as a storage site for radioactive waste – for a reasonable rent, of course!

There is a dark side, though. Terrorism – Islamic, fundamentalist Christian, Deep Green, Militia, Krazy Kults – is on the rise, as the nihilistic and the outraged find ways to network and develop their technique, although as yet there hasn't been a show-stopper on the scale of OTL 9/11. Saddam Hussein is still in Baghdad, and has survived the 4th attempt to overthrow him since the decade began. Africa remains a mess, and large parts of it have been taken over outright by the UN and international forces under UN auspices. Neo-Maoist and Anarchist revolutionary movements have cropped up in a number of nations where the governments have not done well in handling the new Global Economy, and climate instability is leading to increased food insecurity. Biotech workers are doing funny things with germs, and AIDS seems to be getting more contagious. The Taliban have spread to Central Asia, which is increasingly wracked by religious unrest.

An international consortium of nations led by the US has signed on to a long-term Zubrin-type effort to colonize Mars, and the first experimental automated fuel-making ships have been launched, soon to land on the Red Planet. The International Space station has gone through a burst of reconstruction and expansion, and the Chinese have send a man around the Moon. Fusion power is only 20 years away.  :)

109. MAD MAX'S WORLD

Some Damned Thing in the Middle East led to a limited US-Soviet atomic war in the early 90s. Although neither country got more "than it's hair mussed" (in the immortal words of Dr. Strangelove) it brought about a global economic collapse, while the final nuclear "spoiler" attack against the Mideast oil fields brought about a huge oil price spike: the massive costs of rebuilding and decontamination meant that the world had essentially reached "peak oil", in the sense of decreasing returns on investment, by 2000 AD.

These problems were compounded by global warming-induced climate change, and the "memetic plague" of the Nihilist cult, which preached a philosophy of dealing with a violent and meaningless world too corrupt to be saved by punching it in the head first. The global economy remained stuck in low gear throughout the 1990s and 2000s. A series of bloody wars fought over resources, water, etc. broke out by the mid-2010s, while the US began slowly to descend into civil war. International trade sharply contracted. Massive climate-change induced droughts ravaged India and China.

In 2020, Australia is still functioning, barely, although much of the interior of the country had been abandoned due to unrelenting drought and perpetual fuel rationing, and become a virtually lawless no-man's land with road-trains of supplies passing through only under heavy police guard. Law and order is breaking down, with Nihilist groups celebrating the rites of Chaos in the cities, where running water and electricity increasingly became part-time only. New power plants are being built to use native coal rather than oil, but with the economy at a standstill progress is slow: some trade still comes in from SE Asia and New Zealand and S. America, ships increasingly running on coal (and from nearby Indonesia, occasionally on sail) rather than oil, but with demand remaining low Australia has little to sell, and necessary food imports are expensive: efforts to build up agriculture in the still viable SE and Tasmania were hampered by a lack of imported equipment and difficulties in paying the labor needed.

It was around that time that a young but already hard-bitten cop by the name of Max Rockatansky had his deadly blood feud with an Outback crime gang, and then dropped out of sight.

Shortly after, disaster struck. A second round of atomic warfare finished off what was left of civilization in the northern hemisphere after the Soviet Union (now descended into full-blown North Korean-ish crappitude) attempted to conquer the still functional bits of Europe and the Middle East in a desperate effort to gain a large enough "resource zone" to survive. The military regime that at the point still held most of the former US did not respond well. Heavy radiation fallout reached as far as Australia, which also lost a couple cities due to ancient targeting plans nobody had bothered to update.

The global economy collapsed entirely. Trade was cut off, and food rationing was imposed nation-wide. Two years later a wave of armed, desperate refugees from civil war-torn Indonesia descended on the north coasts. In the wake of the dispatching northwards of whatever armed forces could be scraped together, the hungry cities exploded. Half a dozen revolutionary groups attempted to seize power, each with their own agenda as how to "save" the nation. The Nihilists sided with whoever seemed the most destructive. Order broke down, cities burned, distribution collapsed. What was left of Australia broke apart into a number of now autonomous communities, struggling to maintain the vestiges of a 20th century civilization.

In 2026, Max Rockatansky, not exactly willingly at first, would help save a small band of refugees from one of the more insane Nihilist outback gangs.

The tech crash bottomed out in places such as South Africa and South America, where some sort of late 19th century level of existence was maintained. Warlords emerged from the chaos of SE Asia and S. China. Although they warmed up again after a brief spell of nuclear winter, global temperatures began to level off, much less CO2 entering the atmosphere. Small nuclei of civilization reemerged here and there in Australia as the Nihilists died out essentially through severe lack of long-term planning.

In 2033, Max Rockatansky would play a rather disruptive role in the political arrangements of the crude settlement of Bartertown, and set a bunch of child survivors on a trek to Sidney.

************************************************

It is now 2041.

A now middle-aged Max finds himself aboard a steamship bound for South America. He had not intended to become a hero of the Revolution that overthrew the dictator of Tasmania and established the Republic, but Max always finds ways to stumble into trouble. Now – and he still quite can't wrap his head around it – he is Ambassador Extraordinary to the Republic of La Plata, empowered to negotiate trade terms, etc.

New Zealand (his first stop) is a reasonably civilized little agricultural dictatorship with its limited industries powered by geological forces, and much of the north under the largely autonomous rule of the Maori. South America is one of the generally less screwed up parts of the world, although Brazil, much of which has gone to desert, has split in three, communist weirdoes dominate the Andes, and it's warlord city from Columbia on north, (the Caribbean definitely has pirates) although still-extant oil wells means that a large chunk of Venezuela survives as a joint protectorate of several south American states. Technology is mostly stuck in the late 19th century, although La Plata has crude radios and has recently reinvented the vacuum tube. Valiant Latin American sailors are re-exploring the world two decades after the disaster.

He's been to the north and the south. He's inspired at least three religious cults. He's fought nihilists and religious extremists and Malay pirates and mutants and a gang of lesbian self-mutilating cannibals. He helped the Secret Underground City keep its secret and stopped the Warlord of Ayers Rock from enslaving the local aboriginals. He's crossed a thousand miles of desert in a mad inventor's blimp and turned down a trip to the Americas in the world's last functioning atomic submarine.

Indonesia is many small states, warlords, pirate empires and Islamic Shari'a states: SE Asia has larger empires, and although battered by fallout and terrible weather, not to mention the domino effect of several hundred million starving radiation-sick Chinese drifting southward, the Vietnamese nation survives in the south, although under increasing pressure from the Holy Union of the Cao Dai, which theocracy holds former north Vietnam and is expanding vigorously into the chaos of southern China. Africa is more fragmented than the old Holy Roman Empire, much of it returning, after the cities burned and emptied out, to pre-industrial village life enlivened by the few extant gunsmiths, the Zulu have returned to their martial roots and moved northward to conquer less drought-riven land, while Red Azania holds out through brutal mass-labor irrigation products and ruthless social control.

Desert nomads roam amidst the ruins of North African and Middle East cities now filled with drifting sand, victims of desertification. Civilization still clings to life along the shrunken Nile, which is ruled by a mad Russian general who threatens to nuke the Aswan dam if the population fails to remain docile. Odd apocalyptic new faiths spread in the wilds of south central Asia. A small remnant of the Israeli people survived the atomic attacks and the long march south to ensconce themselves, out of sight of the world, near the shores of Lake Nyanza. Much of India, starved in the south by drought, singed all over by fallout, starved in the north by nuclear winter, and invaded by desperate Muslim refugees from the west, has been depopulated and is now the realm of scattered little states, warlords and nomads, only the Holy Caliphate of Bengal still maintaining order and stability over an extensive area.

For once, Max didn't ride off into the sunset after defeating the bad guys: for one thing, he's getting old. His many old and more recent scars are making him increasingly stiff, and although he's still hell on wheels in a fight, he's neither as quick nor as agile as he used to be. And he's tired of wandering.

Europe, the former Soviet Union, NE Asia and America north of former Mexico is still rather radioactive in spots, and largely uninhabited. The US is populated by a few still-surviving underground refuges, scattered bands of cannibalistic mutants, a few religious communities south along the Gulf, and increasing numbers of Mexicans, wandering north into the less radioactive areas of the SW in flight from the various petty warlords (many of them former drug barons) who rule what is left of their nation. Europe is similar (trade "starving Arabs and Berbers" for Mexicans), although in the south of France a curious Nihilist dictatorship consisting of former cannibals and survivalists ruling over enslaved African refugees and Mediterranean survivors is growing at an alarming rate under the savage rule of the radiation-scarred British exile who calls himself Johnny Black.

And Max has other reasons to stick around. The more than slightly mad and remarkably deadly young woman he ran into in the ruins of Hobart – and has been unable to shake since - sleeping in the next cabin, for one. He's not quite sure what she is to him, but he has someone else to keep an eye out for the first time since his dog died, and as long as that isn't fully resolved, he can't go wandering off into the wilderness again. Besides, he's always liked the idea of an ocean voyage…

110. Warhammer: the Age of Strife, Near the End

OK: props to the folks over at Total War Center, [link] , from whom I got the majority of my info.

The Earth as the year 30,000 AD approaches has been through quite a lot, as has humanity. The First and Second False Space Ages and the first True Space Age. The Planetary Colonization Era. The Asteroid Wars and the Gene Wars. The Universal Republic era. The Swarm of Worlds and the Interplanetary Wars. The period of VR Stagnation and its bloody and still mysterious end. The First Interstellar Age with its slower-than-light generation ships. The Solar Empire period. The First Great Death. The Diaspora and Fragmentation. The discovery of Hyperspace. The Rejoining of Branches. The Opening of the Closed Worlds. Etc, etc, with millennia to go before the Federation of Man and the technological peak of human civilization.

The Earth has seen several world governments come and go, and has suffered horrendous damage several times, by asteroid bombardment, antimatter weapons, and biological agents: fortunately, humanity’s ability to survive has increased with its ability to destroy, and there have always been survivors to rebuild, with a nadir of a few tens of millions in bunkers near the core-mantle interface: the population has at other times numbered in trillions, requiring enormous cooling surfaces extending far above the atmosphere to radiate away the excess heat. During the most devastating of attacks, a large portion of the Oceans boiled into space, and the ecosystem was so damaged as to require its rebuilding essentially from scratch using genetic banks (there is still some disagreement as to whether the Unicorn was a pre-existent species or not.) The shape of the continents has further been changed by various efforts in planetary engineering to create more living space, while some annoying, ice-age causing variations and wobbles in planetary orbit and precession have been eliminated.

The most extended Time of Troubles has been the last four thousand years, during which humanity was first nearly exterminated by its own robotic creations, then saw its galactic empire broken up by warp storms making FTL exceedingly unsafe, was attacked on almost every major world by hordes of demons using psychic channelers as gates, was consumed by civil wars (often provoked by said demons) and plagues of madness, all deriving ultimately from the realm of Chaos. Earth survived, but was devastated to the point where functional planetary government ceased to exist and the majority of the population again perished (several wars with Mars didn’t particularly help either). In the end what civilization remained was reduced to brutal and disciplined little dictatorships scattered about the planet in fortresses and underground refuges, from which new states slowly expanded into the radioactive, monster, demon and mutant-plagued wilderness. Much technology was lost, in part due to the number of survivors being insufficient to maintain a truly high tech society.

In the current time, the world has been largely divided up between a few giant powers, smaller states mostly having been wiped out or absorbed. Republicanism is largely a forgotten philosophy, states usually being monarchies or autocracies or theocracies of various sorts: the notion that the common man in the tunnel should have a say in how things are run is considered childish and unrealistic. Societies tend to be highly conservative, paranoid and xenophobic, the consequence of millennia of terrible wars in the past. People are generally not very religious but highly superstitious – which in a world where actual demons and wizards exist, is perhaps not an entirely unreasonable point of view. Science as a vocation or an enthusiasm rather than punch-clock operation is looked upon with a great deal of suspicion, and several governments actively persecute those accused of practicing “scientism”: the verdict of history is taken to be that there are some things in which Man Was Not Meant to Meddle, and that “scientists” are people that if they see a big button labeled “DOOMSDAY MACHINE ACTIVATOR: DO NOT PUSH”, they’ll almost certainly push it to see what happens. Engineers, people who know how to keep the machines working and perhaps improve them a bit, are highly valued, but research for the sake of research is considered very sketchy.

Space travel is largely unknown: there generally doesn’t seem to be anywhere to go. Luna is unified, heavily armed, and deeply agoraphobic. Mars is run by a theocratic technocracy, and is downright hostile. Venus got blown to bits at some point, and radio signals from the outer planets do not seem convincingly human. Warp storms make FTL travel impractically dangerous. The general attitude is exemplified by the fact the bigger nations maintain massive dug in laser cannon to shoot down any visitors from space.

Technology is an odd mix of surviving elements: quite a few lines of technological development have just petered out or been discarded as impractical. Others have been forgotten in the eras of chaos, and without any real R&D beyond “steal other people’s tech secrets”, have not been rediscovered. Artificial intelligence of any sort is verboten, due to memories of the war with the robots or “iron men” (Cleverbot would be ruthlessly exterminated). While fusion power and near-indestructible building materials and all sorts of genetically engineered plants and animals exist, the technology for antigravity propulsion has been lost, and with it pretty much all forms of air travel, ancient-type jet or propeller driven craft being considered too fragile or too poor in carrying capacity to be useful for military or mass transportation purposes: only a few nations field flying machines, and in most airplanes are at best toys for the rich. Colossal armored trains capable of carrying hundreds of thousands of people are the normal intercity transport. In combat, power armor is king: the loss of disintegrator tech means that good ol’ hand-to-hand fighting has come back into its own, since regular gunpowder and explosives aren’t able to crack a good suit of armor. Heavy artillery is needed, and given the high mobility of troops in power armor, these in turn need more troops in power armor to defend them. Some nations have the capacity to build powerful hand lasers, but even they take a while to cut through the kind of super-strong materials power armor is made of, and it’s hard to keep a laser focused when the target is advancing towards you in 50-foot bounds and wielding a 10-foot vibrating monomolecular blade capable of slicing an OTL tank into pieces like a sushi chef chopping veggies.

Admittedly most nations do not have the resources or industrial capacity to fully equip their hordes of troops with cutting edge power armor: most troops in the world have third-rate armor just capable of moving itself easily, and are equipped with weapons frequently more dangerous to themselves than better-armored opponents. But then in this world the term “cannon fodder” is used un-ironically, and if 50 low-level troops must be expended to get rid of one foreign elite, then so be it.

War vehicles tend to the massive and lumbering, motile forts bristling with artillery and guarded by armored troops like actual forts. High explosives, super-hot incendiaries to cook people inside their armor, and even low-yield nuclear weapons are all part of the normal battlefield experience: and then of course there are the ugly surprises. Most nations have stocks of ancient, no longer duplicable weapons, and often will bring some surprise doomsday weapon into play at a strategic moment. A few weapons have been discarded: the effects of long-term radiation induction weapons are so counterproductive, leaving vast areas unusable for many millennia, most notably in the early years of Brasilian expansion and the great war between Ursh and Afrique, that even the maddest of dictators has taken them off the table. But hive-city cracking atomic cannon, radiative “death zones”, bioengineered mountain-sized monsters, earthquake generators, etc., are all acceptable tools if the objectives are important enough. And then there is “magic.”

Magic is what psychic channelers, “Psychers”, who can access the Primal Chaos which underlies hyperspace can do. The very fabric of reality can be warped and distorted, and grotesque horrors result. It is horribly dangerous stuff, since its use attracts the monstrous inhabitants of Chaos, demons more terrible than any medieval nightmare, and an incautious Psycher can easily end up providing a channel to our world for such, in some cases just ending up mentally taking over the Psycher (and often anyone else in the neighborhood), more rarely physically manifesting themselves. And if enough power is used, there are worse things than demons in the depths of Chaos: there are beings which for a lack of a better word are referred to as Gods by those in the know, creatures who feed off the pain and lust and madness and greed and disorder of every living thing in the galaxy. And they might notice…

However, the chances of magic being useful in some desperate situation (especially if the other guy is using it) seem high enough that pretty much every nation dabbles in it (being a psychic channeler is supposedly a death sentence in most countries, but who is to say what becomes of people the state just “vanishes?”): a few, such as Ursh and the Nordafrik Conclaves, dabble on a rather larger scale.

Populations have bounced back briskly: society is generally sexist, large families remain the norm, and birth control is discouraged (a steady supply of fresh combat-age males is usually pretty much demanded by the state). Populations are in fact far higher than OTL 2012: a combination of synthetic food production and genetically engineered “super-plants” vastly more efficient in converting sunlight into food than the crappy chlorophyll-cycle systems of today means that over 50 times as many people as today can be successfully (if rather boringly) fed: global population approaches 400 billion. Most of these multitudes are crowded into giant cities often referred to as “hives”: not only does this maximize land available for food production, but serves as a response to the insecurity that has been the plague of so much of the last few millennia – each hive city is essentially a gigantic fortress, a massively armored structure in some cases over two miles high, with outer walls often hundreds of feet thick, divided into separate outer and inner layers by massive internal security gates: the ruling classes generally live deep within the structures, with many layers of armor, troops, weapons, etc. between them and any attacker.

Although the larger powers have been mostly at peace for some centuries, a certain low-level skirmishing and testing of strengths goes on almost all the time, and the desolate radioactive borderlands and deserts too harsh for even the super-plants to grow are inhabited by marginal peoples, some with the technology to produce synthetic foods, others surviving by raiding the agricultural lands of the established states. Some are techno-barbarians, living off of a highly stripped down but endlessly repairable or self-regenerating technology package: others are sub-races, branches of humanity mutated by radiation or bioweapons, shunned like lepers by “base type” humans: still others are aliens stranded on Earth by the warp storms, forced to flee into the wilderness when desperate humans began to ask why are we sharing food and water with them? None of these really count as a serious threat to the major human powers, loose talk about “mutant hordes” nowithstanding, but they do make convenient bogeymen. A more serious threat is the occasional wilderness communities of psychics and chaos channelers: they often self-destruct in an eruption of demons, but sometimes they gain some stability under a powerful leader, and have on occasion destroyed or taken control of hive cities. Even dead Psychers still can cause trouble, if the Things that they have carelessly summoned decide to hang around after horribly killing them. There are also a variety of nasty mutant animals, which in spite of frequent massacre, still continued to survive through Ludicrously Fast Breeding

There are at least five different species of intelligent aliens surviving in desolate parts of the world: the reptilian species of the Brasealean southern deserts have made themselves experts in concealment, for they are hunted by elite troops who decorate themselves with their skins. The most successful are the octopus-like creatures who monopolize the deep sea environment: they will come close to their goal of developing technologies to hold the surface world hostage, but before that occurs the God-Emperor will exterminate them as a small side job to his main task of reunifying mankind.

The landscape is usually covered with a thick tangle of the dark, almost black food plants where it’s not radioactive rubble, frozen wastes or baking-hot desert, the vegetation extending in floating mats far out onto the ocean. Huge harvesting machines grind along in the distance. Here and there, the straight line of a train-road bisects the landscape, and something like a row of ocean liners shoots along it at a few hundred miles an hour. On the horizon, visible a hundred miles away or more, one may see the mountainous form of a hive city. There is wilderness here and there, strange tangles of mutated vegetation, some terrestrial, some alien in origin, usually located in disputed border areas or in the radioactive fringe lands of a dead zone. In a few places, wilderness has been deliberately set apart by kings and dictators to provide a little touch of real nature for elites to enjoy. Aside from the hive cities, the landscape includes huge mining complexes extending down tens of miles into the planetary interior (the upper crustal layers were mined out long ago), smaller-than-city-hives-but-still vast defensive fortresses bristling with artillery, and agricultural tending stations (usually including a posting of troops. Far worse pests than aphids may be lurking in the vegetation).

The Dead Zones were exposed to particularly lethal forms of atomic energy which has rendered them nearly permanently radioactive, remaining uninhabitable even after millennia. Areas with merely normal fallout are hardly even worth putting on maps. Only a few rare and exotic forms of life survive in these areas.

People tend, after so many millennia, to be racially mixed. Of course, given human phenotype manifestations, any population will show a variety of types, dark skinned, light, dark, blonde, etc. What was once East Asia, due to its massive demographics, still tends to look a bit Asian, and what was formerly Africa is a bit dark, but the rest of the world is a hodge-podge. (Generally the spectrum of human shades is hued a couple shades lighter than would be the case if most people didn’t spend their lives in Caves of Steel or in gas-tight suits of combat armor). Although various efforts over the millennia to seriously upgrade humanity through genetic engineering, etc. have generally ended in tears, many small patches have added up over time: people are generally healthier, taller, considerably longer lived and far more resistant to cancer and heart disease than people of our day. Not having us to compare their selves with, Earth’s crowded, disciplined billions derive no pleasure from this fact.

Neither the racial mixing nor the fact that pretty much all human languages are decayed offshoots of a planetary common speech developed in the 24th millennium has prevented the development of new nationalisms. With no clear national history after centuries of chaos and warfare, many nations have taken identities from long-ago nations and states in areas roughly corresponding to their present locations.

Merika, perhaps the world’s richest and most developed state, and the third most populous (second if its vassals to the north are counted), claims a continuity going back to the ancient Usah empire. It is true that a regional identity of sorts has continued throughout many millennia and multiple changes of world government, and during periods of disunity some sort of North American state has reemerged more than once, but by the late 29th millennium the USA exists as little more than a myth of good government, prosperity and freedom (freedom being imperfectly understood). Still, it is a powerful legend, and the colossal capital of New New Yawk (which has more people than the entire 2012 USA) was built where what was assumed to be the “statue of liberty” was uncovered during a mining operation. (The statue actually dates to the 21st millennium, is made of starship hull-metal, and was built closer to old Boston than old New York, but it did have a kinda sorta liberty theme, so there’s that). The Merikan government is essentially a military dictatorship, but the swarming billions are mostly left to live their lives without much interference from the central government (not that there aren’t plenty of petty local tyrants in the hive cities, but their power too is limited). Of course, much of the prosperity, and the fact that Ursh hasn’t dared attack in half a millennia, may have a lot to do with the fact that the most powerful Psycher in all of human history, the man who will be the God-Emperor of Mankind, is currently hiding out as a humble member of the government and manipulating things behind the scenes.

Calbi (known of old as Great Alba) was an fierce enemy of Merika in ancient times, but is now a tightly controlled vassal, dependent for certain raw materials and foodstuffs (even the super-plants can only do so much with the climate, and Calbi synthetic food technology is not of the best), and providing extra warm bodies for Merika’s armies. It has an identity largely divorced from that of old Canada, which left only a few legends (such as the tale of the ever-filled pot of poutine), and only vaguely tied to a half-mythic English identity among certain subgroups. Most of the population is concentrated in a small number of particularly huge hive cities (the better for the Merikans to police them).

To the south lies another old enemy, Hy Braseal, which has a national identity compounded out of bits and pieces and random scraps, but oddly enough still know how to throw a hell of a party. Currently the government has some democratic elements, with the national parliament having some real power. As international tensions rise with the approach of the Age of Unification, this will change for the worse. Brasealians are noted as breeders of giant gene-engineered monsters and as artistic architects, within the limitations of “massive fortification” architecture. It is bordered by one of the most badly damaged parts of the planet, which separates it from the somewhat isolated Antarctic Kingdoms.

The Antarcticans live mostly underground, and grow or synthesize their food down below. They have dug out an incredible system of tunnels over the millennia, for obscure reasons far more than are needed: there are millions of miles of tunnel down there, the majority no longer used. Although loosely unified under a High King, the bonds between the Kingdoms are weak, and they fight frequent ritualized battles atop the ice. Their culture has few if any historical antecedents.

The eight states of more-or-less Europe are of comparatively little importance, with a combined population a little over a quarter of that of Merika. There is also quite a bit of reaching when attempting to create new identities: the “new Roman” identity that the Europians are using as a template is of an inaccuracy that would embarrass the SyFy channel, while the Duscht Jemanic have so vague a grasp of German history that they hold the belief Hitler was some sort of cool guy, and use the Swastika as one of their national symbols. (There are people in the 29th millennium, followers of a minor cult identity, [1] that are frankly unaware that a chap called Hitler once killed a bunch of followers of an ancient faith theirs descends from). The Skand have a strange religion and odder customs, and generally gruesomely sacrifice people they capture in wars: there are some who say they are genetically distinct from most of humanity, and not in a good way. Gredbritton, which has been ruled by the same line of kings for half a millennium, is noted for its multitude of small, scattered cities (aside from the capital itself, none exceed a mere five million: practically villages) and a mysterious secret cult of assassins that protects it from foreign enemies, which holds a trove of ancient super-tech including the only operating anti-gravity war flyers on the planet, reporting to a leader known only as “M.” [2]

The most important local force is the Quintuple Alliance, a grouping of countries banded together to deter further Ursh expansion after the destruction of Afrique. Aside from four “European” nations, it includes the powerful Achaemenid Empire (their historians confused a dynasty name for a national one: the geographical location of “Persia”, and its relationship with “Iran”, remain hotly debated). Other members include the small-scale industrial powerhouse of Uralia, whose principal tie to the ancient Russians is a formidable capacity for booze, and the remarkably innovative little nation whose people call themselves the Terrawatt Clan – a nation where a certain self-important immortal has fingers in many pies.

The peculiar oligarchic, mystical and highly refined culture of the North Afrik Conclaves bewitches and occasionally frightens outsiders, who hear many rumors of the strange powers and forces and powerful ancient machineries commanded by this nation. These rumors however inflame greed and ambition rather than provoke caution in Ursh, where the national sentiment is that the inevitable expansion of Ursh to global dominance has too long been delayed by a sickly and cowardly peace: if the Conclaves have unknown super-tech, then it will be added to the arsenal of Ursh.

Ursh is the largest and most populous nation on earth, incorporating lands that used to be India as well as much of interior China and north Asia. It is also a harsh totalitarianism somewhat mitigated, as the expression goes, by assassination. It freely dabbled in the dangerous powers of Chaos – and indeed it is hard to say to what extent its ruling classes have been corrupted by these forces. Obedience and discipline is all, from the highest general in a palace-mountain to the lowest pipe-scrub boy in the foulest sumps of the most hellish of hive cities. Its identity is drawn from a variety of earlier totalitarianisms, from the 20th century to the 16th millennium.

Perhaps the most terrible war fought on Earth in the last three millennia was that between Ursh and the Afrique League, at the time the largest, most populous nation on earth, if a bit backwards and politically rickety. It ended in the greatest unleashing of doomsday weapons since the destruction of the lost Polar Empire, and shattered the League for all time: its former lands are now divided into the realms of petty dictators, Ursh puppet states (kept weak and divided), and a couple civilized (well, by this world’s standards) states separated by vast areas of chaos and radiation and jungles inhabited by unholy monsters.

The Pan Pacific Bloc, which looks back to Chinese imperial models, [3] (in spite of the fact that the current ruling family’s name clearly proclaims a European origin) is a harsh dictatorship, but lacks the whiff of Chaos that makes Ursh so worrying. Its people are second in wealth only to the Merikans, and its leaders are proud and haughty. Having fought several bloody and inconclusive border wars with Ursh (in the last of which they were forced to irradiate a vast swathe of their own country’s borderlands to block and Ursh advance) they have occasionally attempted to create a grand anti-Ursh alliance, but the Merikans (with which they have in the past clashed in Pacific waters) aren’t buying.

The region that became Yndonesia, during the chaotic centuries after the Warp Storms, began converting from a purely secular high-tech society to followers of a peculiar offspring of the ancient Christian faith. It eventually evolved into a militant theocracy: not strong enough to expand further in opposition to powerful neighbors, it has turned inwards, seeking to create a “pure” society through mental programming and a bit of eugenics. Even more hostile to a “scientific” mindset than is normal on this world, the Yndonesian Bloc has begun to slip behind the rest of the world in technology, although given the low level of contact with “infidels”, nobody has noticed yet. Like Antarctica and to some extent the Conclaves, its culture is uniquely its own and draws little from ancient models.

Hundreds of miles down, a few deep-mantle protective vaults are still inhabited, by cranky little civilizations which, knowing the surface world has gone to hell, are by gum going to stay where it is safe. Some will survive even after the God-Emperor has made the entire surface of the planet into one galaxy-dominating city, because he finds them amusing.

[1] Barely half a billion of them world-wide!
[2] M as in Bond's boss? M as in Mycroft or Moriarty? M as in Merlin? That...is a secret.
[3] From the POV of the 29th millennia, the period during which Japan was a serious challenger to China is an almost invisible historical blip.

111. Flash Gordon's world

Flash Gordon.

Earth glitters seen from space: from the tiny motes of interplanetary and interstellar craft constantly entering and leaving its atmosphere, from the many space stations in orbit, from the brilliant lights of cities on its dark side. It is a world of super-science, where progress speeds along at a dazzling pace as new technology from other worlds and solar systems arrives to shake things up on an alarmingly frequent pace.

Earth's history diverges from ours in 1936, when earth began to be bombarded with mysterious fireballs from space, a "softening up" terror weapon from Mongo: over the next three years tens of millions of 5-meter balls of immaterial flame would fall from the skies, starting fires in cities and forest and grassland that would kill millions, and cause billions in damages. And then the planet Mongo itself, first misidentified as a comet, would pass within a few million miles of Earth, only veering off in time (its guidance controls locked and destroyed by Gordon and his friends) to prevent utter devastation, although the earth was still hit by earthquakes and tidal waves and storms from Mongo's proximity. Mongo would return again and pass even closer in 1948, during the final struggle against Ming.

Hitler being Hitler, he didn't let a little something like the planet almost being wrecked and a second massive economic dip stop him from trying to conquer Europe, but in spite of some gifts of advanced technology from Mongo, he failed as thoroughly as OTL. The return to Earth of Flash, bringing advanced technology, and regular contact with the planet Mongo essentially short-circuited the Cold War (for one thing, with an American being good buddies with the ruler of Mongo, the Soviets were much politer).

Earth gained greater unity in the 1960s and 1970s, as a result of the long war fought by Earth, Mongo and their allies against the savage, warlike Scorpii, a race of aggressive, insectoid beings, not finally ending in victory until the early 1980s. The World Federation is still looser than most one-planet thinkers would like, but the Planetary Council (currently meeting at the World Tower on sunny Cyprus) is an actual government with actual powers: in conjunction with the all-Planet fleet (the World Space Patrol) of ships interplanetary and interstellar, it handles relations with other worlds and civilizations, whether for war or for peace, and coordinates economic development and negotiates relations between the member states. The World Science Council is a whole other kettle of fish.

The Soviet Union is still around, super-science having to some extent made up for the problems of central planning, and has evolved into a relatively democratic federation, while China has reestablished Imperial rule after the Spring Revolution, a rare case of Earth imitating Mongolese political traditions. Broadcast power and nuclear energy (a lot cleaner than that of our dimension) have made petrol fairly unimportant except as a chemical feedstock, and Saudi Arabia remains rather unimportant in international affairs: the Palestinian problem has been solved by giving them their own homeland on the Venusian highlands (with rather less monsters than the lowlands and unmolested by the warlike but moisture-loving sponge-men of Venus) [1]. Europe is unified, and Africa is being energetically developed with a lot of foreign input and development in a Let's Not Look Bad in Front of The Neighbors reaction.

As Earth colonizes Venus, the asteroids, the moons of Jupiter, and various bodies in several dozen other solar systems, some grumble that Earth is being colonized in turn by aliens: an increasing number of inhabitants of Mongo are moving to a planet where there are less hereditary tyrants, well-meaning or not, and where the wimpy have less to worry about in terms of swaggering bravos with electrified swords and jeweled codpieces, and courtship is less likely to involve duels to the death. Martians, too, are moving in, as are skeleton-men from Ganymede, Gelatinous Blobs from far Antares, robo-men from Skorpios, etc. In a galaxy full of ancient Science Dictatorships, Cosmic Empires, Eternal God-Kings, Robot Overlords, etc., the easy-going nature and the merely centuries old bureaucracies of many Earth governments are practically pastoral anarchy by comparison. There is increasing grumbling that the World Federation needs to do something to stop the inflow of Space-Backs.

Technology has moved forward alarmingly fast over the last half-century, as a result of the introduction of Mongolese technology and also new sciences picked up from other worlds as Earth has expanded into space, most notably in the war with the Skorpii. There are waay too many kinds of rays: death rays, disintegrator rays, freeze rays, paralysis rays, combustion rays, mind control rays, invisibility rays. Thought-projectors allow for communication at planetary distances with no interference problems, antigravity beams allows the suspension of buildings or cities in the sky. (In those countries where the insurance will cover it, anyway).

Nuclear rockets travel now to the other planets in the solar system in a matter of days, and the space-drive has brought the stars to within weeks or months. Force fields protect ships and hold in the air around asteroid settlements. Robots exist but remain rare: the population was somewhat soured on them when the Scorpii subverted Earth's robot forces with the aid of the Machine-God of planet 1100110000100111000010110011110110001.

Privacy is a problem: a variety of energy screens are necessary to first keep the government or some mad scientist from peering into your house with a space-o-graph, and then keep psychics from poking around in your head: with the aid of psi-tech from Mongo and the mysterious Mind Masters of Planet Z, human psychic talents have been scientifically identified and harnessed at last, a development that induces a great deal of paranoia in many. Still, the government won't call off the psi-corps program anytime soon: an international network of trained psychics is one of the Earth's few potential advantages over various alien tyrannies in the depth of space (alien dictatorships by necessity tend to keep their psychics on a very short leash or simply eliminate them entirely).

Stylistically, the cities of Earth are rather lacking in ornament, great glittering towers of super-glass and alien alloys, regular, geometric, prismatic. The costume of Earth people is also orderly, suit and tie or space armor or jumpsuit with lots of pockets. Even the new cities of Africa seem carefully cleaned for inspection. It is an expression of Earth's seriousness, sophistication and high civilization, or what it hopes is such: the dreadful backwardness by galactic standards of Earth only sixty years ago gives rise to a sense of inferiority that is always being combated. Unlike OTLs Japan (for in a way, this has been Earth's Meiji era), imitation is not the agenda: there are after all so many alien cultures that there is no single standard of galactic modernity. Instead, there is competition of sorts: competition with Earth's sometimes ally, sometimes opponent, the planet Mongo. A world which combines super-science and barbarism, ray-guns and sword-fights, floating cities and gladiatorial contests, robot armies and ridiculously elaborate costumes with very short pants. Look, says the Earthling to the rest of the galaxy, we're just getting the hang of modern science – but aren't we a more civilized, more sophisticated people than Them?

Between the orbits of Jupiter and Saturn circles Mongo. It is a world larger than Earth, with several times its surface area: given its orbit and size one might guess it to be another gas giant: to the telescope it shows a luminous, orange face, perhaps indicative of a deep atmosphere rich in complex molecules. However, this is quite illusory.

In fact, Mongo is the blue of seas and the green of jungle and the white of clouds and the red and yellow of deserts: it is an earthlike world, and the orange haze is in fact artificial: an aura of radiant energy, that brings warmth and life to its surface in spite of its distance from the sun. And its surface gravity is actually lower than Earth's. For Mongo is not a natural planet: it is a made thing, its interior largely hollow, its gravity artificial, and its "sunlight" generated by vast machines at the poles. Indeed, it has only been in its current orbit since the 1950s. Before that Mongo was a travelling world, a cosmic marauder, driven through space at times faster than light by unimaginable forces, their "wake" able to rip apart the surfaces of other worlds at distances of hundreds of thousands of miles. At times Mongo has leapt almost instantly vast distances across the galaxy by artificially induced wormholes, using the energies of deliberately exploded suns.

It travelled to conquer and terrorize, to plunder and enslave. Mongo was a name for terror, for it was the world-ship of Ming the Merciless, the most fearsome villain in all the known galaxy, who ruled Mongo and controlled its machineries for centuries. Perhaps millennia: nobody on Mongo knows for how long it has travelled, since most of its inhabitants were not originally people of Mongo, and the oldest inhabitants no longer possess records of the beginning. It is unknown as to whether Mongo was actually created by Ming (as he claims) or simply stolen by him at some point (which nobody dared suggest in public).

Besides vast empty wastelands and great, dark, tideless seas, Mongo is a patchwork of kingdoms and states, differing greatly in their geography and inhabitants and even flora and fauna: for few, if any, of the inhabitants of Mongo are natives. In fact, they are all races whose worlds have been conquered and wrecked by Ming: after subjugating their worlds, by a fantastic scientific process the more favorable parts of the planetary surface and crust have been transferred to the surface of Mongo, along with their inhabitants, leaving their original planets in a state of ruin. Mongo is a pirate world that adorns itself in the skins of its conquered worlds.

(It is an open question as to when Mongo will get "full up": there are still vast areas of uninhabited wasteland. And there are ancient records that seem to indicate, fantastic as it may seem, that Mongo has grown larger since early times: this is one of the Deep Mysteries of Mongo).

Mongo is rich in weird life forms, including what to visitors seem to be an excessive number of monsters: this is no accident, since collecting and breeding monsters was another hobby of Ming.

The inhabitants of Mongo include (and this is not an exhaustive list) the fearsome blue dragon-men and their black jungle cities: the fierce lion-men, a people scattered and few, for they could never learn to bow to Ming: the cold-blooded, technologically advanced humanoids of Frigia, [2] who change to summer clothes when temperatures rise above the freezing point: the mole-men, in their endless tunnel cities deep beneath Mongo, occasionally warring with the also cave-dwelling lizard-men: the stolid tusk-men, farmers and laborers: the fire-men, who live inside volcanoes and wear asbestos armor not to protect themselves from heat, but as insulation from cold: the amphibious, green and scaly shark-men of the oceans and their underwater cities: the anarchic red monkey-men: the mysterious blue-skinned inhabitants of the kingdom of Syk, whose science is indistinguishable from sorcery: the hot-blooded humanoid inhabitants of the jungle land of Tropica: the savage fur-men of the great mountains: the hawk-men, whose land has been rendered waste, and live a nomadic existence in their flying cities: the dwarves of the Magnetic mountain: the strange, half-energy "power men" of Mongo, and their crystalline cities: and the forest-dwellers of Arboria, the greatest hunters and trackers of Mongo (or so they claim: the Lion-men dispute this).

Mongo is currently ruled (more or less) by King Taris, son of Barin of Arboria, who became ruler of Mongo after the overthrow of Ming in 1948 and retired due to increasing age in 1996. (He still rules as king in Arboria, but the throne of Arboria will pass to another of his sons upon his death, so the combined rule of Arboria and Mongo as a whole will end with him: this was to satisfy some of the other kingdoms of Mongo, who felt Barin favored his own kingdom above the rest). Taris is descended from Ming by way of his mother, princess Aura, which reconciles Ming loyalists (and they exist: Ming was worshipped as a god by many) to his rule.

Rule, again, "such as it is." Ming himself had ruled with a relatively light hand over the many kingdoms for lifetimes before his overthrow – it amused him to set kingdoms against eachother, or to wait for conspiracy or rebellion to arise and then crush it with brutal force – and the various kingdoms very much prefer King Log. Taris only rules firmly over Ming's "Central Realms", an extremely rich and productive kingdom of some ten billion inhabitants, made up of many races and sub-races besides from the yellow-skinned (as in various shades from orange to pale lavender, rather than terrestrial Asian racist stereotype "yellow") majority, and even there democratic ideas from Earth are penetrating. Even if he wanted to make himself into a tyrant over the rest of Mongo, he lacks Ming's vast network of spies and brainwashed agents, his armies of killer robots and hideous mutants, and much of his sinister science: the best he can really do is preserve the peace among the various kingdoms and see that no true tyrants appear (a little dictatorship is normal enough on Mongo to be acceptable, as long as it doesn't get too baroquely awful. Indeed, Earth ideas – fascism, communism, democracy –are currently more of a disruptive force than is good old Mongolese absolute monarchy.)

Of course, Ming would not have been overthrown in the first place if a home-made rocket piloted by one Dr. Hans Zarkoff (half-Russian-half-German refugee from the Soviet Union, and World's Greatest Scientific Genius), and carrying the not-entirely-willing crew of Dale Arden (tough-as-nails Girl Reporter, masterful bull-shitter, and surprisingly Machiavellian strategist) and Flash Gordon (all-American, Olympic Polo and fencing medalist, and all-around Good Guy) hadn't arrived on Mongo late in 1936. After twelve years of fantastic adventure (with only a brief visit back to Earth to stop the Nazis from destroying the US with a super-weapon Ming had apparently given them just for shits and giggles), Flash and his companions brought about an alliance stronger than any in the history of Mongo, with the help of Zarkoff cracked the secrets of many of Ming's superweapons, and at last overthrew Ming's rule. (Admittedly, over the next few decades he would show up again and threat Earth and Mongo – not to mention Mars – no less than three times, twice thwarting seemingly Certain Death. However, he hasn't been seen since the 1970s and it is hoped he is gone for good).

The man who made Ming's overthrow possible is still alive at a century of age, thanks to his and Dale Arden's exposure to the mysterious rays of the Life-Crystal on their adventure on Planet of Red Night: although his hair is now white and his face marked by many lines of care and laughter, he is still tall and strong, bronzed with the light of strange suns (and with shiny, white, and entirely artificial teeth). Earth's greatest hero is largely retired, although still honorary head of the World Space Patrol (and head of the joint armed forces of Mongo, Prince of Tropica, honorary high priest of the God X'heela on the planet Adoth-Plune, head of the international Polo association, etc.) His and Arden's children and grandchildren are a remarkable bunch themselves, space explorers, scientists, military heroes, and the current President of the World Federation. The black sheep of the family, their grandson Thune, became a space adventurer and eventually dictator of the planet Oool.

Flash keeps himself busy running his 6000 acre horse ranch on Venus (the next high plateau over from the one with the Palestinians on it), but can't forget how much he misses Dale. Dale and Flash, although still married, have been separated for almost a decade: she finally got tired of either being stuck at home while he risked Certain Doom or coming along as his sidekick, and being almost ravaged/experimented on/thrown into a pit of man-eating space oysters for the umpteenth time. She has currently returned to her reporting roots, and her talk/news show Dale's Den is among the most popular Tri-V shows in the solar system.

In the meantime, an ancient and nowadays more metal than flesh Dr. Zarkoff, the Smartest Man on Earth, with more patents than Edison and a large laundry basket full of Nobel prizes, has largely vanished from the public view, working (supposedly) on some great new projects for the Betterment of Mankind in his Adamant Tower at the north pole of Pluto. In fact, he is pursuing the mystery of his own self: investigation of the roots of his own scientific genius, beyond that of any other terrestrial, long ago led him to discover that his genetic heritage was not wholly human. He suspects the man who left him his surname was not his true father: if he can complete his chrono-scanner, his past – and the secrets of his origin – may at last be revealed.

Mars – red, dry, full of canals, with its spindly purple trees, spindly white towers, and spindly red people, is an ancient and civilized world, and has returned to its Traditional Order after the overthrow of Ahz'urha, Ming's puppet ruler and catspaw. Those who opposed her have been cured of the Clay Plague (a Ming-created virus which turned its victims into slimy, grey-skinned creatures unable to stand the touch of sunlight) and her supporters among the Golden League (who had wished to return Mars to its ancient days of warrior glory) have been very thoroughly purged. The Crown of Mars has returned to its traditional elective role, but many Martians will declare that if Flash were to return, the Crown would be his for the asking. (Flash isn't falling for it. Martian court protocol has been evolving for millennia and makes the Imperial Ming court look rather more informal than a hippie commune. Besides, he's a true democrat).

Beyond the solar system, although there are many utterly alien intelligences, there are also many humanoids races to be found among the stars, some of them of terrestrial descent, as a result of the efforts of the mysterious Elder Ones (they did something quite different in Andromeda and the next couple galaxies over, but the locals don't know about that, so the non-humanoids grumble a lot about what the hell is so special about jointed bisymmetrical bipeds). Flash named the planet C'Taar (pop) lrg'l "Lemuria" not only to make it pronounceable, but because the pacifistic bird-people who inhabit it are actually genetically modified descendants of Earth-people saved from the flooding of an ancient continent in the Pacific.

After a long struggle, the Scorpii Empire did fall at last, and most of it was carved up by various old enemies and fair-weather vassals: a shrunken rump survives as a joint Earth-Mongo protectorate. The fall of the Scorpii sent ripples along the length of the galactic arm: whispers travel across thousands of light-years that there is a new player in the galactic game. But what is their relationship to the pirate planet Mongo? Is it true that Mongo has ceased to travel and pillage? Might the ultimate secrets of its existence be revealed at last? Spies and agents of various galactic powers prepare for the long voyage to the solar system and the mysterious planet "Earth."

And halfway across the galaxy, Ming looks on as the former co-Emperors of the Bullan Empire battle with daggers for his amusement. The Empire is now firmly under his control, with the elite subjugated through a liberal use of mind-control rays and his robot monsters to intimidate the rest. Soon the new war-fleets will go into mass production. Soon, a star will be destroyed to create a bridge across the galaxy. Soon, Mongo will be his again.

He has grown tired of the game. He will not admit that it was because he was losing too often. He has always won in the end, and he will do so again, for is it not his destiny? His purpose, to conquer the entire universe? He is Ming, and all that exists will bow down before him: for is he not the center, the pivot, the reason for the universe? He is Ming. The Merciless. The Supreme. The Eternal.

[1] The Palestinians, ungrateful folks that they are, complain a lot about the "not being asked for their opinion" thing.

[2] Most of the names are those given to them by Flash Gordon in his accounts of his adventures: the actual names usually do not easily trip off the tongue, either in the Common Speech of Mongo or in the local languages: Frigians, for instance, are all about the glottal stop.

112. Thor Meets Captain America: 15 years onwards

This is based on David Brin's "Thor Meets Captain America." I didn't really like what he did with the comic book sequel ("The Life Eaters") so I decided to do my own version.

1977.

The war goes on. The lands of the north have been lost, but in the hot, tropical realms where winter never comes and the Aesir are out of place and memetically enfeebled, battles still rage. Factories in Central America and Brazil and Venezuela pour out munitions, rocket planes that fly far above any Aesir-generated storm, atomic weapons, “genius” smart missiles, and other tools of death and destruction. The United States is gone, save for Puerto Rico, but the United Nations of America lives on.

Loki may have avoided letting the Allies in on the secret of how the Aesir came to be, but it was not long after the rather unique events on Gotland, shortly after the Lake Huron debacle and the occupation of Michigan, that a high-ranking member of the SS (more than a little peeved that after Hitler’s death, the new Fuhrer was a mere Aesir puppet) managed to smuggle some papers into allied hands describing, in gruesome detail, how the Aesir had been created. There was considerable disbelief on the part of the US and allied governments (the exact nature of the information was kept from the general public), but certain elements in the US intelligence community put the government in touch with a community of scholars headed by two members of the faculty of Miskatonic University, who were able to provide independent corroboration with records of experiments going back to the 1910s. (Said experiments had been small-scale, involving large numbers of rabbits and chickens and the occasional goat, but had achieved measureable results: given the larger implications, faculty experimenters had in the end discontinued the program of experiments and the information had been kept close within the so-called “Arkham circle.”).

In the end, the US did not give in to the temptation to kill millions of its own to create a Superman (or a Bugs Bunny, for that matter) to fight the Aesir. Rather, the US government revealed “new data” that the Aesir quite literally fed off death (which was true, as far as it went), making it a vital necessity to avoid being taken prisoner by the enemy, and making surrender impossible: humanity would at best become cattle to the Aesir, bred to be killed and eaten, and quite likely would be wiped out entirely. Energetic propaganda was directed by all available methods at the Germans: while before they were warned that they were being used as cats-paws by alien conquerors, now they were compared to chickens helping foxes to take over the farm.

(Experimentation on the nature and limits of necromancy did quietly get underway on a small scale: given the conditions of wartime, “vanishing” a few hundred or a few thousand German prisoners, condemned criminals, Traitors to humanity (AKA mutineers or deserters, in most cases) wasn’t too difficult).

Like the Soviets before them, the US moved their industries wholesale, south to hot tropic lands. Such places did not exist in any of the old Eddas and myths.
The Gods of the ancient Norse came from a cold and stormy land, of snow and glaciers, short intense springs and summers: the perpetual heat of the tropics, palm trees and jungles, was an alien setting, in which their self-knowledge and self-belief were weakened, their miraculous powers lessened. Not enough, not nearly enough, but humans would take any edge they could. The governments of the US and its allies also promulgated techniques of memetic warfare for those encountering the Aesir: beings created of psychic energy, belief factored into their strength – both self-belief and the belief of others in their power, their godliness. Laughter, mockery, loud expressions of disbelief in their nature – these baffled and shook the Aesir: not enough to really hurt them, but again, any edge is better than none.

Nothing, however, could save the northern US, especially in winter. Storm and hurricane sweeping Allied planes from the skies and freezing ground forces in place, hordes of wild beasts attacking population centers, the Bifrost Bridge opening behind Allied lines and disgorging entire German armies, the hammer of Thor hurtling again and again from the skies and shattering skyscrapers like cheap pottery, black madness and terror from Odin’s magery sweeping Allied forces. Tens of millions were evacuated south, but millions more were trapped behind enemy lines: many failed to take government advice to die rather than surrender. The Deep South and Southwest were a longer and slower slog, but in the end fell as well. Among the survivors Germans found quislings willing to declare themselves leaders of a new “American Reich” allied to Germany: sacrifices became more selective and concentrated on Jews, blacks, Hispanics, Slavs, rather than taking whoever was available. Much of the population was drafted as support forces for the front-line German troops: by the mid 60s it was noted by Allied intelligence that the “German” troops were increasingly French, Dutch, Hungarian, Italian, Scandinavian or Spanish rather than ethnic Germans: in spite of the total subjugation of German women to the task of making babies, German losses over a generation of warfare had been horrendous.

It had taken the death of millions to bring the Aesir into the world: millions had to be sacrificed every year to keep them at “full power.” Prisoners were necessary: the necessary rituals were difficult at best to carry out on the battlefield, and the Gods could only eat the deaths of those they slew in personal combat: as powerful as they were, they could not kill humans fast enough that way to keep up their energies. Russia was essentially “used up” by the early 60s: the supply of prisoners dropped off rather sharply after “death before surrender” became the official policy of Allied governments. Israel-Iran (by the 60s a wild mix of Arabs, Turks, Central Asians, Persians, Jews, Pathans, Russians, even sub-Saharan Africans) was quite good at socially and ideologically pressuring its citizens into killing themselves rather than being captured, as was Japan: while in China, the National Salvation Government, under the leadership of one Mao Se Tung, had by the 60s become an utterly brutal dictatorship willing and able to use scorched-earth tactics at the expense of its own people, if necessary force-marching tens of millions of starving Chinese peasants south out of German hands.

The US, less willing to use such methods and with much of its population willing to convince themselves that could survive as servants to the Aesir and Nazis (there were a lot of those people to sacrifice yet, right?) ended up with nearly half its population “netted” by the enemy. The still free Latin American states and the some 70-million odd US refugees reformatted themselves as the United Nations of America, with its capital in inland Brazil. (Millions of British had arrived earlier).

The actual nature of the Aesir got out: as the US slowly crumbled 1962-1967, certain high-strung members of government decided that using Nazi methods was the only real chance, and illegally released the Facts over the radio and other media. In-fighting in the US government reached bloody levels, and debates on the floor of Senate and Congress (moved by this point to Lousiana) reached levels of violence not seen since the run-up to the Civil War. In the end, President Stevenson’s speech, flatly laying out the choices, may have been decisive in making it impossible to adopt “German methods”: which of their neighbors were the American people willing to sacrifice to save their own skin? Such things might be doable in the dark, out of public sight in the realm of denial, but the Presidents insistence that the American people would have to publically decide who they would murder and take part in bloodying their hands made it a bit too uncomfortable. In the last days of the evacuation, the “emergency government” of South Carolina seems to have made an attempt at creating some sort of savior through mass murder of their own black population (which were highly uncooperative): what exactly it was they brought into existence remains uncertain, it having apparently ceased to exist after a short period in which it murdered everyone responsible for its creation.

An increasing shortage of victims, the tropical location of most of the remaining centers of resistance, and new Allied weapons led to a slowdown of the Aesir-German advance by ’68. The new Neutron Bombs were coming into production, allowing for elimination of German troop concentrations without all those pesky atmospheric particulates: new chemical warfare methods also allowed for mass slaughter sans atmospheric side effects. Laser-guided missiles made it possible to occasionally knock a winged chariot or a Valkyrie out of the sky. Bogged down in Mexico, the mountains of southern Turkey, the Yangtze valley, the Aesir seemed to be running out of steam: and then, in ’69, came the Indian disaster.

The invasion took place in spite of the horrendous difficulties of managing an advance through the mountains of Afghanistan and Tibet in early winter: the Aesir were strong enough to make up for the weaknesses of their human allies. Hundreds of thousands of European troops (by this point most non-Slavs were “honorary Germans”) perished in the mountain passes, but millions more made it, with Aesir clearing the paths for them and destroying the fortified positions that India had built at great costs. The immense supply depots that had been built up in India over the last two decades were burned through at fearsome speed. People fled the invaders: the Aesir targeted and destroyed railways when they could find them, trapping millions who on foot were unable to make it to safety. The advance was only stopped by a totally profligate expenditure of nuclear weapons by the Indian government (relocated to Madras) and the weakening of the Aesir in the alien south: a new frontier came into existence, vague amid the radioactive ruins of the Deccan. The winter was unusually cold thanks to the massive amount of crap kicked into the atmosphere, and the Aesir consolidated their position. Ten million northern Indians went into the fire in the next year: in the south, tens of millions starved, the long and tenuous line of supply from the lands of surplus across the Pacific being insufficient, especially in a year of poor harvests. The Aesir grew strong again. Israel-Iran, now isolated save by sea, lobbed several incredibly dirty nuclear missiles (missiles built in America, warheads of their own design) at Europe and announced that there would be much, much more of the same if the Germans attacked them next. Thor materialized in Baghdad and wrecked much of the city in a fit of pique before being driven off by the heat and an incredibly heavy missile barrage.

More desperate measures seemed called for.

Japan had survived in spite of its geographically isolated location thanks to German sentimentality re their ally and the assessment that conquering the place, given the known suicidal tendencies of the Japanese, would be more trouble than it was worth. After Hitler’s death and the fall of north India, a decision was made to eliminate Japan, which although cautiously refusing to allow itself to become a platform for attacks on the mainland, had become a major supplier of war materials to the Americans and Southeast Asia. A large-scale naval invasion, backed by several Aesir, was launched in the summer of ’70.

The Aesir were met by Amaterasu, Fujin, Hachiman, Susanoo-no-Mikoto, Raijin, and a number of other Shinto deities. The Aesir were thrown back in some confusion, and withdrew to the mainland: while the Shinto deities failed to kill any of them, several were badly injured. Without the Aesir, the German fleet proved easy meat for the Shinto gods, which whipped up a mega-typhoon with extra waterspouts: those few Germans that survived their ships running aground on Japanese beaches were slaughtered by Japanese forces.

As was soon revealed, a month earlier some six million Japanese men, women and children had sat down, closed their eyes, and been swiftly put to death with swords, guns, axes, and other tools. Some killed themselves. The rituals, as detailed in the documents provided by the SS traitor, were carried out, and the Gods of Shinto walked the earth.

************************************************** **

In 1977, the war goes on. Loki’s effort to create his own power base in the cool lands of Argentina and Chile failed: it remains uncertain whether the trickster and shape-shifter still lives. Germany is now a theocracy, ruled by the Aesir through the SS priesthood: all young Germans, and those Europeans which are being ruthlessly Germanized, are heavily indoctrinated at an early age in the divinity of their rulers, the weakness and folly of their enemies, and the inevitability of their victory. Valhalla is promised: an empty promise, for even the deaths of millions and tens of millions is not enough for the Aesir to create another world. The conversion of non-Germans is slow at best: contaminated from birth by the beliefs of those who created them, the Aesir long parroted German racial propaganda, and only by necessity have turned to making Germans out of Frenchmen, Italians, etc. (Not Slavs: there aren’t many of them left).

Europe is backwards by American standards: people with questioning minds don’t tend to live long in the Reich. There is a lot of heavy industry, but high-tech increasingly lags, and the economy is shaky: far too much of Europe’s resources go into the military, and sans magical horns of plenty the Aesir have no idea how to run a modern economy (corruption, at least, is kept in bounds by bloodily sacrificing those that get caught). Pollution in the big cities is terrible, and secret policemen and informers are in fact far more prevalent than when the Reich was run by human beings. Britain, Scandinavia, and the Low Countries, along with the depopulated Slav lands, have been incorporated directly into the Reich: France may soon follow. Rebels are sacrificed en masse. At horrendous expense, the Reich long-range missile program finally achieved success, and now atomic warheads will rain (or drizzle, at least) down on German enemies if a direct atomic assault takes place on the German heartland.

As the worship of the Aesir is increasingly imposed in the satellites, unrest rises in Spain, Eire, and Italy, where there are still plenty of Catholics: less so in Greater Romania, where any religion save that of Blood and Soil is discouraged, and “Long live Death!” is still a popular salute. The Italians still show some signs of humanity in their European possessions: Croats in Italian Yugoslavia are encouraged to change their names and language, and if possible move to Italy proper: bureaucrats are encouraged to lose such things as birth certificates and other evidence of their former Slav-ness. There is less humanity in Africa: rebellious Arabs in Italian North Africa have been punished with mass deportations to the Nazi Heart of Darkness, while in Ethiopia the salubrious highlands have been largely ethnically cleansed. The always-rebellious Somalis are largely extinct save for those who managed to escape by dhow or raft to Arabia.

Africa still has sacrifices, but returns are diminishing. High reproductive rates almost kept up with the slaughters, and use of tribal divisions allowed the Germans to use next generations sacrificial victims to round up those of this one, but the Africans have generally caught on: the rebellion of those with absolutely nothing to lose constantly bubbles, and increasingly African mothers kill themselves and their children rather than allow them to be taken as sacrifices. European (and of late, American Reich) forces on the continent largely have to handle things themselves: the Aesir prefer not to dirty their own hands with the rounding up of sacrifices, and dislike the African climate.

The puppet regime of the North American Reich is increasingly plagued by suicide bombers.

For the sake of the nation, Japanese women, like German ones, are kept almost continuously pregnant. Over the last seven years the Japanese have killed another fourteen million of their own to keep their Gods strong enough to stave off the Aesir, a total of one fifth of the population before the invasion: the rate is probably unsustainable, biologically as well as psychologically, and it is still not enough. The Shinto Gods are not as strong as the Aesir: they are at best able to defend the islands, unable to take the fight to the mainland, and several of the lesser Kami have been killed. They do not receive as many sacrifices as the Aesir, and worse, they doubt themselves. While the Aesir knew human sacrifice in their day, and were created by genocidal minds, in an age and a half nobody has had their lungs pulled out through a cut in their back to honor a Shinto deity: and those who die so they may remain strong are their own people, their children. The Shinto gods suffer from a perpetual low-level existential crisis.

South India fell in the spring, to forestall a desperate Indian government from carrying out a program involving the shipping of several million untouchables to unknown locations. After a mass killing of Africans and north Indians, the Aesir gained the strength to open a few wee Bifrost gates to the sites of Indian nuclear missile sites, just enough to send through German Special Forces to prevent launch. The invasion was horribly bloody, and weakened Aesir and raw German recruits died in droves: the Indian government managed to pull off a half-assed version of what some have come to call the Thanatos Ritual, with insufficient victims: the “Hindu deities” that resulted were weak and half-formed, and ended up fleeing before the Aesir. Control over south India remains shaky at best, and there is talk of a counterattack from Southeast Asia: the Aesir are temporarily exhausted in their efforts, and their ability to manifest meteorological phenomena in the hot, sunny Indian Ocean in summer is limited at the best of times.

A counterattack, if it comes, will come from South China and the arc of lands from Thailand to New Zealand. These make up a rapidly developing and economically integrating area. One in five of its inhabitants are Chinese, some long resident, others part of the Chinese Diaspora. Australia and New Zealand have more than twice their OTL population, thanks to other refugees from Great Britain and North America. Although by necessity the UNA has concentrated on self-development, it has given what assistance it could to build up local industries. As yet, the locals have not desperate enough to murder each other en masse to raise their own superbeings; it is official doctrine among the Muslims of Indonesia that the Aesir are creatures of Satan and to attempt to duplicate their creation is certain to bring damnation. Before the fall of south India, the Burma Front had not been particularly active: but the people are now badly frightened, and are calling for a response. Millions of Indians fled by boat or even raft to SE Asian waters, with tales of new horrors: worse, judging from reports of humanoid “monsters” on the loose in SE Asian jungles and carrying out mass murders in isolated villages, some of the Hindu “deities” seem to have fled there, as well.

The Chinese may or may not help: with a long, long border in the north (cobalt-60 contaminated as it is) they have their own worries. Mao is dead, but his successors are hardly less coolly ruthless. They sneer contemptuously in private at Indian incompetence at concentrating their nuclear arsenal in a few locations: are they not aware that the Germans now have spy satellites of their own now? China’s missiles are scattered over hundreds of well-hidden sites, and every single Chinese citizen is part of the People’s Militia, with their own automatic weapon and packet of cyanide pills. Many of these missiles are targeted at India and Africa: the military planners of China have coldly made the calculation that if nuclear winter comes, starving the Aesir of their “fuel supply” will be vital. (American planners have their own contingency plans, but do not make them a matter of public record: see below).

Still, one does not progress by letting the grass grow under ones feet: after all, if the People’s army is fighting the Aesir and the Europeans in India, it may keep them away from the Yangtse. Chinese forces will be led by heroes, Chinese fighters whose exceptional skills and courage inspire fanatical devotion in the rank and file troops: as well they should, for they were made to do so. The Chinese too have done some tinkering with the Thanatos Ritual: it may take millions to create a God, but only thousands to create a Hero, and there are always enough traitors and defeatists to provide the necessary ingredients.

Israel-Iran, which covers the Arabian peninsula less the radioactive wreckage of the former Holy Land, Iran, some parts of Turkestan and the lowlands of western Afghanistan, is isolated save by sea and low-orbital rocket plane. It still stands, glaring defiance at the Reich, its hot, Monotheist deserts alien to the Aesir, bristling with atomic weapons, its population indoctrinated in “death before surrender” from childhood. The apocalyptic theocrats whose numbers (huge families) and influence grow each day stand united, Jew and Muslim and some Christians: the Polytheist menace, the servants of hell summoned through necromancy, will perish in flame when the soon-to-arrive End of Days come. People of the Book will sort their problems out when the Messiah, whoever he may be, arrives. As in the days of ancient war-torn Anatolia, the people increasingly move underground, in deep winding caverns where the Aesir cannot pinpoint them. Currently, the government struggles to resettle vast numbers of Indian refugees washing up on the shores of southern Arabia, where the non-Muslim ones are looked upon with some suspicion as followers of a polytheist faith…

Extending from the isthmus of Tehuantepec to Patagonia, the United Nations of America remains the leading center of the global resistance to the Aesir and their European (and north American) servants. Also including the Philippine islands, it has close to 400 million inhabitants and the most developed industrial base (in spite of chronic raw materials shortages): it’s military and technological lead over the surviving Asian nations is substantial.

Great industrial complexes and new cities, powered by atomic energy, grow deep beneath the surface of the South American Earth, where the eye of Odin cannot see them. The population is concentrated in the tropics, where people feel safer: what with Loki and various attempts by the other Aesir to establish footholds in Patagonia in the winter, the lands south of Buenos Aires are under permanent military authority and as the years go by are increasingly converted into an ever more insanely dangerous killing field. Although English speakers by heritage make up under a third of the total population, English is the common language learned by everyone in school, what with Portuguese and Spanish speakers being unable to agree which should have priority.

The economies of the Allied nations tend to an odd mix of state planning and capitalism: a heavy tax burden pays for a never-ending war economy, constant industrial buildup and development, and massive scientific research both primary and result-centered. On the other hand, even China allows for abundant small-scale Capitalism, and in Australia and America and Indonesia, big-ass private corporations still exist and retain considerable autonomy even as they mostly fulfill government contracts. Standards of living are generally low, if higher than in Reich territory: people are well housed and fed and get medical care, but they ride public transportation and everything that could be of use to the war effort is rationed.

Space remains dominated by the Allied nations: the Aesir have no space capacity, [1] and can give their human servants no useful information re rocket science. The Germans have satellites of their own now, but nothing like the manned research stations now maintained by the UNA, and Near Earth Operations Command (the “space commandoes”, as they are nicknamed, are confident in their ability to blind all of Germany’s eyes in the sky within half an hour of any conflict breaking out. The new low-orbit rocket planes are beyond Aesir reach (if still at risk from rocket attack) save when launching or re-entering the atmosphere, allowing for fairly safe transportation between the Allied states (even in tropical waters, the Aesir can often be deadly to regular shipping if they really exert themselves, although the equipping of increasing numbers of container ships with their own atomic shells is usefully intimidating – not that the Aesir would ever admit it). Manned bases are growing in numbers: if self-sustaining space colonies become feasible, that will be another possible escape clause for humanity.

Scientific cooperation remains at a high level between the Allied Powers, and Japanese, American, Aussie, Israeli/Iranian, etc. R&D continue to produce new nasty shit to make things unpleasant for the Aesir’s servants. Project Pluto ([link]) is a reality in this world and a number of atomic automated jets await doomsday in heavily shielded hangers. The new “Iron Man” project is more a matter of propaganda than a really practical weapons system, but the ten-ton nuclear powered, jet-propelled power armor will allow a human soldier to actually do some damage to Aesir in hand-to-hand scenarios. So what if a few hours use will give the pilot lethal radiation poisoning? There are plenty of volunteers.

Herman Kahn’s equivalents in this world have detailed scenarios that would give our world’s nuclear planners the willies. Cold weather may make the Aesir stronger, but in a situation where everyone who they could use as a sacrifice dies, projections show the “starvation diet” would rapidly weaken them below baseline levels. Of course, their human servants would use missiles of their own, so the total death toll would be more like 90% percent than the “necessary” 50% or so: latest secret reports emphasize the importance of increasing the funding of Project Mole Man, and building up underground bases of operation capable of continued operation through a full-blown nuclear winter and massive atomic retaliation against any Aesir attacks: the smaller the portion of one’s own citizenship that need be sacrificed, the better, no?

So far such planning has proven rather indigestible, and various other approaches are under way. There is some sentiment that perhaps a permanent “cold peace” may be possible: the now Aesir-controlled zones have enough people to maintain the Aesir without shrinkage, as long as birth rates remain high: surely the Aesir are rational enough to understand that continued warfare can only lead to human extinction and Aesir starvation? Others vehemently disagree and hold out for no peace until the Aesir are extinct. What both agree on is that the Fall of India cannot be allowed to stand: a line must be drawn, if the Aesir are not to conclude they can pick off the remaining free nations at their leisure…

And then there are the other options, the secret options. Small-scale experimentation with necromancy has never ceased in the UNA, and given that necromancy actually works, all other sorts of magic and mythic weirdness has been carefully explored, in case there is something else out there that can be used. Unlike the Chinese, the American government decided against trying to create Heroes: the American myth of the Common Man made the concept seem in bad taste, and in any event American warfare had developed in a long-range, hardware-heavy, soldier-chary direction, especially when in direct confrontation with the Aesir. Efforts were made to create super-scientific geniuses: unfortunately, it turned out (perhaps due to the limits of the human imagination in picturing a mind more intelligent than their own) that the “geniuses”, although equipped with prodigy-level math skills and perfect memory, turned out to not actually be more creatively intelligent than the scientists involved in their “birth”, and tended to be rather annoying (“tempermental genius”) people to boot. Varying the experiment parameters and bringing in different people to carry out the rituals eventually produced some super-gadgeteers, but their machines turned out to be un-duplicable, being powered by magic rather than technology: they had simply managed to create mad scientists and pulp heroes, whose “science” was inevitably technobabble. Furthermore, keeping the gadgeteers creative and the machines working required continued regular use of the Thanatos ritual. A few of the wilder talents are kept alive: they have created a variety of doomsday machines, which although scientifically nonsensical, might be useful in a worst-case scenario. They must be careful kept uninformed of the real situation, since if they discover that their genius is hokum and their machines necromantic apparitions, they tend to come down with severe existential angst, sulk, and cease to be productive.

Psychics turned out to be a bit of a disappointment: there are some real ones, but they are very rare, tend to be severely neurotic, and have rather limited powers: at best capable of providing some concealment from Aesir senses, or pick some surface thoughts from a prisoner’s mind. The Arkham Circle’s researches into alternate magical traditions came to a dead end. [2] Somewhat embarrassingly, tantric magic has some power, sex being almost as powerful a force as death: the oversight committee for Project Big Bang is a bit uncertain about how to arrange for several million couples to achieve orgasm simultaneously while certain rites are performed in their vicinity. And then there is the theory behind Project All A Dream: according to some theories as to the nature of the Aesir (data gathered from the more cooperative Shinto gods hints they are beings of pure mental energy, whatever their “physical” incarnation), if everyone in Allied Territory can be successfully hypnotized into believing that the Aesir do not exist, the Aesir would be unable to enter Allied territory without ceasing to be. The possible consequence of flaws in this theory has led to calls for further research.

The Aesir have their own worries. The world is wrong: it is not flat, there is no Asgard, no world-tree (Loki’s efforts to recreate it having failed), space and the stars are so terrifyingly vast that most of them avoid thinking about it. They also avoid thinking about the fact that they are artificial creations and to some extent parodies of themselves: they try very hard to convince themselves they were summoned rather than created. And they worry about Ragnarok.
When they were brought into reality, a number of other creatures came with them: some elves, a number of dwarves, some trolls. This was merely an unwanted side effect of materializing the inhabitants of a myth: the Germans had no intention to bring into the world anyone other than the gods themselves, and mostly succeeded. No Frost Giants arrived, no Midgard Serpent, no half-rotted Hela, no Surtur and his realms of fire. Yet their existence is implied by the existence of the Gods: the Gods cannot help but believe in them, and as the human enemy grows harder and colder, as nuclear arsenals spread like cancer across the globe, as strange new Gods arise to challenge them, the Aesir feel a chill in the air. There are strange reports of giant figures seen striding across the frozen north of Siberia, European shipping in the North Sea disappears mysteriously. And after a troubled night, when Odin left his gilded bed to pace the gardens of his palace, on the freshly fallen snow he beheld three (three only) vast imprints: twelve feet wide, largely shapeless, ill-defined, but somehow reminiscent of the paws of an enormous wolf.

[1] Thor’s hammer and Odin’s spear can reach orbit, but they simply lack the aim to hit a target so far away and moving so fast save by amazing luck.

[2] The one surviving member of Research Team “Nodens” told government agents that they should count themselves lucky that they just had fake Gods to worry about. He then tore out his eyes and tried to bash his head in against the interview table.

113. A World of Darkness Indeed

Inspired by World War Z, Lovecraft, and some others.

It's one of those worlds: you know, one with the zombies: the walking, cannibalistic, infectious walking dead. 99% of humanity is dead, the remaining couple dozen million or so squirreled away in underground refuges or fortified cities or arctic wastes (zombies tend to freeze, not having any internal generation of heat) or mountaintops (zombies tend to shamble in the direction of least resistance if they don't see or smell food) or isolated islands [1], clinging to the scraps of their technological civilization, waiting until the last zombie has been head-shot or been worn by wind and weather into ineffectuality (zombies don't decay very fast).

Nobody knows why the zombie apocalypse took place: if it's a virus, it's not one current science is able to detect. There appears to be two vectors of contagion: one is, of course zombie bite (or ingestion/injection of zombie parts, fluids, etc., which can happen if you incautiously head-shoot a zombie at close range, especially if your mouth is open). The other – which, fortunately, only seems capable of infecting the already dead - appears to be present in soil and air and seawater, since unless you are thoroughly decontaminated and in a super-sterile environment beforehand, you will rise as a zombie after death regardless of any previous zombie contact. Some of the more desolate parts of the Sahara and the interior of Antarctica seem to be "clean": one can feel (relatively) safe in the vicinity of a corpse in such areas. Also, if bodies are frozen immediately at death, they do not become a problem.

Due to the difficulty of such measures, the 'ol headshot is most often the method employed to make sure grandpa stays dead. There is an increasing tendency to lock in the old and sickly at night, in case they pass away in their sleep, and an even less pleasant tendency to shoot the seemingly dead first and check for vital signs afterward. Sound and non-snoring sleepers have taken to putting up signs informing people of the fact as a precautionary measure.

The zombie plague is exclusive to humans and higher primates (zombie gorillas are not something you want to meet) and generally are predators on their (living) kind: a zombie will soon lose interest in chasing after a deer, although they are happy enough to munch on any animals that they happen to actually lay hands on (wee creatures such as mice and insects and small birds are generally ignored entirely, apparently passing right through whatever sort of crude cognitive filter zombies use to distinguish prey from rocks, machinery, clothing store dummies and other zombies).

Zombies generally have poor eyesight due to eyeball erosion (zombies don't blink), but their sense of smell and hearing are excellent, and they can perceive movement even if their eyes resemble desert sun-fractured plastic. Trying to blend in with zombies is difficult: they can pick up any oddness in one's shuffling, and it takes a bird-call expert to successfully mimic zombie moans. And the only way to deal with the smell issue is to smear oneself with zombie parts, which has its own dangers.

Zombies decay, but, as mentioned, slowly. They turn grey and puffy and their hair falls out and their eyes glaze over, but they rot reluctantly: whatever transforms them makes them unpalatable to bacteria (as well as larger animals: no scavenger has ever been seen feeding on a decapitated zombie), the tar-like, greenish-black stuff that oozes slowly from an injured zombie instead of blood making a quite effective germicide. Weather is a more effective destroyer: in areas of near-continual rainfall, zombies slowly erode away through full-body trench-foot. In hot deserts, zombies dry out and (slowly) flake away. Still, even under best-case scenarios, it will take years for the zombie to decay to the point of immobilization: three years after the outbreak, many zombies in moderately cool, moderately moist climates look almost factory-fresh.

The largest zombie concentrations are generally along shorelines: zombies tend to drift downhill, but find water, especially if big waves are involved, too resistive a media to wander into too far if there is no prey in sight. However, zombies in cities (those which haven't burned down) often sort of end up stuck, wandering slowly around apartments and going in and out of buildings for months without ever getting out of the city: the smell of people still clings to the furnishings.

[1] An imperfect refuge: zombies who fall off boats or are washed out to sea by flood shuffle across the ocean floor, their chests caved in and eyes burst from the pressure, but still mobile and hungry.

………………………………………………………………………………………………….

Things did not go as well for humanity as in "World War Z", since rather than a slowly expanding plague with a "patient zero", the Walking Dead arose everywhere lightly decayed corpses were not buried deeply or securely enough. The dead – and the infected – were everywhere from the start, and there was no containing them.

There are some functioning outposts of government here and there, in the Swiss Alps, in the Rockies, and elsewhere. General Tsien is a murderous SOB, but he's managed to make Hainan a zombie-free zone and keep any fresh outbreaks suppressed. The US president is fine and dandy with enough canned goods to last a decade, although there's not much left of the country that elected him. The total collapse of trade has not helped the situation: any surviving community too small to maintain the basics of a technological society (which is most of them) has needed to learn how to survive with pre-mechanical agriculture, and fast. The Greenlanders are eating a lot of marine mammals, regardless of endangered species acts, and things became rather grim in Hawaii after the petrol and pineapple ran out.

Human beings have found various ways to explain the situation, from good ol' political paranoia (secret government bio warfare projects/secret Jewish bio warfare programs) to science fictional (the Aliens did it) to back-to-basics Fundamentalism (the Rapture will be any day, now) to the bizarre (such as the Worshippers of the Rotting God or the We're Living In the Matrix and the Machines are Sick of Our Shit folks). Several communities of survivors have imploded entirely as a result of 'doctrinal' disputes.

A pirate atomic submarine roams the seas, raiding island communities for supplies. In the skyscrapers of a rainy city which survived long enough for people to shut off the gas, power, etc., a community of rooftop gardeners survives, communicating from building to building by rope ladders, scavenging supplies from the upper stories of buildings whose staircases have been methodically demolished. The shores of Tahiti are patrolled at night by locals bearing torches and heavy skull-crushing clubs, keeping an eye out for anything stumbling ashore.

The disaster was slow enough that the environmental holocaust people envisioned in scenarios such as Life after People did not take place: people remembered to metaphorically turn off the lights, usually, before fleeing for still zombie-free areas. (And some others took steps to prevent apocalyptic disasters: see below). But a lot of areas are still a ghastly mess: most major cities have burned down, and a number of atomic reactors abandoned in a hurry have suffered meltdowns, and there have been some terrible chemical spillages.

Still, the worst might be over. Human population shrinkage seems to be bottoming out, and the number of zombies is not longer increasing. Most of humanity is living under nasty little dictatorships of one sort of another (a willingness to kill the sick, the old, and those suspected of infection is widely considered a survival advantage), but with a certain degree of stability having been established (if most often on an early 19th century standard of living), people can actually begin to plan for a more distant future again.
The trouble is that there are other things out there than zombies: things which, unlike the zombies, can plan for a distant future just as well as humans. And some of them need humans to survive, too.

………………………………………………………………………………………………

Vampires need human blood. Since they depend on the mass of humanity remaining ignorant of them, they keep their numbers low, and ruthlessly cull their own ranks of idiots who want to make as many Children as possible. There are about 50,000 vampires in the world, for a comfortably low percentage of the population being struck with inexplicable attacks of anemia (no actual vampire is dumb enough to leave woppin' big bite marks on people's necks) or a small enough percentage of blood bank deposits to be misdirected for nobody to notice.

Vampires also need humans to create new vampires. [1] Vampires don't have kids: they do not sparkle. They are perambulating corpses themselves, (if more chatty than the zombie kind) pallid when hungry and pink and swollen when well-fed, smelling of earth and musty decay. They come to life as elemental, savage appetites and although if they live long enough they become wise and powerful, in the end they remain creatures of hunger, born of dead flesh stained with a life of rage or hatred or cruelty buried in bloody and unhallowed ground. No vampire has a soul or a conscience, although some can fake it.

They form a society of sorts, a society of egotists with a strong touch of "enlightened" self-interest: the vampire elders are wise enough to realize that they need to hang together or be staked separately. They are rich: as George Hamilton put it, they've all put a little away for a long time. (Vampires loved the invention of compound interest). Human servants used to be easily available through a bit of hypnosis and the lure of immortality. (Some vampires have enough of a notion of Fair Play and Good Form to wonder if they should let people know that becoming a vampire is less of a personal transformation and more of a soulless elemental hunger puppeteering their corpses and memories. They then laugh at their own silliness, and forget the idea).

The party is over. There are no more vampire movies to make fun of, the electricity is off in most places, and their human servants have mostly been lost to a different form of nigh-immortality than that promised them. Living humans now are much rarer, and rather better protected, better armed and rather more alert. It is hard to feed on them, and those that die are decapitated and burned immediately. They don't go out at night and do not spend their time in hotels and motels and such where no invitation is needed. And of course, with per capita feedings going up more than a hundred fold, people are wising up: if zombies, why not vampires?

The situation is made worse by the zombies themselves. Whatever the contagious element is, viral, nano-technological, magical, or the-absent-God-knows-what, it flourishes in the bodies of the dead – and a vampire is, of course, a dead body. And a zombie will bite a vampire, if it finds one: never mind that the flesh from an old vampire soon turns to dust in their mouths. Since a vampire is already dead, it can't kill him – but it turns his flesh grey and puffy, robs him of his ability to transform, and soon adds a craving for human flesh to that for blood. The vampire retains his mind, but has become, in the eyes of other vampires, a corrupted, lower creature, one which is, furthermore, contagious – in other words, a leper. The zombie-vamps soon find that their friends have moved their coffins and left no forwarding address, and he or she no longer gets invited to parties.

The only way to stave off the grim transformation is by use of a vampire's principal healing agent – human blood, and lots of it. Say three or four good-sized human bodies worth of it, over a few days. And it's hard to get hold of that many humans in a hurry nowadays.

(Of course, older and more powerful vampires can just turn into mist or a cloud of bats to avoid pesky zombies. But the damn things are everywhere, and seem to have a curious ability to suddenly spring out of just the last place you expected one to be).

Fortunately, vampire doctors – and there are some – have a possible solution to the mass starvation facing vampire-kind. For some time, vampires have been working on creating a permanent backup supply, by mastering the trick of keeping humans in induced comas alive for decades to be "milked" as needed. Due to the unpleasantness of possible discovery, these projects were kept limited in scope – but now these secure, underground facilities, with their built-in nuclear power supplies, are a shining hope for the future. But they need to be greatly enlarged, and to do this a lot of labor will be needed – which will in turn provide the occupants of the new facilities when the laboring part is done.

Vampire archivists are busy compiling lists of all the human refuges and hideaways, the size of their populations, and the strength of their defenses. Of course, a breeding population will eventually be needed, but there is no need for either of the parents to be conscious for pregnancy to take place – and as for raising the children, it's quite remarkable what you can do to a child's brain by careful oxygen starvation early in development…
(A few vampires are raising certain questions about the logic of a high-tech, no-human-input approach to human-farming when there are too few vampires to maintain a high-tech society in the long run. Cautious questions: when it comes to differences of opinion, many elder vampires consider decapitation a valid rhetorical ploy).

[1] Vampires are immortal, but fairly frequent new recruits are needed to keep up the population (vampires are always at risk from a dangerous predator: other vampires. They have no empathy for their own kind, and can carry grudges for millennia).
………………………………………………………………………………………………..

The ghouls have been having a hard time of it.
The pallid, twisted parodies of humankind, with their dog-like faces, yellow fangs and black claws, have rarely passed for human, although they occasionally give birth to sports that regress to something more passable: the least ghastly are sometimes switched with human babies as a joke, while others, with the aid of extensive makeup, may venture out to do certain business with human beings (concealment is unneeded in doing business with other beings of the night). They have their own odd culture and art, and have squirreled away a vast store of human knowledge and literature, treasures and sacred artifacts, which lie piled in heaps in deep caves dimly green-lit with phosphorescent fungi, amid drifts of bones human and otherwise. Human sacred literature is surprisingly popular, often read for dinnertime amusement over a properly aged meal.

They have long lived beneath human cities, particularly under graveyards and slaughterhouses, in dark and cramped tunnels (they are quite fond of the extensive abandoned underground diggings in New York) and crack jokes among themselves about the services they perform in getting rid of excess homeless people and abandoned babies, along with a fair part of the cat, dog and rat populations (ghouls prefer well-aged human flesh, but they aren't too picky when hungry enough). The increased popularity of cremation is an annoyance, but like vampires, the ghouls are few and humans many, and there are enough people being buried the old-fashioned way, added to animals and slaughterhouse offal to support what used to be close to 500,000 ghouls world-wide.

Emphasis given to "used" to, since although dead ghouls do not arise again, those bitten by what normally would be their meals become zombie ghouls, and while zombie ghouls aren't bright enough to dig their own tunnels, they will follow one as far as it will go. It is uncertain how many of ghoul-kind has perished, but those who survive have burrowed deep and closed off their tunnels behind them. What, if anything, they live off of in these lightless abysses is unknown, although vampires [1] and others which have talked to them report ghouls claim a sacred relationship with ancient beings which gnaw at the guts of the Earth, deep, deep below any mine built by humanity.

[1] Vampires and ghouls get along alright: vampire flesh, after all, is inedible.

…………………………………………………………………………………………….

Also deep under the earth are the ones below Egypt, over a million dry and rustling beings wrapped in cerements, those who worship Gods older than the Pyramids in voiceless ceremonies conducted in vast halls miles below the desert sands. At times by twisting roads they ascent to the desert night, emerging from the sand like cicadas preparing to molt, and perform odd rites directed at certain dim stars before returning to the abyss.

They aren't bothered by zombies, for even if a confused zombie were to stumble into their dark halls and try to take a bite out of flesh as hard as wood and dry as the desert sand, the effect would be essentially nil. Those shaped like men and those shaped like cats and ibises and baboons and those shaped like impossible mixtures will go about their business undisturbed, after the minor annoyance has been pulled into many small pieces and trampled underfoot again and again as the chariot of Ra wheels above in the sky of Egypt.

So they continue their nightly rites, at intervals retiring to lie unmoving on stone slabs until the next step in the eternal cycle, which will continue until the world above has perished and the old gods arise again. It used to be that now and then one of the lesser ones which lie far closer to the world above was dispatched to take vengeance on the desecrator of a tomb or the taker of a sacred artifact, but this is no longer necessary, for those who shamble across the sands of the desert in an eternal search for the flesh of the living have no interest whatsoever in the science of archeology.

There are of course a few nonconformists, as in every society: one used to own a small bookstore in Pinsk, and there is general embarrassment over the chap who took on human form to pursue the supposed reincarnation of his beloved, of all the silly things. A few of these nonconformists feel this zombie thing is an anomaly, not something willed by the old Gods, and feel something should be done about it. Several have already been distributed among a number of canopic jars for their pains.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………….

The New Men (New Humans, some annoyed female voices reply: with much of their leadership over a century old, theirs is a conservative society) do not need human beings as a food source. What they want from humans is spare parts.

Their Founder did not die in the Arctic as he had claimed to be planning to do. Instead, with books he had stolen from his creator's library, he sought to apply that old adage, "if you want something done right, do it yourself." And he did succeed in the end, although it took half a century, an annoyed realization that his creator was brighter than he was, and several dozen trials, a number of which had to be mercifully destroyed.

Today, there are close to ten thousand surviving New Men, some of them fourth-generation (creations of the creations of the creations of the Founder). They come in various shapes and sizes, from "traditional" twisted giants to those who (at least with their clothes on) cannot be distinguished from normal men and women. All are superhumanly strong and possessed of a, shall we say, monstrous vitality. And then there are those who have not considered themselves limited by the basic human design in their self-tinkering. [1]

(And then there are the pets: the New Men actually have a sort of ASPCA dedicated to prevent the creation of particularly horrid and unhealthy hybrid animals…)

Some New Men do make others of their kind uncomfortable, and it's not the mostly physically non-human ones which are the worst. Nor is it those who have taken up the modern habit of modifying themselves with cybernetic and mechanical parts instead of organic bits and pieces. Nor is it the death-obsessed ones, who remain fixated on the boundary between living and dead, and who look upon the zombies as a fabulous new research opportunity rather than a catastrophe. No, the ones who creep out their fellow re-animated the most are those who tamper with their own brains to increase their intelligence, a quixotic quest that often leads to madness or worse. The chap with five brains wired together inside one skull is at least entertaining at parties: the sinister lab hidden beneath the Ituri rainforest, where tons of wet, greasy nervous tissue now hangs from a trellis of feeding tubes, is a place where few go voluntarily.

But in the end, in all their shapes and sizes, the New Men are in one fundamental way a failure, and the Founder (currently on his third set of limbs and fourth set of organs), in his now increasingly intermittent periods of lucidity (replacing chunks of the brain with chunks from other people's will only get you so far) knows it.

For although Doctor Frankenstein was a genius when it came to the fundamental wellsprings of life, he didn't know diddly-squat about genetics, or otherwise he would not have feared to create a female version of his creature: in those cases where the Founder got the procreative organs up and running properly, they failed to produce babies that resembled their parents, rather than the poor dead saps that provided the genitalia.
(Not that the children were entirely normal: the odd compounds and energies flowing through the bodies of their mothers produced kids with strange body chemistries, occasional odd deformities and a remarkable resistance to electrocution).

Some of the New Men were created as such from bits and pieces: other were made from single, relatively intact corpses: and some are the (almost) human children of New Men, slain to be raised again, usually after "habituation" through a childhood of occasional body modification, mechanical implants, and baths in electrified jelly. (The exact nature and origin of some members of the community – for instance, brilliant fourth-generation surgeon Fran Madaraki – is quite obscure).The one thing that makes a New Man a new Man rather than a freaky body modification fetishist is that he or she has passed through death's door and returned: and that is not something that can be remedied with genetic engineering, and is essentially a sacred thing to many of the community.

The New Men desirous of descendants faced a grim problem: if they had children the natural way, they would either have to leave the community and live among normal humans, abandoning their almost-normal children and dropping out of sight when their failure to age at a normal rate caused comment: or raise their children _within_ the community, and in the end bring them through a dangerous rite of passage and a technological rebirth which occasionally did permanent mental damage or "just" caused irreversible amnesia. If neither of these options was palatable, they could "assemble" families out of the bodies of the dead, although revived dead children would grow slowly, if at all.

Some of the New Men lived among humans, often modified for a more normal look: others lived in isolated, gated communities: others lived in underground hideouts, abandoned and rebuilt sewer systems, etc. (There are occasional problems with the ghouls: the ghouls control much of the Underworld, and a ghoul landlord will charge you an arm and a leg. Monthly.) They traveled, if they can pass for human, by train or bus or car: if not so much, in big, heavy vans with reflective windows, or in ships with Liberian registrations. Most are scientists, engineers, doctors, surgeons: it's in their blood, so to speak. Rifts in the community over whether or not to reveal themselves to normal humanity have led to occasional violence, although powerful social pressures and fear of becoming experimental subjects kept them a thing of urban legend and rumor up until the outbreak of the Zombie Apocalypse.

The New Men are ambiguous about their identity, since although different from normal humans they spring from their flesh and bodies and use the body parts of dead humans to replace bits and pieces as they wear out. Are they something new and superior, or modified humans, or just a form of parasite on humans, like vampires? (They know about vampires, and don't get along with them at all. They sometimes catch and dissect vampires for study – alive, since they fall apart on death). Most recently, before the apocalypse, they had begun to achieve success in finally finding a way to free themselves from human beings – by the cloning of body parts.

Even those most disdainful of normal humans were shaken by the zombie apocalypse, which also carried away nearly a third of their own kind – although most are strong enough to crush zombie skulls with a single blow of their fists, and do great slaughter armed with a goodly shaft of iron, they are not immune to infection (although cutting off an infected limb quickly enough often works, and the New Men are fairly blasé about limb replacement. Sufficiently massive doses of electricity also sometimes work as a cure).

Now, cloning is seen as being essential to prevent extinction through infection losses (although their most skilled surgeons are making good progress in developing new forms of thickened and armored skin) and a loss of new recruits - even those humans which die of _natural_ causes rise again as zombies, eliminating both their supply of spare parts and new members other than their own rebuilt children (and due to the risks involved, a majority of their kind historically have avoided that route). And a zombified corpse cannot be revived, and is not good even for parts. Deliberately killing humans in a properly sterilized environment to produce parts sits poorly with many (and even then, nearly a third still become zombies, having somehow carried the infection past all sterilizing precautions).

The New Men are worried about whatever the vampires are planning: a vampire community no longer constrained by the need to remain in hiding from humans would be a serious threat, and many born-human New Men are not at all happy about their human "cousins" becoming inanimate bloodsacks. On the other hand, some New Men welcome the end of Old Humanity, and feel that once cloning is perfected [2] they can use some of the nastier biological inventions they have created to wipe out the vampires altogether: or even, some whisper, the humans as well. On the Gripping hand, some see an opportunity to become saviors and perhaps even rulers of the remnant of humanity, and argue human labor is needed to maintain a technological civilization (the New Men are much more technologically adept than the Vampires, but they're still not very numerous). Conflict dogs the community, even as their leaders have been communicating with the remaining players…

[1] And in some cases, not just "self" tinkering, but the creation of children not even remotely human, which is a divisive topic in the community.

[2] Others think they are being rather over-optimistic as to how long it will before a cornucopia of organs and limbs spill from the labs.

……………………………………………………………………………………………….

They are called witchy folk, hoodoo men, conjure women, juju men, obeahs and witches and wizards and warlocks. They are said to have the evil eye and you don't want them to touch you, either.

Unless they marry among themselves, their unique skills aren't usually carried on, and they often don't like each other. (How would you like a wife who could read your mind, or a husband who could give you cancer for burning the roast?) Many of their children are born defective in some way or another, and they are more often female than male, male children tending to die young. As a result, they have never been very numerous, pre-apocalypse perhaps 200,000 "true" witchy folk, perhaps another 100,000 with undeveloped powers or too badly malformed to appear in public.

They keep to themselves, sometimes out of sight in small rural communities in the back of beyond, sometimes hidden in the anonymous mass of great slums and urban no-places. They are of various colors and various races, but there is always something odd about their appearance: their eyes don't seem to blink often enough, their fingers are too long and bony, their teeth too long in their mouths.

Often shabby and poorly groomed and weak on personal hygiene, they walk with a certain sneering arrogance: for they consider themselves the Secret Rulers of Mankind. Their powers are varied and various; some can heal, some can cause sickness: some can glimpse the future, others reveal what is hidden; some read minds, others can cloud them. Others can send out psychic apparitions to spy and terrify; some can spy on or manipulate your dreams; some can start fires; a few can fly. A very few can do many of these things, and these are the rulers of their kind – as much as they have any rulers.

For getting the witchy folk to agree on anything is like the proverbial herding of cats: they have no armies, save as many as their own as can be bullied and terrified into being followers, and since the witchy folk are scattered far and wide, it's hard to find recruits in the first place. They have no state, no institutions, and no armies. They have no schools, refinement of skills usually taking place at the knee of relatives or the local big bully ("warlock" or "sorceress"), although there are a few unpleasant and little-visited temples in Asia where something like an official "apprenticeship" exists. There are famous names throughout the witchy community, news sent by dream or apparition from one little community to another, but every attempt in the history of the witchy folk to mold human history to their will, to create some sort of cult or society to get all the witchy folk marching in one direction, have failed, sabotaged by other witchy folk who disagreed with the project in question. So, up until the zombie apocalypse, they cheated and stole and bullied and cursed and scared the inhabitants of little villages and rural communities and often left town in a hurry: sometimes they started a war or two: but by and large, they made only small ripples on the stream of human history.

A number of them saw something very bad coming, of course, although the exact nature of what was to come was harder to make out, perhaps because it was so unbelievable. Some killed themselves, others hid far away from the haunts of human beings, others refused to listen to warnings. In the end, they died in great numbers: a zombie has no mind to read or control or cloud, cannot sicken or suffer from a stroke or heart attack because it is already dead, and cannot be frightened, isn't slowed down much by having furniture thrown at them, and takes rather a while to burn to the point where it won't chase you any longer. And although some of the strongest were able to keep the infection at bay, they couldn't really heal themselves from having their intestines ripped out and their heads cracked open for tasty, tasty brains. Those with a gift for foreseeing the future usually managed to get out of Dodge before the shit really hit the fan, but the trouble was that there were very few safe places to run to, even with advanced warning. Those who could fly flew, but to where?

So about 90% of the witchy folk are dead, too, and they have mostly taken refuge with the surviving humans, where they are adding to the troubles of the existing human communities by energetically meddling in what they consider poor survival policies by screwing with people's heads, striking leaders they dislike with sickness, etc., often in conflict with other witchy folk with their own ideas of what humans need to be doing to guarantee their survival (such a degree of involvement in human politics is historically very rare, and reflects the degree to which the witchy-folk community is in a state of panic. Historically, their only predator aside from other witchy folk has been humans, [1] and they've always been confident in their ability to keep normal humans baffled and bewildered)

Some have joined the New Men (the New Men, who hadn't known about them, were rather surprised, but find their talents rather useful). They do not get along with vampires, do not trust ghouls (besides being unenthused about tunnel life), and really aren't able to handle the no-food, no-water lifestyle of the Egyptians or the rustic lifestyle of the skin-changers.

[1] There has long been a truce between the witchy folk and the creatures of the night: although most witchy folk are no match for an ancient vampire or a Were-bear, it's not safe to antagonize people who most definitely know where the bodies are buried.

…………………………………………………………………………………………..

The skin-changers, or "Were-folk", are a varied bunch. Were-tigers in Asia, were-panthers in Africa, were-wolves in Europe and North America, were-Jaguars to the south, some were-bears in the Eurasian north. (The were-chupacabra and the were-seal or selkie are almost extinct). Of all the creatures of the night, only the Egyptian Dry Ones have been less threatened by the apocalypse: given their healing abilities, skin-changers are essentially immune to zombie bites, and although a few urban Were-folk were cornered and pulled apart by overwhelming numbers of zombies, the great majority has survived unscathed. Some 250,000 of them survive around the world.

Also, unlike vampires or New Men, the Were-folk can reproduce themselves: asides from being able to pass on their curse with a bite, the curse is usually carried on in the children of two Weres, although it usually fails to manifest until adolescence. (In any event, a little childhood nibbling makes for insurance). Some Weres are born, others have Were-hood thrust upon them: and some (by certain dark magics) become Were-folk (such people are generally considered poseurs). Control over one's transformation and over ones transformed self varies with age and whether one is of the blood born: elder Were-born can transform at any time and at will, save during the full moon, when they must take their beast forms, and normally have enough self-control to avoid eating people (although they occasionally fall prey to temptation during the wilding time of the full moon, after which the 'he/she was practically begging to be eaten – hiking in the woods, waving those meaty, chubby arms and legs at me…' excuse is often heard.) Those newly transformed change only during the full moon, and have little or no control over their animal impulses.

Like vampires, Weres police their community – leaving savaged bodies in areas where predators larger than poodles are nonexistent is firmly discouraged, as is biting perfect strangers and then not eating them. Newby Weres are the major danger of exposure to the community, and Weres preferably prey on wild animals, or cattle and sheep in areas where actual big predators exist. Weres generally live in isolated areas, in the woods and hills, where someone can roam unseen and where few visitors will ask embarrassing questions about the cellar with the steel bars on the door. (Giving a young Were a place where they can transform without worrying about waking up next day naked in a pile of hobo guts is a common courtesy). They are generally close to nature, and they claim they can hear the "song of the world", something vampires and New Men and witchy-folk find rather dubious. In any event, only a minority of their kind live in cities, with their lack of green space and non-sapient prey, numerous police forces, and often nosy neighbors.

Weres generally do not avoid eating people out of ethical concerns – they consider the relationship between themselves and humans as a normal predator-prey one – but simply a matter of common sense. One may pick off the isolated buffalo, but one avoids stampeding the herd. (Vampires are despised by werewolves as essentially parasites, and they're pretty much inedible to boot: ghouls are seen as fair prey on the rare occasions they are seen aboveground: and the New Men are a thrilling once-in-a-lifetime challenge even for Were-bears and Were-Tigers). The community is highly conflicted about the zombie apocalypse: some see it as a return to a better, greener, mostly-human-unspoiled world, while other, fond of human music, fast food (Were-bears in particular), and other pleasant aspects of civilization, are not fond of the idea of spending the rest of their lives in shacks in the woods.

Aside from the controversial "collapse of civilization" thing, with its pluses and minuses, zombies have also caused a serious decline in the population of large animals: as mentioned before, they don't deliberately pursue them in the way they do humans, but they're happy enough to devour them when they run into them. This is definitely seen as a Bad Thing, and the Were-folk cull the zombie population whenever they can.

The current situation with the vampires is troublesome: although the humans are prey, many Were-folk are of human origin, and humanity being converted into mere cattle is troubling in itself, as well as definitely indicating that the vampires are getting a bit big for their black, neatly creased britches. As for the exceeding un-natural New Men, the Were-folk are definitely a bit dubious about whether they want any alliances with them…

114. Mars' Folly

A request by miner249er for a crossover between The Saga of Tanya the Evil and War of the Worlds. Liberties have been taken to fill in the geopolitical situation a bit better and to make a bit more sense of these “I can’t believe they’re not OTL World War I/Interbellum Europe,” names.

It is the year 1924 and the Great War has been raging for years with the mighty, sprawling empire of the Deutsch Kreisereich (also known as Germania to foreigners) seemingly fighting the entire industrial world. For the last few years the Empire has mostly been on the defensive and adopted highly rationalised tactics to ensure their outnumbered and outgunned armies are able to punch well above their weight. This is also a world of magic and the Kreisereich has some of the best magical talent in the world, as well as the most sophisticated magitech backing it up and a lot of tsarist refugees fleeing the former Russyan Empire.

Meanwhile, on the planet Mars, a civilisation dies. The resources of the world had been almost exhausted and the ancient and rather indolent civilisation was beginning to collapse as the delicate and intricate system of irrigation that sustained Mar began to break down. In a separate but parallel plan of existence the gods of Mars also found themselves fading. Already rather vestigial due to the atheistic nature of their people, the risk of losing what little cultural acknowledgement still sustained them forced them to action. Thankfully the panic across Mars led to some desperate (if unintentional and undirected) prayer empowering the Martian pantheon once again.

As the war on Earth reaches a new stage with the formal defeat of the François Republic’s forces in their heartland by the Empire and the declaration of the François Free Republic by surviving army forces that evacuated to North Africa, the Martians launch their invasion.

Cylinders containing Martian invasion forces were fired enmasse via massive surface-to-orbit-and-back-to-another-surface cannons. Martian forces landed in Central North America, much of South America, Sub-Saharan Africa and Central Asia, regions hat superficial observations had indicated were sparsely populated and technologically under developed – even by human standards. News reached the major powers who governed these territories but, for the most part, only token forces were sent to monitor the slow and initially lethargic invasion forces as they focused on the war in Europe. Shortly before the invasion proper began, the Martian pantheon mustered their (still very weak) power to secretly and immediately immunise their people against the indigenous diseases of Earth – Mars having long ago beaten their own diseases into utter impotence so long ago that they had forgotten they even existed.

Then the tripods emerged and laid waste to the forces around them, then whatever population centres they came across. Responses were slow, with the US and Russyans being the fastest responders due to their actual home territories bing attacked. Then the Albionese redirected heir war effort to secure their colonies as more and more territory was overrun. Very soon diplomatic feelers were sent to the Empire, offering peace talks. Only the François refused, trying desperately to divide their war effort in an effective fashion.

The Deutsch, seeing their own resources rather stretched, accepted the peace. They were left with effective control of the European continent and could now focus on consolidating their greater empire.

Martian heat rays would be devastating but modern gasmasks would make their chemical weaponry ineffective; except in impromptu terraforming projects. In the end mage tactics (this is a world with magic, after all) aeroplanes and tanks would be invaluable, providing much more mobile fire-power that, with time – at least in the case of the latter two – would bring the tripods down. Many magically capable people who wouldn’t have been accepted into the armed forces for various reasons (particularly non-white people in the US and Britannic Commonwealth – the François had fewer problems with the idea) soon found themselves pressed into service to provide all the support they could.

Eventually the Deutsch would offer their own assistance in the war against the Martians, largely in return for their overseas colonies which had been lost earlier in the war. This would effectively put the entire industrialised world behind the war effort – though the Nippanese largely joined to poach territory in East Asia from China and France.

The war would last several years, primarily due to poor coordination between the human forces, general lack of unity even with all the great powers fighting the Martian invasion and the underdevelopment of the regions that the initial landing site were made in. It wouldn’t take too long, however, and by the end of the 1920s the Martians were defeated completely. Two figures would make themselves truly in/famous in this war, however. Tanya von Degurechaff of Deutschland and Mary Sue of the Unified States of Ameriga.

1930 saw the end of one war and the indefinite postponement of another. History happened.

By 2020 the world is still dealing with the after-effects of the Great War – a term that now applies to both the human conflict that preceded the Martians and the Martian invasion itself. The war had profound effects on human civilisation, the foremost being a result of the existential war against the human race itself and the supposed source of the powers of Tanya and Mary; faith in God.

Magic has traditionally been seen as a gift from God, though the Scientific Revolution did suggest other explanations, ones loved by eugenicists. Whilst Tanya – an avowed and brutally bitter atheist – made every effort to avoid giving anything to the entity she dubbed Being X, too many people, both in the Empire’s armies and other nations’ armies, overheard her offering prayers to God and exhibiting immense magical power afterwards. Mary Sue also showed the same general habits and between the two a general faith movement developed, spread across the planet and mixed with other groups of varying apocalyptic disposition. Since then a bizarre form of religiosity developed in practically every nation on Earth.

Even in the 21st Century the world is still highly religious though the specifics are very complex. Anything inspired by Mary Sue’s actions is Christian in basis whilst Tanya’s disdain for religion (something she expressed after the cults of personality in her name got going and caught her attention) usually inspired people to take their fervour in more abstract directions. Generally the industrialised world just adapted faith into more secular terms whilst the developing portions of the world have seen fundamentalist varieties of their conventional religions take off instead.

The knowledge that life exists beyond Earth and that its hostile has had numerous impacts. In addition to increasing religiosity the manner in which the existence of Martians contradicts many traditional religious beliefs about the uniqueness of human intelligence has caused some upheaval. Many religious groups still call the Martians demons or similar evil beings whilst secular faiths embrace a more humanist perspective, espousing the superiority of the human form over the aliens.

Europe remains under the rule of Mitteleuropa, the Kreisereich’s hegemonic empire. It has transformed over the years from a network of vassal states and dependencies into a more integrated and sophisticated political bloc.

Deutschland was founded by an unlikely peaceable union between the Hohenzollerns and Hapsburgs in the 1840s and used to be an absolute monarchy, even well into the 20th Century after the Great War. Now the diet holds most of the power and has placed not just informal restraints on the House of Hapsburg-Hohenzollern but official ones as well. Democracy still veers towards right-wing, at least in terms of being highly nationalistic, but economics is highly centralised and controlled by government oversight and all three major parties believe in top-down planning and regulations.

Though still officially Christian, Deutschland has become the home of the ritualised version of muscular humanism that took off in portions of the developed world after the Great War. It’s a rather public faith in Deutschland, with ‘religious’ events more akin to political rallies allowing believers to hold loud and highly performative lectures and mass prayer demonstrations about the superiority of the human condition. Traditional faiths are still much in evidence and many humanists still follow the older religions alongside their ‘sorta-faith’ system but secularism and agnosticism are growing more and more common, with humanisms derivatives still growing in popularity.

Though not venerated that openly, Tanya von Degurechaff is seen by many humanists in Deutschland as an example of human excellence and divinity directly empowering the human form – something she has publicly hated but ultimately failed to discourage. Outside of the Empire itself, however, she is still remembered – by those with any passing interest in history, anyway – as the Devil of the Rhine. Even most humanists in the rest of Mitteleuropa don’t like to think of her as an example of their ‘superior human’ and tend to site moral aspirations as the primary reason why.

The Empire is suffering from the effects of a hard demographic transition and has struggled to make up for their declining birthrate. Many humanists are actually supportive of ‘technological’ solutions that they believe could ultimately lead to transhumanism, such as cloning. Others think that the crafting of golems and homunculus, once very illegal and still considered taboo, should be revived. Traditional beliefs still keep these potential avenues from being explored but as humanism continues to grow in influence and change its orthodoxy, things may change soon. For now the problem is alleviated with immigration, mostly from the RUSS but this is causing certain tensions to rise – for the Deutsch its the issues over the assimilation of so many Russyans; for the RUSS its the labour and brain drain.

Ameriga suffered rather badly, both physically and psychologically, in the latter stage of the Great War and the invasion of their actual territory led to some major changes for the rest of the 20th Century. For many decades Ameriga focused on itself and its particular sphere of influence, largely due to backlash against the costs of the Great War.

Modern Ameriga isn’t as hesitant about getting involved with foreign issues but still has a, somewhat deserved, reputation for political isolation. For much of the 20th Century most of their focus has been on their sphere in the Western Hemisphere and in dealing with their social issues. Race relations took some awkward directions. Whilst this TL did avoid Woodrow Wilson’s presidency (butterflies, you know) and thus his political reforms and social influences, segregation continued to persist on a state-by-state basis well into the 1980s and 90s; even with the existence of aliens reducing some justifications for overtly politicised racism. Formal segregation was finally abolished in the late 1990s and there are actually fewer racial issues but the legacy of such differential treatment can still be felt, especially in older generations of African Americans.

Ameriga has become the centre of the biggest wave of new Christianity born in the Great War and its aftermath. This denomination is primarily Protestant in nature but has transitioned to a much more individualised (in terms of interpretation, community is still very important) and rather mystical belief system with self-improvement and personal displays of faith and charity being very important. Mary Sue is a figure who is often referenced but she isn’t as important to this form of Christianity as Tanya von Degurechoff is to Deutsch inspired humanism.

Ameriga’s sphere of influence is rather integrated within the Veracruz Treaty Organisation. Even after returning to political isolation the US paid a lot of attention to Latin America, practically colonising most of the continent as they rebuilt the continent. Now the VTO is a closely federated organisation with the US ironically being the least integrated member. For some of its members the VTO is a little less centralised than the modern OTL EU but for many others they have turned into a sort of United States of Latin America. Those portions that are united are still only loosely united with one another, however, and they still aren’t developed and unified enough to challenge Ameriga’s dominance. Ameriga’s new branch of Christianity is also becoming very popular in South America though Catholics are still a massive majority – in fact the two are beginning to syncretise in an odd way.

The Revolutionary Union of Socialist Soviets – also known as the RUSS – had only just formed in the middle of the Great War and had suffered a devastating attack on the capital of Moskva when the Martians landed. The latter stage of the war saw the death (by – most assuredly accidental – car crash) of Secretary General Josef Dzhugashvili.

Reforming several times over the RUSS developed in strange ways under the guidance – but not actual leadership – of Loria. Whilst the government is still communist the RUSS have embraced a form of state capitalism that is, officially, a stop-gap that will transition to true socialism in the future. The government used to be much more authoritarian and even tried to turn the state into a ‘fully mobilised society’ that would have not only been prepared for another Martian invasion but developed interplanetary travel of their own and take the revolution to Mars. This almost collapsed the RUSS and led to a lot of reformations and territorial contraction.

Bizarrely, the RUSS had their own religious revival and it took hold too quickly for the government to restrict the movement. Like in the US this movement was ultimately Christian in origin, combining Greek Orthodoxy with overt displays of piety an a sort of personalised mysticism – which led to a belief that the movement’s ultimate development was influenced by America. Communist ideals were included that replace encouragement of religiously motivated charitable acts with community actions and awareness and a sort of association of socialist ideals with godliness. Loria’s government eventually co-opted this movement and made it a part of the RUSS’ identity which caused some problems with the Union’s Islamic territories that weren’t resolved until the RUSS withdrew from much of Central Asia.

RUSS’ relations with Deutschland are historically poor. A lot of Russyan aristocracy fled to Deutschland and subsequently fought in their armed forces during the Great War which raised tensions on both sides. Then there’s Loria’s previously public declarations of his desire to marry and rape Tanya von Degurechoff prior to the end of the Great War; that didn’t help matters, especially after he essentially took over the RUSS.

Unlike François, who struggled to weather the costs of the Great War and its aftermath, the Britannic Commonwealth did a better job of retaining some relevance as a world power. After the war the Commonwealth was reorganised into a more federal entity – this being possible largely because the AK had largely stayed out of the European Front and so hadn’t wasted too much money and manpower before the Martians landed. Though they still have some weight the Commonwealth is now a rather unwieldy organisation with the Central Parliament being a labyrinthine bureaucracy that struggles to get that much done. At the very least there is a single economy, military force and legal code that still allows member states a high degree of self-governance in most other arenas. Also, whilst not entirely post-racial yet, the Commonwealth has worked out quite decent racial relations; though the recent immigration debates over whether it should be treated as an internal or international issue have restarted.

The Great War was a boon for one nation; Cathay. The Great War led to the withdrawal of nearly all foreign forces in their territory, finally allowing the nationalist/reformist government to quell their communist opponents and begin Cathay’s rapid modernisation. Now the Republic of Cathay is not only a fully modernised state but, inspired by Deutschland’s success as a disruptor of the traditional geopolitical paradigm, the Cathayans have begun plans to build up their own bloc.

Cathay is a democratic state but a very authoritarian one. The government transitioned from a one-party system but the only parties with any chance of ever getting officially elected are offshoots of the Kuomintang. Anything else, particularly any party perceived to have communist leanings, is obfuscated from participating in elections, often through the use of false arrests, judiciary abuse and slander by state controlled media. The bizarre, war-born variety of Christianity has become popular, despite misgivings from the government over fear of RUSS subversion – at the very least it appears to be more related to the Amerigan version. Some in the government have considered co-opting this religious movement as it has already syncretised with a lot of traditionally Chinese faiths and belief systems and could be useful.

Technologically this world has gone in some odd directions. Magic is a rather exclusive ability only exhibited in a relatively small portion of the population but it was already being incorporated into technology back during the Great War.

Magic is not going to distributed as a common aspect of everyday life any time soon but modern core-orbs and other personal channellers do make even the weakest of magically sensitive people in the modern world a match for some of the finest natural magicians that would have been found during the Great War. Most mage support harnesses are also the suit form that are considered far less resource intensive than older models like mechanical mounts (François was especially fond of these). With the harnesses providing speed regardless of weight, it is now much more common for mages to be equipped with relatively heavy body armour.

Conventional technology is behind OTL in places and slightly ahead in others. The post-war reconstruction era saw a high degree of global cooperation, even between nations that were mortal enemies, right up until nuclear weapons were created. Without having seen nuclear weapons used in anger and with a residual desire to prepare Earth for another possible invasion, the world has embraced nuclear energy far more than OTL. This has transitioned to a lot of investment in renewable energy in the last few decades, as that is a lot more strategically secure. Efforts to make the existing nuclear focused energy infrastructure more efficient and secure are also taking place and are actually ahead of OTL developments in the field of nuclear energy but only by a few years.

There is an internet equivalent but it is more of a system of separate grids handled by the great powers with a bit of interconnectivity. In general personal computers are behind OTL with mobile phones being closer to the OTL early 2000s.

Space travel was one of the most hurriedly developed fields of science and as initially an international project. There is a lot of equipment in orbit with armed satellites (outwards into space as well as down towards the surface), surveillance equipment, space stations and even a more-or-less permanent base on the Moon – the latter being relatively new and the latest international project of substance. There are still plans to put larger machines in orbit and some have suggested orbit-capable mage harnesses to directly add the versatility of magic to the space program. Most of the new religious movements are very supportive of the efforts to go to space; “reach for the heavens,” being a common phrase around the world.

Mars has suffered since their failed invasion. Environmental degradation has galvanised those portions of the population that noticed the collapse of their planet’s life-bearing capabilities. A new regime has emerged encouraging activity, collectivisation and transmartianism that takes their technology to the next level and allows them to free themselves from the approaching resource crunch. Large portions of Mars do remain rather traditional though, with lethargic estates managed by apathetic families that maintain centuries of routine (because even tradition is too involved for these people). Some have noticed the sudden – by their standards – proliferation of human objects in orbit around Earth and the rapid development of human technology has given their factions in the new Martian regime another kick up the arse.

Being X is rather pleased with how things have gone. He didn’t intend for his counterpart involved with Mars to take the actions they did but that’s no skin off his nose. Mar’s god, in all of his guises, is now practically dead, his followers either overtly atheistic out of revolution fuelled spite or as apathetic as ever whilst he himself is prayed to once more. Over all, this world is turning out to be a success. Let’s see how a few other worlds turn out.

115. DOCTOR DOLITTLE'S WORLD

The year is circa 1940 or so, a century after Dr. Dolittle's first trip to Africa to help out some sick monkeys . The knowledge of how to talk to animals long ago spread beyond the Doctor's small circle – first a young naturalist who had seen the doctor in action begged Tom Stubbins to teach him: Charles Darwin got involved, and things ballooned from there. An aging Doctor, sick of the now-enormous fame that left him no time for his work, and no longer as closely involved with Stubbins (who had found wuv and started to raise a family), ended up returning to the Moon (with the aid of his animal friends in arranging a signal visible across space), to spend a peaceful retirement studying all the wonders of the Moon's biology.

The world is very different from our own, as a result of the discovery of animal sentience. This caused major crises in every religion that did not follow a dogma of reincarnation and the virtue of vegetarianism: Hinduism is doing fine, and Buddhism has expanded greatly among Europeans and Americans. Christianity and Islam, with their doctrine of fundamental separation between the human and animal worlds, have not fared as well: meanwhile, there has been an explosion of new sects and religions.

All nations (aside from a few, like Afghanistan, which are fundamentally in Denial) nowadays have greatly modified their legal and political systems to accommodate the reality of animal intelligence, although only a couple nations (most importantly, the UK) have actually granted them citizenship, and even then on a limited franchise involving block voting: after all, the notion of humans being outvoted by dogs and cats and pigs is still too hard for most people to swallow. (And only for some species – we're talking birds and mammals: few humans have mobilized to fight for the rights of reptiles or insects). After all, OTL, dusky-skinned humans lacked a great many rights around the world in OTL 1940.

Said dusky-skinned humans made an increasing fuss about having no more rights than (literally) dogs did, and in the US the civil rights movement achieved political success by the 1930s: the vote for women was similarly advanced by a generation.

The biggest problem has been the "eating" thing. Chickens were OK with continuing the egg thing, sheep with the shearing, cows with the milking, horses with the plowing, as long as some improvements in housing and treatment were made: but pigs, for instance, weren't very happy with becoming bacon.

Oddly enough, pigs – and cows, goats, etc. – although they will strongly resist being killed, do not translate this into a general antipathy towards carnivores and omnivores. After millions of years as prey, they accept the predator's need to eat them: they simply do not feel any hatred towards bears or wolves or lions as a whole. (Weasels and cats are widely disliked, but because of their cruelty towards their prey, not because they are meat-eaters). A pig will have no problems being friends with a man who has a couple rashers of bacon for breakfast. (This tends to drive human ethicists and thinkers on morality up the wall.)

As a result, although killing animals for food is now legally verboten in most countries, only a few (mostly in Asia) make it illegal to consume animal flesh: there are still animals dying in accidents and of old age and non-infectious diseases, and most animals find the human practice of hiding their dead in little boxes underground rather bizarre. There are the meat-leggers, of which little good can be said. And then there are the New Darwinian knife-and-spear hunters: the families of aggressive, violent animals such as bears and lions and boars will rarely bring charges in the case of a fair and agreed-on fight.

Humans are more of a problem: if animals accused of attacking humans now get their day in court, they also can be tried and executed. The medieval habit of inflicting capital punishment on misbehaving animals is now seen as a legal precedent rather than blind ignorance: a number of animals were shot for insubordination during the Great European War. Animals have new rights, but also new obligations: horses were deeply annoyed that they were now expected to do scouting by themselves without human riders sharing the risk. (The difficulty many animals have with the concept of "patriotism" is one of the reasons so few countries actually give animals citizenship).

Humans also make a pest of themselves attempting to establish appropriate behavior and legal relations between animals, which the animals, especially the predatory ones, greatly resent. (The human-founded Society to Promote Vegetarianism in Felines did not work out at all well).

With communication and animals becoming part of the cash economy, animals have now become a market as buyers rather than products. The industry in tools and prosthetics for animals lacking fingers or their functional equivalent is now a multi-billion dollar one, as is the construction business for making animal-suited housing and furniture. Most big cities now have an animal "ghetto", and there are some entire cities inhabited by cooperative animal societies: the rats and mice and other rodents have built, with the aid of human tools, some impressive underground cities. (The clothing for animals business has been less successful, although some of the vainer species spend quite a bit on accessories).

With a vast expansion in the population of vegetarians, diets have perforce grown more varied and the minerals-and-supplements crowd has prospered. The food situation has been substantially improved by the rapid growth rates and tremendous nutritive value of some of the plants that Dolittle succeeded in cultivating on earth after bringing them back from the Moon. Fishing is still carried out in some places (fish languages are very hard, fish are not cuddly, and the Pope still holds that fish have no souls).

It is a different world from ours politically, although there are some rough parallels. Africa is carved up into colonial areas and protectorates, but differently from in our world, China still has an emperor, and the Kingdom of Jolliginki is now a British protectorate. It is not a peaceful world: human beings are no less foolish and aggressive than they were a century ago, and the Germans have as OTL ended up with an unpleasantly racist regime that has taken New Darwinism to its logical apotheosis (as yet, the rumors of ritual cannibalism have been dismissed as propaganda cooked up by the Eurasian Union of Sentient Peoples, where even chipmunks are in danger of being sent to the Gulag, and some species – not just humans – are more equal than others). Rumors of war are in the air, and everyone wonders uneasily if that crow that flew by is a local or a spy for the Other Side.

Animals are increasingly organized politically, and tend lefty and anti-war: although animals lack a concept of nationalism, many of the land animals increasingly feel the need for "space of their own", where they can run their own lives without being bossed around by humans. Animal-run cities have already been mentioned, and some areas of African jungle are essentially self-governing within the colonial empires: the animals of the Serengeti are pushing hard for an administrative region of their own within British East Africa. Other animals organize to push change among animals themselves: the rodent Zero Population Growth movement is increasingly influential, as the underground cities get larger, food more expensive, and humans and rodent-hunting animals become increasingly paranoid about the "burrowers beneath."

Fine electrical equipment is assembled with the aid of the smallest animals, and towering skyscrapers are assembled with the aid of monkey and ape workmen, with birds carrying messages. (Animals are not much represented on assembly-line jobs, thanks to both Union hostility and animal inability or unwillingness to stick to fixed schedules.) Technologically, it is an essentially steam-punk/diesel/punk world, with submarines and Zeppelins and Mechanical Moles, rocket fliers and volcanoes tapped for power. It is a more extensively explored world, with dolphins and octopi bringing back reports of the deep sea, and moles and other burrowers exploring buried cities and the undersides of existing ones.

It is a different world from ours physically. The interior of Africa is rather different, and there are a number of islands that do not exist in our world (including a formerly floating one currently administered by Brazil). Much more significantly, in this world the Great Flood is not a matter of mythology but plain fact: some tens of thousands of years ago, a massive subsidence of the land and a colossal outbreak of underground waters drowned much of the world and changed the outline of the continents. The actual mechanisms of this remain somewhat obscure, but it had largely been confirmed by early geologists by the mid-19th century: since then, a number of fragmentary ruins dating back to the pre-flood era have been discovered. (A certain tank-sized turtle in the middle of Africa actually remembers the flood, but keeps mum, realizing he would never have a day of peace if the press found out). It is also a younger world: it is tens of millions of years, not billions of years old. Biological and planetary evolution takes place faster in this universe, and the Moon broke away from the Earth in a cosmic catastrophe only a million or so years ago: there are still some unimaginably deep abysses in the Pacific basin. The aether is real (Michelson and Morley came up with some rather different results from our world) and what is happening in the sun isn't quite fusion as we understand it.

The Moon has a considerable population of its own. The mass of the Moon is unevenly distributed, with the far side being slightly "downhill" from the perspective of nearside: over the ages since it broke away from the Earth, most of the water has migrated to the dark side, leaving the side that faces the earth largely uninhabited and desolate. The far side isn't so wet either, with a number of large lakes and little rivers rather than oceans, with only one fresh-water giant larger than the Black Sea on earth: areas of dense vegetation form a patchy network, separated by drier areas. Still, where there is any water, there is life, and the strange minerals of the lunar dark side (once deep, deep below the surface of the Earth) and the radiations that penetrate the luminous lunar atmosphere nourish an extraordinary vitality of growth among plants and insects and birds, creating grasshoppers big as whales, trees high as the Empire State Building, and other biological wonders.

It also is a place where things live much, much longer than on earth. Most living things last for millennia at least, and a few trees and the giant President of the Lunar Council are as old as the Moon itself. Although study of the plants brought back by the Doctor to Earth have yielded some remarkable advanced in the sciences of medicine and nutrition, they have not added to any great extent to the biblical Three Score and Ten.

Immortality, or close to it, is what the current Moon Race is about. Three great nations have built dirigible Aether-flyers, and will soon embark on lunar expeditions which reflect national prestige and competitiveness, but which are above all about obtaining the secret of lunar longevity, by hook, by crook, or by vivisection. Some see this great enterprise as possibly a substitute for looming war: some see it as a possible spark for the same.

Meanwhile, the great-granddaughter of Tommy Stubbins, her boyfriend, and her eccentric uncle are investigating a 2012 - DaVinci Code - type mystery, involving ancient archeology, geology, and the secret history of the Earth; Dr. Doolittle's new diet has finally brought his weight back down under a metric ton: and deep in space, an unimaginable menace is set in motion.

These seemingly unrelated threads will converge over the coming months. A number of oddball characters make an appearance, from the villainous Dr. Buzzby and his army of insect friends, to Sir Lester Bland, England's first pig PM, and his gorilla valet; the numerous descendants of the original White Mouse (including the World's Smartest Mouse and his insane sidekick), a now very decrepit (and very snappish) Polynesia, who due to wing arthritis must go everywhere by dog-back, the Puddelby Friends of Dr. Doolittle Society, the Crown Prince of Mars, Charles Lindberg, and Otho the lunar giant. After the threads of the tale join, Dr. Doolittle and his companions must embark on a desperate trip across the solar system to save the world from an implacable judgment and, before they get to their destination, figure out how to talk to a rock…

(Oh, and the return of Long Arrow from the Subterranean Kingdoms. He really should stay out of those caves).
 
116. Starship 1945

Based on the GURPS "Dreiangel" scenario…

A world in which an FTL/antigravity drive was stumbled across by a German scientist in the 1930s, but which came into practical use too late to change the course of World War II (the ramming of Washington in May 1945 by a crude German spaceship did not win the Germans any brownie points, and in any event was sufficiently misaimed to simply blow out a few of the White House's windows). Indeed, thanks to the loss of resources put into the project, Germany collapsed a couple weeks earlier than in OTL. After the speedy US and Soviet duplication of the project, there started a large space-borne explosion that has continued to this day.

Given the possibilities for near-FTL projectile attacks from space and second-strike capacities hidden out past Pluto, the 50's and 60's were even more tense than OTL, and after the Near Miss of '69, a major effort to cool international tensions and build cooperative structures was put into place. The US managed to dodge the Vietnam bullet, and both sides cut back on third-world brinkmanship.

Currently, the US, a still-afloat USSR, the UK and British Commonwealth, France (cooperating in an EC framework with several other European nations), and China all have independent space programs: others are junior partners to the main space-powers (India with the USSR, Japan with the US…). The solar system is thinly populated beyond Earth: it's still a fairly unlivable place, and those with a yen for settling new worlds generally go to extra-solar oxygen-atmosphere planets, which, whatever their problems are, at least won't kill you within minutes if you lack a spacesuit.

Exploration, initially a fairly blind sort of thing, has become a lot more targeted business since telescopes far larger than OTLs Hubble were taken space-wards with the anti-gravity drive: today, explorers within hundreds of light-years know in advance if there will be planets, and most often know if there are any oxygen-water worlds. As a result, hundreds of (more or less) habitable worlds have been found among the millions of stars within the range of the star-drive.

A few definitely intelligent species (and some more dubious cases) have been found in the last sixty years. Three are primitives: the fish-monkeys and the feather-gnomes are stone-age hunter/gatherers of sorts, while the hulking, horny-hided 'Chiao-ren' (as the Chinese call them) had achieved a Bronze Age civilization of some parts of their planet before the Chinese forcibly introduced them to Communism with Chinese Characteristics.

Somebody very advanced created the crystalline planet Resplendent, unless it's some sort of unknown natural phenomena: investigations have been so far hampered by the tendency of anything landing on the airless planet to disintegrate within a day or so into a fine powder and be absorbed by the surface. Nano-machines, some say – in any event, the composition and purpose of Resplendent remain a mystery.

Then there are the purple, hexapodal inhabitants of the third star to the right from Deneb, which had managed to create a remarkably stable planetary dictatorship which had ground along with essentially stagnant but advanced technology for a couple of millennia: after a rather unfortunate first encounter, the Soviets knocked the Final Society flat thanks to their having a star-drive and antigravity while the locals, for all their superiority in other fields, did not. This involved the death of several hundred million locals living near unfortunately strategically necessary targets, which led to much finger-pointing and fist-shaking back on Earth in spite of Soviet protestations that it was necessary to protect Earth from possible future invasion.

Perhaps more important to foreign annoyance was the Soviet Union's slowness in sharing the advanced technology they were extracting from their new puppets: the USSR had gained an enormous tech lead in everything from computers to power production to synthetics, and only the general crappiness of the Soviet economic and industrial system (and the fact they had no better means than the aliens of avoiding a relativistic attack on the Motherland) from establishing something of a global hegemony. Serious international tension arose as a result, and a world-ending WWIII was perhaps avoided by the events of 2001.

A damaged European ship limped back to earth, carrying records of a previously unknown civilization: one much more advanced than Earth, a reptilian race with matter-energy direct conversion near-light-speed ships and spread over many solar systems. A race with colossal space industries. A race with some sort of energy beams that could vaporize a large chunk of one spaceship, and all of its companion ship, over a distance of several AU.

The Reptoids scare the crap out of humanity, and have led to unprecedented cooperation and tech-sharing. If they fail to discover FTL, it's a minimum of 507 years before any of them will show up, but nobody knows if humanity will be ready to resist them by then or whether the aliens will succeed in developing FTL on their own now that they know it is possible.

Or, if somebody gives it to them by being stupid enough to be captured with a more-or-less intact spaceship. A ban on any starship-building by government other than the Big Seven (including India and Japan) has been imposed, and control protocols for starship crews have been greatly tightened. (Private spaceships have been illegal since 1979, when a billionaire strung out on cocaine locked his licensed crew out of the command bridge and crashed it into Lake Michigan at high speeds, creating a shock wave in air and water than killed half a million people).

As a result of N. Korean intransigence on the whole spaceship-building thing, Korea is now divided in three: the Chinese and Soviets have not yet vacated their occupation zones, while the US handed its zone over to the South.

Technology is more advanced in a number of fields: fusion power provides the electricity, space-cities float around the equator, while seemingly impossible Frank-Paulesque architectural fantasies made of new super-synthetics rise above the city skyline. One can find alien fruits and meats (and meat-fruits. And Stroon) in any major supermarket, and people look forward with interest to the latest in Soviet technology to hit the stores. Boat travel is largely unknown except for oil (spills in the sea are bad enough without spills from the sky. At 20,000 feet.)

Currently the major powers argue about the best way to form an all-Earth government of sorts to promote technological development and colonization of distant planets (eggs in one basket, and all that.) The development of a formula for government is hampered by the still non-democratic nature of the USSR and China. And while the corridors of power ring with often acrimonious debate, behind the scenes, the really advanced aliens, those who worked out FTL by first principles rather than stumbling on it by accident, monitor the situation. The Grays have already infiltrated several human governments…

117. Half-Life 3

This is my take on what happened after Half-Life 2: Episode 3, or at least Marc Laidlaw's version of it. This was done with the help of Municipal Engines and sirion101, both of whom were a great help to this project.
The Resonance Cascade of 2003 was an event of unparalleled significance for humanity and Earth. It brought about portal storms and the resulting incursions, the first wave of which included Xen infestations, Race X missions to establish footholds, Strogg raids, and, of course, the Seven Hour War and the Combine occupation of Earth. All of these had catastrophic impacts on baseline human population, reducing it by 90%, further exacerbated by the Combine's Suppression Field that prevented human reproduction through the disabling of certain protein chains important to the process of embryonic development.

The Xen lifeforms, many of which originated from worlds further afield, thrived in the warmest, wettest parts of Earth. The introduction of multiple invasive species caused a collapse of many local biospheres, leading to widespread extinctions and associated famines. Economies collapsed, wars started, countrysides were evacuated. Much of what was left of the human population was moved to the cities, defended by what remained of Earth’s military forces. There, they were targets for the forces of the Universal Union, or as they would later be called, the Combine. 

The Seven Hour War was a wholesale destruction of humanity. Even after Breen negotiated humanity's surrender in a burning New York, the Combine systematically obliterated hundreds more cities that they missed. They preferred to use the middling towns and small cities of Earth for their new collaborationist human reservations, and it was far too much effort to try and micromanage cities like New York, London or Beijing. So they had to be finished off, regardless of whether the human survivors had finished evacuating or not.

During the Combine occupation, most of humanity's surviving former military was re-purposed into the Overwatch and Civil Protection. These forces were either sent to the frontlines of Earth to secure important resources and maintain civil unity, or to off-world garrisons and conflicts. Surprisingly little remained in the occupied urban centers and their corresponding regions to watch over the subjugated citizens. This was in part why the Lambda Revolution saw so much success.

The Lambda Revolution was instigated in Zone 17, the Combine designation for the Balkans and Western Black Sea. The Lambda Resistance (known by its members as just the Resistance) was led by former Black Mesa personnel and was the chief anti-Combine operator in Zone 17. Though small and ill-equipped, the Resistance had advantages in the form of dedicated, skilled soldiers and scientists, the majority of the free Vortigaunts on Earth, and the man known as Gordon Freeman. This individual would become a hero in the eyes of the world for his numerous acts of sabotage and rebellion against the Combine during their occupation, culminating in the destruction of Citadel 17, the chief and largest Combine command installation on Earth. Its destruction resulted in the death of the centralized collaborationist regime and the elimination of the bulk of the Combine communications and military-industrial complex. With the head lopped off of the snake, the alien occupiers' fortunes began to unravel. 

Earth, at least this particular incarnation of the planet, was always a backwater. The breadth of the Universal Union meant that it was just one occupied planet out of quintillions, possibly septillions; the Auditors of the Union could not keep track of the exact number. Local Advisors could never count on the Overworld to discover that Earth had fallen, and it was Combine protocol that local Combine forces have a responsibility to inform the Overworld of any unrest that they themselves could not handle.

Even contact is no guarantee of aid. Although it would take but a mere fraction of a sliver of the Combine's forces to reconquer Earth a thousand times over, the Universal Union had other, more pressing wars to fight. The Overworld could reassign one of the Combine's great orbital fleets to subdue Earth, but it had galactic empires with actual spacefaring forces to fight; such was the weakness of Earth that the Overworld deigned it an inappropriate use of void-based forces during the Seven Hour War. Even planetary forces were inappropriate: the Universal Union had countless enemies, which required particular attention to fight. The corrupting Malignant Exogens, the ravenous Biotic Consumers, the sociopathic Kwamunidalak, the madness-inducing Anomalous Parasites, the horrendous creatures of the Todash spaces; there was a reason that the Universal Union practiced mass conscription of its subject species and sent them off for "permanent offworld reassignment." No help was arriving. 

Collaborators across the globe turned inward, each zone effectively becoming independent. Administrator Breen's subordinate officials, the Moderators, wrestled and struggled for control over the Combine state apparatus. Many succeeded in retaining their power and new-found independence, others fell to rebels, remnant human hermit-enclaves emerging from their hidey-holes, alien forces, and the vestiges of the Combine proper led by Shu'ulathoi, what humans designated as "Advisors." The destruction of City 17, the failure of Breen’s attempt to contact the Overworld, and the failure to secure the Borealis, shattered any sense of Combine unity. 

Some Advisors remained loyal to the Overworld. They understood the implications of human teleportation technology, and knew that if this technology were disseminated to the rest of the Universal Union, they could start making real gains in their countless wars. However, with many Combine remnants pursuing their own agendas, and the Loyalists themselves disagreeing with the future of Earth, they have not achieved the success they might have. Many Loyalists still attempt to contact the Overworld, although others realize the futility of this cause as there is no dark energy reactor on Earth powerful enough to fire the signal to the Overworld, especially past human jamming and renewed portal storms. The human-built “Bootstrap Device,” found on the Borealis, would have been powerful enough to get a signal to the Overworld, but Combine forces were unable to secure the device before the One Free Man stole it and used it as a crude – and completely ineffective – battering ram against a Combine military installation. Still, efforts continue to both contact the Overworld and find whatever remnants of human technology they can find. The Advisors hope that they will be richly rewarded by the Combine leadership for delivering this wonderful prize to them. 

Other Advisors have deemed contacting the Overworld a lost cause, or for their own reasons have decide that contacting the Overworld is a bad idea. Earth, being a backwater, was attractive to lower-end Advisors, and knowledge of human teleportation technology gave some of the most ambitious Advisors inklings of glory. When contact with the Overworld collapsed, these more ambitious Advisors sought to forge their own local empires. Calling themselves the “True Combine,” they want to create, at the very least, a planetary empire away from the Overworld’s meddling. Attitudes on mankind vary among the True Combine: some are content to have them as slaves that retain their free will, others wish to convert them to Stalkers, others still want them exterminated and replaced with more reliable synth forms. Whatever their attitude, they are universally opposed to both Loyalists and the human states, and also to one another. 

One particularly successful group of Advisors believed they can do better than the old Universal Union. Calling themselves the Transuniversal Coalition, they sought to create a multi-species empire that allowed each species to play a role, in exchange for guaranteed rights. Humans and Vortigaunts will continue to serve, but they will do so voluntarily. Gone is the Suppression Field and the forced transhumanism, each species will serve freely. While the Advisors have a primary role in government, human and Vortigaunt moderators are not complete puppets, but instead are chosen by their communities to voice their opinions. The synths, of course, were never liberated, as they are physically incapable of conscious thought. The Transuniversal Coalition hopes to secure Earth, establishing its new, more just order, and from there move on to the rest of the universe. They already have some contacts in Xen, and the remnants of the Nihilanth’s armies are interested in an alliance. Already, alien grunts and alien controllers have been seen on Earth, fighting in the Coalition’s ranks. 

But the Combine did not rely on Advisors alone. Doctor Breen was allowed to appoint "Moderators," other human collaborators. Most of these were scientific personnel, as Breen favored fellow scientists, who believed in the vision of a better humanity through working with an obviously more advanced alien species. After the fall of City 17, some have gone rogue and set themselves up as petty tyrants, using transhuman forces to kill the local Advisors. Some have since tried to ingratiate themselves with a newly freed humanity, presenting themselves as liberators, or even aligning themselves with the Lambda Republic. Others, such as the collaborators in Section 28, still claim to be part of the Universal Union for propaganda reasons or for fear of the Overworld’s return return, and because the stranded Advisors have taken more effective control of the regions. It is common, however, for Moderator-led states to adopt transhumanism, and to rely on Overwatch forces more than other post-Combine assets. Having some knowledge of the Combine’s abilities and what the rest of the multiverse is like, they believe that humanity could only be saved by adopting Combine technology, or otherwise modifying themselves. 

Some believed in the Combine’s message of salvation through technology. Foremost among them was Doctor Wallace Breen, former administrator of Earth on behalf of the Universal Union. Former in more ways than one: this new Wallace Breen was merely an old copy of his mind, transferred to an Advisor’s body. The original had long since perished, but this new Breen was well aware of what had happened to his original self. After a chance meeting with Gordon Freeman, his original’s assassin, he was spared by the would-be savior of mankind, and Breen decided to make a positive change for humanity. Realizing that he had betrayed all he stood for by serving the Combine willingly, he sought to genuinely improve humanity, with himself at the helm. Dubbing himself the True Benefactor, he seized control of remaining Combine forces in the Arctic, and attempted to seize total control before other Combine factions revoked his security clearances. From his base in Trondheim, the True Benefactor reprogrammed his transhuman forces – both legacy Combine units and those he would create himself – into believing that they were always serving humanity first. This allowed the True Benefactor’s forces to be extremely effective, even against larger armies. Collaborating with their idealistic Moderators, and even Vortigaunts, the True Benefactor formed his new Combine, a “post-species” political entity bent on giving all sapients improvement through technology.  Here, citizens are uploading themselves into new bodies on a larger scale than elsewhere in the world, discarding boundaries between man, alien and machine. Transhuman-made synths and human mind-uploads abound, and citizenship is extended to all species, especially any new form of human that arises. Of course, the True Benefactor retains his position as supreme leader. 

By far the most common regime post-City 17 are those forged by Civil Protection units. With many Overwatch and synth units destroyed in wars between the Advisors and the Moderators, Civil Protection units were left as the most heavily armed, regular humans on most of the Earth’s surface. These Civil Protection units most often established themselves as warlord states or military dictatorships, while some became roving bands that terrorized small communities. While urban Civil Protection units were often composed of a multitude of ethnicities, as the Combine moved them to the major Cities, most Civil Protection units were composed of police and military forces from before the Seven Hour War, and later local recruits. As a result, there is a tendency for Civil Protection dictatorships to take on the symbols and culture of the old countries, if in a warped, somewhat-misremembered way. 

The remnants of the Lambda Resistance formed a multi-species state from the ruins of the Balkans. Calling itself the Lambda Republic, it is one of the few states that guarantees rights to all humans and Vortigaunts, the latter still despised and distrusted by most of humanity thanks to lingering memories of the Resonance Cascade. The Republic was founded on the principle of survival, and beyond that, freedom and equality. Many people of the Lambda Republic were Americans, those living around the Resonance Cascade zone, moved to the Balkans by the Combine so they can keep an eye on former Black Mesa staff. This American population remains somewhat separated from the local Balkan population, to say nothing of the Vortigaunts, who often live in caves or villages of their own construction, totally separate from human communities. 

The Republic is governed by a single Senate, which is composed of both elected community leaders and the old Black Mesa staff, who formed a de facto aristocracy. As the years ground on, the Black Mesa staff’s descendants did become an aristocracy, deeming themselves to be more intelligent than the elected members, some of whom could not even read due to the dearth of formal education among the Lambda Republic’s territories. The Black Mesa elite thus retain a superior status, although other members of the Senate and the citizens of the Lambda Republic as a whole accept this order, as they do prove to be rather intelligent. It is the practice preventing intermarriage between Black Mesa families and other, regular humans that is starting to raise eyebrows. 

The glue that is increasingly responsible for holding together the Lambda Republic is the “church” of the One Free Man. After Gordon Freeman’s disappearance, tales of his apotheosis spread, particularly as the more spiritual Vortigaunts continued to laud the man’s actions. Combined with his truly amazing feats, and children growing up hearing about this mythological Free Man’s accomplishments, and it is no wonder that a church has arisen around the figure. The One Free Man is believed to have become a god, wiser and stronger than any man, and that he will return on the fabled “third day.” Many acolytes wait patiently for his return, looking for portents in the stars, in the clouds, in their soup, for a sign that Freeman is returning. The leadership of the Lambda Republic have taken advantage of this devotion, claiming through their research to be working on finding Freeman so that he may repair mankind and drive the Combine off Earth once and for all. Others are more skeptical, believing that the Lambda Republic’s leadership are simply using Freeman’s legacy to advance their own wealth and power, and that even though they may wish for Freeman to come back, that it will never happen. Others still claim that the leadership have found Freeman, and have stored him in stasis until the time is right to release him to the world. 

Other countries are what are termed “paleonationalists.” Rather than follow the Lambda Republic’s message, they are distinct remnants of old Earth governments. The most powerful example is the United States of America, which has returned from its exile in Xen. Ever since the Montauk Project, the highest echelons of the American government have been aware of other universes, and the threats that may arise from there. It was during this time that the enigmatic figure known as the “Gman” made itself known to the American government, giving dire portents of doom, and recommended using Xen as a refuge. Thus, the Nixon administration ordered the creation of the Black Mesa Research Facility, to study these phenomena in greater detail, and eventually create a continuity of government option safe from both potential alien invasion and Soviet attack. By the late 1980s, the first incursions into the border world of Xen were made, and secret facilities were constructed there. These facilities were not unlike Black Mesa on Earth. 

When the Resonance Cascade happened, there was already a small population of scientists living on a semi-permanent basis in the border world, and the Cascade was a signal that the United States government had to evacuate. The Gman informed the Presidency just moments before the Resonance Cascade what was about to happen, and that whatever Black Mesa staff which weren’t going to be evacuated should be eliminated, lest they fall into the hands of a greater enemy. The HECU succeeded in their mission, and even launched a counter-invasion into Xen to pave the way for the evacuation effort. The President, Vice President, the Cabinet, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, most of Congress, and even half of the Supreme Court and their families were successfully evacuated, including America’s top military brass, intelligence agents, select science staff, units of the HECU, and even civilian government workers selected for their genetic viability. 

The United States government persisted in exile, studying Xen life and continuing the research conducted in Black Mesa, albeit with a focus on weapons. New war machines were constructed, to supplement those that had been stored away over the decades and those that made their way to Xen during and after the Resonance Cascade. The Americans kept somewhat abreast of events on Earth, although much of the information they had was provided by the Gman. Suddenly, the Gman informed them that the Combine had been cut off from Earth, and now was the perfect time to attack. American forces made their way back to North America, cutting through disorganized Combine forces and recruiting many American Civil Protection units to their cause. The Americans were hailed as liberators, and they soon fought and defeated Loyalist Combine forces and driving them north and east. The United States, at least in part, was reformed. 

Relations with the Lambda Republic were initially friendly, but chilly. The Black Mesa staff that made up the Lambda Republic’s leadership still remember their coworkers being slaughtered by the HECU, while the Americans are wary of the Lambda Republic’s cushy relation with one of their old enemies, the Vortigaunts. This animosity has cooled down since the old generations have passed on, but there remain core disagreements over the use of technology. The Americans are rather more cavalier about portal technology than their Lambda counterparts, who urge caution when playing with the forces which caused the Resonance Cascade to begin with. 

The Americans were not the only nation to have an interdimensional research program. The European Community had one of their own, under the guise of the European Organization for Nuclear Research, or CERN. Although some had suspected that CERN was up to something beyond smashing subatomic particles together, nobody believed them until the Resonance Cascade. The Europeans had actually succeeded in discovering Xen for themselves, and also had contacts with the Gman. A refuge, smaller than the American counterpart, was built in Xen, along with a series of Alpine shelters. After the Combine retreat, the Europeans have expanded through Central Europe, which were devastated in inter-Combine wars. Outwardly, the European Emergency Council has the revanchist goal of liberating all of Europe and restoring the old nations, reasserting European culture and values where they have been destroyed. 

Although the Europeans are outwardly friendly with the Lambda Republic, their leadership has ulterior motives for this alliance. The Lambda Republic has control of the ruins of City 17, and with it, the destroyed Citadel. Even prior to their exile, the leaders of CERN had more esoteric goals in mind. Calling themselves the Disciples of New Babel, the CERN leadership hoped to unite humanity under one common system, ascend through the use of technology, and commune with the “gods” as equals. During their long exile, this religion became mainstream among the Europeans, and they took this with them back to Earth. The Europeans do openly conduct exploration into Xen, which the Lambda Republic frowns upon, and more concerning to the Lambda, they allow some ostensibly-Abrahamic faithful to use these expeditions to find “Heaven.” Although most of the faithful openly advocate for safe and regulated interdimensional travel, there are radicals in the leadership, who wish to advance humanity and find the gods by any means necessary. These radicals plan on rebuilding the Citadel, and using it as a new Tower of Babel to commune with the gods. 

Other remnants are out there that have loosely aligned with the Lambda Republic. The Japanese government, which hid in undersea bases around Hokkaido, has retaken that island and Sakhalin. They are busy fighting the artificial intelligence which has taken control of the Home Islands, but it may be a futile fight, as the Japanese home islands were scoured of life during the Seven Hour War and the subsequent collapse of Combine order. In the outback, remnants of the Canadian, Australian, New Zealander, and British governments were working on their own, Commonwealth version of Black Mesa, but only succeeded in creating a national refuge for the monarchy thanks to constant budget cuts. The royals never made it to Australia, which has made the project a rather moot thing. Although most of the Australian continent is under Loyalist control, the CANZUK have adapted, raiding the Combine for resources. 

The Russian remnant sought to take as much Combine technology as possible and repurpose it for their own ends. Made up of the nation’s top scientists and military leaders, who had hidden away in Cold War bases deep in the Urals, the remnants of the Russian Federation saw the Combine’s way as the way forward, although with humanity at the top. This new Posthuman Union is not unlike the Combine they replaced, maintaining Civil Protection units (down to the name), and creating their own Overwatch using repurposed Combine laboratories and factories. They are led by a cadre of posthumans, who modified themselves using captured Combine technology and have rendered themselves all but immortal. Rather than weakening their physical forms, like the Advisors did, they used genetic engineering and cybernetics to create better bodies for themselves. The Posthumans have established a class system, where the unaugmented and unenhanced are at the bottom of the social pyramid, to toil away for those above them. Those who have some cybernetic augmentations or bio-engineered hybrid organs are in the middle class. Those who have fully embraced posthumanity and have placed their minds into machine forms, or have become indistinguishable from synth, make up the upper classes. This system is justified by the Posthumans to reward those who are the most willing to embrace the new future of humanity. In the near future, the decision will no longer be voluntary. 

The Resonance Cascade's effects were not felt at all in Afghanistan. The war-torn country was already deeply impoverished and cut off from global trade, so the economic crises and the collapse of global trade that came with the death throes of American military and economic hegemony had little effect on the landlocked country. While the creatures from the Border World devastated ecologies worldwide, they had little purchase in the arid, mountainous climate of Afghanistan, their home dimensions being rather more humid. At any rate, they had few fauna to feed on, and the battle-hardened Afghans quickly proved themselves more than capable of dispatching dangerous creatures such as headcrabs. The concern of the average Afghan was the same - surviving the day to day. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the concern of the various mujahideen groups remained that of political dominance over the country, and not the world that slowly crumbled around them.

The Combine invasion changed nothing. The mountainous country, deemed an absolute non-threat by Combine strategic analysts, was completely ignored as during the Seven Hour War. Although the Afghan representatives with the United Nations accepted Wallace Breen's surrender on behalf of the entire species, the Afghan leaders on the ground paid them no heed. They never listened before, why should they start now? During the occupation, the Combine paid little attention to Afghanistan. There were no important resources there, so apart from razing Kabul and establishing a small garrison, the Combine did little. The Afghan factions did take the Combine invasion to mean a renewed jihad, against an alien enemy that does not know the light of God and is likely serving under Satan himself. This stopped the large-scale infighting, and the Afghans did what they have always done whenever an invader moves through their lands: retreat to the mountains.

From there, the Afghans launched intermittent attacks on the Combine; a particularly daring raid, led by the Saudi fanatic Osama bin Laden, succeeded in ending the Combine's attempts to repair what few rail lines ran through the country. The Afghans raided Combine weapons depots, taking their advanced weaponry for themselves; one would be amazed to see the incongruous sight of Afghan warriors on horseback, wielding rifles which used dark energy as ammunition. Combine attempts to crush these anticitizens failed. Headcrab shells may destroy one settlement, but headcrabs seldom lived long enough to infect other areas. Helicopters proved useless, as like the Soviets before them, the Combine learned that the Afghans were adept at destroying gunships. The synths brought to pacify Earth did not fight well in the mountains, with specialized mountain units being utilized in more important offworld operations. Of course, the Combine did not direct much of their efforts against the Afghans; a backwater region on a backwater planet deserved no attention from the Overworld. At any rate, local Advisers determined that the Suppression Field would soon reduce the entire Afghan population to feeble old men and women, which could be easily dispatched. On top of that, the planet would be uninhabitable to all native lifeforms in the course of a few centuries. Expending the military resources necessary to fight against mountain rebels is a total waste. 

After the fall of City 17, local Combine force found themselves leaderless and without reinforcements. The Combine garrison was weakened by infighting between metrocop and transhuman and synth forces, a weakness the Afghans exploited. Surrounding the ruins of Kabul, the mujahideen successfully destroyed the last remnants of Combine rule in the region, establishing the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan. In the wake of the Combine invasion, other Islamic communities have turned to apocalyptic death occultism, which fed into the new mujihadeen. Many apostates, who abandoned Islam on the orders of the Combine, were put to the sword. Today, the Afghans want nothing more than eternal jihad, to punish every infidel, and hopefully in this way the Ummah can regain favor with God for abandoning him in the face of his ultimate test. Their coreligionists have spread their word of holy war throughout the Middle East, forming terror cells at war with the Combine occupiers responsible for desecrating the holy sites of Mecca, Medina and Jerusalem. Being able to offer food, gasoline, and ammunition, these cells have little difficulty finding new recruits. 

From deep in the mountains of the Korean Peninsula, the Purest Race emerged, scathed but triumphant. The Dear Leader Kim Il-sung was wise to build the National Redoubt during the height of tensions with the Imperialists and Revisionists. Running across the entire length of the Korean Peninsula, powered by nuclear power plants the greedy West unjustly kept from them, almost half of the entire population of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea could survive in these former coal mines indefinitely. Food would be provided by mushrooms and rations to last for decades, air by a series of ventilation shafts hidden across the countryside, defense by mines, trap doors, false paths, and the will of the Korean people. As their southern brethren were overrun by terrible monsters brought to the shores of Choson by their cosmopolitanism, the Great Leader Kim Jong-il ordered his people to take refuge in the National Redoubt. It was no retreat, but a tactical withdrawal. Retreats are made in cowardice, while withdrawals are sure to pay off with final victory. 

The alien invaders that followed never dared to attack the Korean people, such was their fear that they never even dared to look for them. But the Great Leader watched what was happening in the land above, weeping as he saw his great land defiled by the alien. He instructed the Korean people to make every sacrifice necessary to survive, even if that meant consuming their own dead, but this Second Arduous Struggle was not enough to break the Korean people. The Great Generalissimo passed on to be reunited with his father, and was succeeded by the next scion of the Mount Paektu bloodline, the Glorious Leader Kim Jong-un. It was Kim Jong-un who promised his people that their days of hiding will end under his reign, and it was so. One day, the Glorious Leader proclaimed that the alien invader was swept to the hell from whence they came, and it was now safe to emerge and rebuild. 

And rebuild the Korean people did. The aliens had done little to harm the land of Choson, as it was largely unchanged; perhaps, the Glorious Leader opined, even their foreign minds understood the inherent beauty of Korea. The forces of the Korean People’s Army secured the entire peninsula, fulfilling another promise made by the Mount Paektu bloodline: the reunification of all of Korea’s ancestral lands. A few of their brothers remained living on the surface, telling stories of horror, starvation, deprivation and tyranny. The Glorious Leader promised them that those days were long over. These liberated brethren taught the Koreans how to operate the aliens’ strange technology, which the Glorious Leader directed his people to use. Thus, he laid the foundations for the modern Korean state. 

The transplanted peoples in Korea had to go, of course. The land belonged to the Purest Race, so the Glorious Leader triumphantly relocated them to their true homelands. Much of East Asia remained under the control of the alien, and that simply would not do. To this end, the Glorious Leader has prepared for a great war against the warlords and conquerors occupying the lands of Asia, but in his wisdom, understands that now is not the time for such a struggle. 

From deep in the bowels of the Aperture Science facility, GLaDOS has expanded her grasp. While she is fundamentally interested in testing portal test chambers, she does realize that other powers want to have portal technology, and her Aperture Science programming simply would not allow competitors to seize intellectual property by force. The Combine already made an attempt, successfully capturing an Aperture Science handheld portal device after the fall of City 17, although their engineers proved incapable of making Aperture Science portal technology work without lunar dust, let alone transforming it into the teleportation technology they desired. Knowing this raid was not going to be the last, GLaDOS made her move, deploying armed war machines to the surface and cleansing it of almost all human and Combine life, unless they made promising test subjects. With nigh-inexhaustible natural resources, GLaDOS overwhelmed even the Combine forces that remained, until she created a buffer zone she was happy with. Now, she can test in relative peace. 

The destruction of City 17 created a new dimensional event that, though much smaller in scale than the previous, created enough global resonance to allow for reinvigorated portal storms. These set off Earth's location on the multiversal quantum radar for a great many watchful powers. One by one, new interlopers poked their nose into the devastated world's affairs. Some, recognizing the extent of the damage and seeing direct evidence of the Universal Union’s capabilities, fled and hoped nothing would follow them. Infinity Patrol expunged what they dubbed “Cascade-2” from their records, officially marking it as a puzzle world from which no patrol can return. Only the upper echelons of Infinity Patrol know the truth, as does Centrum command, as part of a clandestine information sharing program on threats to both blocs’ corner of the multiverse. Persephone Aerospace, familiar with the Universal Union’s work, fled the timeline after procuring some Aperture Science robots. The Pact of Silence, true to their name, never spoke of this world. 

Others remained, but kept a low profile or failed to establish an effective foothold on Earth. The Directorate of State Security established a listening post in trans-Neptunian space, but otherwise kept their distance. The Strogg continued their raids, but post-Combine resistance eventually rallied and now Strogg raids are a rarity. An attempt by a True Combine faction to harness Argent Energy in lieu of the less efficient dark energy plasma the Combine usually used ended in disaster, but the situation was contained by an invasion of neighboring Combine states. 

Race X, which was all but driven off Earth during the Combine invasion, launched a second invasion which saw them taking control of vast swathes of territory. Always militarily inferior to the Universal Union and the other “heavyweights” of the multiverse, the leadership of Race X sought instead to pick at the scraps the large empires would leave behind as the balance of power shifted. The initial invasion during the Resonance Cascade was one of opportunism, hoping to capture Earth without the Combine noticing the events that were unfolding. When Race X detected the preparations for the Seven Hour War, they beat a hasty retreat, momentarily convincing the human defenders that the worst was behind them. 

With the Combine gone, Race X moved to take advantage. They poured through the zero point of the Resonance Cascade, knowing that they could move far more troops through that gaping wound in the universe and afford to lose whatever troops are destroyed by the portal storms. They targeted Earth’s jungles and rainforests, knowing such environments would be most familiar to them. Already sparsely populated because of Xen infestation and ignored by the Combine, the Race X forces swept aside whatever remaining Combine resistance was in those regions. From there, they began their xenoforming mission, hoping that the Overworld does not catch wind of their plan. 

Not all of the alien controllers joined the Transuniversal Coalition. Others sought a new homeland, one not as hostile as Xen, and found it on Earth. These alien controllers are rather weak compared to their neighbors, all of whom have a reason to despise them, but they have struck a strategic alliance with Race X. The alien controllers can provide technology and troop types that Race X is lacking, and in this way they act as mercenaries for Race X. They have proved rather effective, leading to human and Combine factions to take notice. 

The only human force from beyond to establish a permanent base of operations on Earth is the forces from the Third Reich. The Reich was fanatical in its expansion through the multiverse, carrying out Hitler’s final orders. Hitler, knowing of his empire’s fate in other timelines through film reels from these other places, knew of the existence of interdimensional travel and the need for the Reich to propagate itself. Thus, he gave orders to establish outposts wherever possible, even if the danger is great. True to their Fuhrer’s will, the Third Reich has established a base in the Alps, where they have a tense but non-hostile relationship with the Europeans, who were understandably horrified by the arrival of the Nazis but were unwilling as yet to make an enemy of them. The Reich has exhibited a bile fascination with Combine transhumanism, seeking to perhaps integrate it into their ever-advancing technological package. 

 

The entity behind this entire mess, the Gman, is rather pleased. A hired gun, so to speak, he has been in the employ of forces that have the goal of stopping the Combine’s advance through the multiverse. With his efforts, he has succeeded in stopping the Combine from recovering local teleportation technology, and his comrades do the same elsewhere in the multiverse. The Universal Union would have discovered Earth and Black Mesa eventually, so a premature Resonance Cascade, supporting Freeman, and the ensuing chaos…everything went just as planned. Of course, the Vortigaunts have reason to oppose this enigmatic figure: the Gman’s employers are far from pleasant, and some may prefer the Universal Union to their cold grip. 

118. 1900s World

In the spirit of my previous 1950s world: 

It is 2012, but not our 2012. It is in fact 2012 in the 1900s [1]-Verse, where skirts are long, mustaches bushy, and everyone has their own home airship. At first glance things might seem not too different from the early 20th century, although everything, from railways to skyscrapers to industrial complexes, is bigger. But there are a number of differences. The air is clean, with pretty much everything running on electricity: Batteries are capable of storing far more energy than anything OTL: the electric car replaced the gasoline powered one long ago. Society is three-dimensional: almost everyone flies. The more daring, rather than using an airship, will have a personal flying device, with wings, propulsion fans, and a small backpack of antigravity gas (battery powered of course), often with elaborate electrical lighting for night flight. Some young fliers dance in the night sky, lit up like fireflies. A fair number of people every year die very messily misusing their equipment, but in the mores of this world that is an acceptable cost for three-dimensional freedom.

It is a highly urbanized world: outside colonial areas, most people live in huge cities while the countryside is dedicated to advanced agriculture and certain industrial processes now considered too dirty for the hygienic cities. Cities blaze with electrical light, usually better lit than ones in our world. Elevated trains and subways and elevated roads and highways and tunnels: cities are layered vertically. Almost always there is a vehicle-free pedestrian level. There are moving sidewalks, but no rolling roads. Streets usually have wide arcades roofed with transparent metal, to protect pedestrians from the occasional plummeting flier or someone jumping from a 200-story skyscraper. (Considered in very bad taste as a means of suicide). Indeed, to deal with weather or falling airships, some cities are now roofing themselves over entirely, which provides extra landing space for flyers aside from the universal flat roofs (heated with electricity to keep off the snows).

On the down side, in the cities goddamn big-banner or illuminated or animated mechanical advertisements are everywhere. (But always in good taste, or so they claim). 

Buildings tend somewhat towards the baroque, with a great many unnecessary columns, statues, etc. Complex expanding and contracting metal joints link all those skyscrapers and sky bridges and elevated roads together, and on days of raging storm wind, one can hear the city’s joints creaking like a ship’s masts in the wind. 

Of course, major cities will have increasingly less trouble with bad weather, either as they are roofed over, or as weather control technology improves. One may spot huge weather machines, like titan horns and tubas aimed at the sky: some break up clouds with special radiations, others spray them with high-speed streams of tiny particles to encourage rain, still others create artificial haze to protect people’s skin on particularly fiery days. 

It is a capitalistic world, although with a lot of government intervention for social objectives: Communism never really took off and is indeed almost as forgotten as Physiocracy. (Anarchists remain a problem). The Jews secretly run the world’s economy [2], and they do a darn good job of it, too. (Can’t trust those gentiles with money). There are Unions, but they are of a non-revolutionary sort.

It is a world of innumerable labor-saving and time-saving devices, a veritable pushbutton utopia, at least to the wealthy. Much OTL technology has its equivalent here: something rather similar to the early-model (voice and text messages only) cell phone exists, although it comes in a fancy engraved metal box and has toggles. Televised broadcasting of opera, etc. is a norm. In theatres, the equivalent of news trailers are now broadcast live from around the world on the big screen. With no internet, physical mail is still the norm: the US and Europe have networks of country-crossing underground mail tubes, everything coordinated by vast gear-filled calculating machines. Household robots exist, but they run on gears and punch-cards and are limited to fairly simple tasks, although often disturbingly humanoid in construction. There are no computers, but there are some _huge_ mechanical calculators for mathematical modeling.

Automats are still in fashion for dining, although the machines will now take your hat and coat and clear the table themselves. (And there are still some human food technicians riding herd over the machines in the back, and occasionally spitting in your food). There are larger “electric laboratories” that deliver guaranteed 100% pure product meals delivered to your home over the pneumatic tube. All foods are kept under sterile cover in stores: the average farmer’s market of OTL would be shocking to the locals. 

Hygiene brings to mind some of this world’s more annoying obsessions: most governments are “Progressive” in the sense of Knowing What is Good For You and vigorously dispensing the spinach and castor oil as needed. Eugenics is widely practiced, with a number of countries sterilizing criminals and the unfit, although the slow rate of genetic improvement has led to calls to develop better means of modifying the germ-plasm directly, perhaps through radiation or chemical methods, as in agriculture and husbandry. (The problem so far is that out of every 100 new strains, some 99 must be weeded, which is fine for strawberries but not so much for children). Sperm banks filled with guaranteed genius sperm are common enough, and heredity counselors are always eager to help you find a good match, breeding-wise. The eugenics isn’t half as annoying as the compulsory exercise starting in early childhood, an obsession fortunately confined mostly to the US and German spheres. 

The use of certain drugs and mechanically enhanced hypnosis has greatly reduced recidivism among criminals, although there are the occasional obsessive-compulsive side effects. All civilized nations have universal schooling and healthcare: in the USA, even poor children get to go on fast airship school trips to distant parts of the globe.

Most states tend to push culture at their subjects: in the US, Germany, Russia, etc. there are free public opera, theatre, and concerts. Many new musical instruments exist, complex things of tubes and valves and copper fittings and electrical power, designed through many clever devices to increase the emotional impact of music. The artistic scene is turbulent, with new manifestoes and movements sprouting almost monthly, and artistic disputes sometimes escalate to the use of firearms.

Aside from the arts , movies, the television-equivalent, flying, flying tennis, etc. there are a number of interesting options for fun. People now spend summer holidays in the Arctic or Tibet and go for rides in underwater viewing boats. (Diving and underwater sports are popular, although underwater croquet still struggles to be recognized as an important sport). Children play in the winter snow on their robo-sleighs. Someone has invented the Segway, although, thank god, it has 4 wheels. In a peaceful world, many extreme sports, from octopus wrestling to airship racing, are popular. However, the general Grundyism of this world manifests itself in the lack of such “bloodsports” such as college football and the banning of boxing in all major nations save Russia: it’s perfectly OK to damage your health in private competition, but commercialization of injurious activities is a no-no.

The personal flier, antigravity gas and electrical propulsion aside, isn’t too fast, and for long trips people take a large express dirigible, or travel by train: indeed, the new “Supertrains”, travelling through huge evacuated tubes, are even faster than the express fliers, reaching peak speeds of 600 MPH. The world is linked by an extensive net of tube trains, rail trains and highways: now that the trans-Bering Straits Bridge has been completed, one can ride trains all the way from Lisbon to Patagonia. (The idea of a transatlantic train tunnel is being raised again, now that trains are fast enough to make the crossing before the passengers run out of air).

In the US, some of the more unnecessary letters in English, such as Q and X have been eliminated: spelling reform has made everything phonetic. Similar measures have been taken in Russia and Britain: the French remain defiantly attached to their bizarre spelling conventions. The Sino-Japanese have gotten rid of those silly hieroglyphics, along with all those annoying local dialects. 

True gender equality is still somewhere in the future: although women now work all kinds of jobs, they are still considered “different” from men and not necessarily suited to all male occupations. Women do have the vote, outside such regressive areas as the Indias or the Sino-Japanese Empire, but the sexual revolution is nowhere in sight, and even baggy silk pants in the Chinese style is considered quite bold. 

Fashion is generally regressive, everyone wears a hat and a suit if male and a dress (and hat) if female, although at least corsets and hooped skirts are long gone. Hearty exercise may call for abbreviated dress, but that is done indoors where people of the opposite gender can’t see you: long distance walking is popular, but women usually wear long if loose skirts while doing so, and while a full suit is of course too hot, the respectable male keeps his collar buttoned up. (There is air conditioning, but it usually takes the form of hot and cold air piped from an air plant some ways away: in some big cities, the pedestrian arcades are also equipped with cold-air blowers to keep walkers cool on hot days, and the sidewalks are warmed in winter.)

Some bold women have started a movement to challenge prevailing attitudes: among their methods is to dress like perfectly conservative men, which confuses the hell out of a lot of males.

Racial equality is also rather behind OTL. In the US segregation still exists, although a real effort has been made to make the “equal” in “separate but equal” real for public facilities. One positive side of this is the existence of a huge entertainment and sports industry for black people, by black people. Abroad, things are not much better, although the French are relatively relaxed, and in Russia assimilation is fairly easy: one can be Black or Asian, but if you speak good Russian, adopt a Russian name, and at least pretend to follow the Orthodox Church [3], you are socially acceptable.
Fortunately, new techniques in plastic surgery, hair alteration, and skin bleaching making it easier for black people to pass for white than ever before. Science marches on!

Wild animals have taken a terrible beating, wiped out by hunters for fun or to protect people from threats: the OTL situation in which the occasional Californian jogger eaten by a mountain lion would be considered an acceptable loss, would just seem strange to the locals. Most large wild animals now exist only in zoos or a few scattered reservations. Bored hunters now are served by a mechanical animal building industry, in which hunters pursue steam-powered elephants and electric tigers through ersatz jungles. In a world with hardly any Third World (you are developed or you are a colony), nature has been brought into line with a vengeance, clipped, cleaned, and sterilized. Hardly a mosquito-breeding swamp exists, and jungles either exist as amusing places for the wealthy to visit or have been replaced by tree farms and plantations of giant foods.

Things tend towards obnoxious cleanliness, and there is a smell of disinfectant always in the background. Lethal electrical fields, new radiations, and chemicals of fearsome potency are put to work to kill every germ and bug at least twice. Special radiations kill everything in the sewer pipes, and vast and steaming factories purify and process every drop of waste. Mosquitoes, flies, cockroaches, rats, mice have virtually been exterminated. Of course, a side effect is that everyone nowadays is a bit toxic chemically speaking, but this is a good thing for the bustling anti-toxin industry, and the new methods of fighting cancer with electromagnetic fields and special frequencies of light are efficient enough that going into to have a few tumors removed is no more worrisome than having ones’ tooth pulled. (The occasional hideous freak of nature? Well, there are always costs). 

New super-x-ray allows one to see regular organs as well as regular x rays see bones. Electrical fields, by effecting cellular growth and animal vitality, are useful in a variety of health applications: the electronic brain stimulator can greatly help the very elderly suffering from memory loss and confusion. 

Specialized electrical fields stimulate faster growth in crops: rays of curiously colored light can also help growth or kill weeds. New forms of radiation have been discovered and are used in various ways. Electrical diffusion of one’s tissues allows medicine in a vaporized form to pass directly into one part of the body without having to pierce the skin – although accidents can happen if the current is interrupted!

Oil shortages as OTL are a problem, as are other shortages of raw materials. Although even coal may be limited, there is no great fear of a power shortage among the general public, since new power sources are actively being developed: electricity is obtained from rivers and tides and winds, and increasingly from the miracle element, radium. (Something of a “radium rush” is currently taking place in Antarctica).

Electricity is a somewhat more dangerous phenomenon than in our world: although electrical sockets are generally safe, ever now and then problems at a power plant will lead to a dozen or so workmen being consumed by ravening green flames. (Electrical workers are generally very well paid). The “cold light”, which produces light with almost no energy loss in the form of heat, has recently been invented, although the technology so far remains too expensive for common use.

Using chemicals and strange radiations and ruthless pruning of mutated varieties, many new forms of plants and animals have been created. Cattle and sheep are hornless, and both huge and grossly obese by our standards. Tiny dog-sized horses have been bred for pets. In the plant kingdom, things even more extreme have been achieved. Oranges that grow in the climate of Philadelphia, cantaloupes that can be stored through the winter, strawberries the size of apples, currants as big as oranges, peas as large as beets. Seedless plums and peaches. Figs for Canada. Sugarcane that grows like a weed. Black, blue, green roses as big as cabbage heads. Pansies as big as sunflowers, and simply effin’ huge sunflowers. 

The food pill has been invented. Nobody wants to switch from real food, except for a few extreme aesthetics and workaholics who grudge every minute lost in dining. 

New super-telescopes have allowed the discovery of signs of life on Venus and Mars, and giant reflecting mirrors set up in the Sahara have allowed a limited form of communication with Mars, although so far the messages have not gone much beyond recognizing each other’s mutual existence and skills with math. There is a great deal of fanciful speculation on the nature of Martians in the popular press. Giant cannon have hit the Moon, but so far nobody has been sent on a personal trip. 

There have been no world wars per se, but there were the Russian Revolutionary Wars (the Russian revolution went more Napoleonic and less Leninist), various colonial revolts and struggles, and the Japanese civil war, leading to the conquest of the Japanese home islands by the branch of the royal family based in North China (the current Emperor’s ambitions to reunify all of China worry people).

Most of Africa remains under colonial rule – after, it’s not like Africans have any great aptitude for self-government, right? Although a rising class of black professionals - clerks, accountants, lawyers, etc. - have come to displace much of the imported Indian and European talent, the top levers of power remain firmly in white hands. A lack of money and manpower has led to a considerable devolution within the Portuguese empire, and an elite consisting of a mixed bag of Europeans, wealthier Africans (Christian and Portuguese-speaking), multiracial Brazilians, Indians, Chinese and other odds and ends largely run things in richly corrupt Mozambique and Angola for their own profit, and the British are talking about maybe giving some greater autonomy to the south Nigerians, maybe by the 2020s. There are various resistance movements and secret societies, and it is rumored of late that the Sino-Japanese emperor has begun to back anti-European movements. 

Latin America, caught between the US and Germany (the former British economic domination of the area has been steadily eroded over the century) struggles to modernize itself, which involves a lot of soap and the suppression of pretty much any local culture which might be seen as primitive and/or unsanitary. This has done severe damage to the local food scene, for one thing.

Secret Societies are a worry: aside from African and Asian revolutionaries, Hindu cultists with strange drugs and sinister devices, and Mad Mullahs, there are the various wacky splinter groups the original old-style Anarchists splintered into, some of which eschew the old bomb-throwing violence for corrupting society from within by insidious propaganda, while others seem to simply want to see the world burn: and then there are the criminal societies, the Mafia and others, insidious oriental (and Latin American) drug-dealers, white slavers, and pirate societies with their own secret air fleets or submarines. An international organization of square-jawed Airship Police and various hardworking Private Consulting Detectives struggle against such menaces.

A large American Black Secret Society, meanwhile, plots the overthrow of European rule in Africa and the creation of a unified free Africa, or at least the West African parts (they have Secret Bases in Freedonia, the union of OTL Liberia and Sierra Leone).

The US has expanded, 500 million people in a US including Mexico, Nicaragua, and other South and Central American republics: Canada is increasingly slipping out of the British sphere of influence into the American one, and may soon join the USA. The fast-breeding Russians are even more numerous. The MittelEuropean Block forms a third major power, and includes some parts of South America heavily Germanized by immigration. France’s last hurrah was in helping to stop the Russian revolutionary hordes along the Rhine, for which it was rewarded with the return of most of Alsace-Lorraine: it has since slipped into Decadence (at least in the imagination of other powers [4]), dwelling in a sleepy eternal Belle Epoque, most of its empire sold off to more vigorous powers. Britain, too, is in decline, having lost much of India to native revolt (led by Secrit Religious Cults, backed by Britain’s Russian rival) and is now facing the defection of Canada. The Ottomans remain afloat on a pool of oil.

Although the White Powers have not fought a major war in generations, military technology continues to advance, at least enough to keep ahead of those worrisome Asiatics. If war comes, airships will hide in artificial clouds, giant guns will throw super-bombs capable of destroying entire city blocks 25 miles, Bolo-huge “mobile fortresses” will roll across the battlefield as fast as 1900 A.D. trains, giant automatic plows will dig trenches within the twinkling of an eye. Guns will fire almost inaudibly, and giant generators will throw deadly electrical sparks along miles of frontline. Gas and all sorts of deadly microbial weapons may come into play. Amphibious airships will lurk deep underwater to spring surprise attacks, fighting beneath the wave or above the clouds. Border forts are now gigantic flattened domes of steel, resistive to attack from above as below. 

The World Government movement has revived in recent decades, but nationalist sentiment still tends to look askance at any world government plan which will subordinate their national interests to Those People. Russia and the US are quite friendly, and at times the notion of a US-Russian alliance is mooted, which some enthusiasts see as a potential core for a global union (and scares the crap out of the other major states).

[1] 1901-1910, to be precise

[2] After being threateningly informed so many times that they were secretly running the world, certain Jewish groups decided that they might as well be hanged for a sheep as a lamb, and gave it a shot. They didn’t manage to take over the world, but this world doesn’t suffer from 1929’s or 2008’s.

[3] If you’re white, it’s mostly OK to be Jewish nowadays. The post-revolutionary Republic put an end to the Pale of Settlement and Pogroms, although the Protocols of the Elders of Zion continue to circulate in this world as in ours.

[4] And what the heck is wrong with a really long Belle Epoque, anyway? 


119. Soylent Green, 2022

It’s the year 2022.

World population exceeds ten billion. It would be more, save for the massive famines and plagues striking malnutrition-weakened populations. Overall, however, population continues to grow, if more slowly than before.

Global warming is advanced. Agriculture production has dwindled in many areas ravaged by drought, and in others (such as the interior of East Africa) devastated by floods. And then there are the industrial chemicals, the radioactivity, the acid rain, the ozone hole, the mutated insects…

Two major cultural trends of OTL were not duplicated. Environmentalism never really gained momentum until too late: the oil embargo never took place, and in an environment in which it was assumed “continued growth” was the solution to all ills, what was a bit more pollution or a bit more CO2 in the air? Feminism also failed to get much traction in a world where there was less need for a second income bringer and the pill and other forms of birth control suppressed as “promoting sexual license.” Betty Friedan perished tragically, run over by a truckload of drunken fratboys. The move to demographic transition was slowed, and corporations busied themselves with increasingly sophisticated ways for consumers to clean and filter their air, water, etc. rather than cutting back on pollutants.

Growth took place in the Third World as well, where heavy investment in third-world countries led a thousand malodorous industrial centers to bloom (and large Soviet expenditures to create heavy-industrial Worker’s Paradises to match what the West was doing soon was outperforming them, at least in pollution). As for China, where Neo-Maoism so-called (after the Supreme Leader’s mysterious-but-certainly-not-coup-related-we-assure-you death) mobilized the population to build shit on a level never before seen, heavy industry surged forwards at astonishing rates, and before long a filter mask was as much a part of the revolutionary outfit as the blue Mao suit. The anti-revolutionary “one child” policy was never adopted.

Strange chemical changes took place in the atmosphere as industrial fumes of all types combined and produced molecules never seen before on earth, which in turn came down with the rain, into the soil, into the rivers, into the sea.

The Good Times (so to speak) continued into the 80s, only coming to an end in 1988, when the Last Arab-Israeli War led to the nuking of the Middle Eastern oil fields, and the bottom fell out of the world economy. The Communist nations laughed at the failure of the Decadent West, and continued to build huge toxin-spouting factories and load of unnecessary Big Metal things, although the laughter stopped in the 90s when the first of the climate-changed induced droughts combined with mass vegetation die-off from airborne toxins brought famine from Pinsk to Peking.

Outside of a few resource-poor nations short of options, oil was replaced by coal (until the theoretical time some clean source such as fusion or solar satellites could take over), nuclear power having disgraced itself (the Ventana nuclear power plant’s melt-down and contamination of Los Angeles having somewhat peeved people), and for a couple decades governments assured their populations that renewed prosperity was right around the corner.

They had largely given up on trying to convince people by the end of the 2000s.

Frogs are largely extinct, and the last whales were lucky enough to be eaten before they could slowly starve. Polar bears are going blind in the ozone-depleted far north.

The icecaps are busily melting, and the north Pole is usually open water in the summer, but thermal inertia is such that the rise in sea level is so far gradual, and is mostly noticeable when storm surges push further inland than ever before, and coastal cities temporarily do a Venice. Things have become very bad in Bangladesh, and the Maldives are being evacuated save for a few stubborn stay-behinds in houses with new steel and concrete stilts. Ragged fleets of refugees from low-lying islands and coasts of lands too poor to resettle them sail about, looking desperately for a port that will accept them: due to overfishing, it's rarely feasible to survive at sea very long, so it's a race for survival.

Western governments have generally shifted to the socialistic, technocratic, and undemocratic side since the 90s, the need for heavy government management to keep the population from dying or exploding in rage having been impressed on everyone after the British Troubles (order was eventually established, and it is still widely rumored that they Saved Thatcher’s Brain: however, the Tory party is extinct, as is the Country Manse as intensive agriculture has spread across the British isles to feed a desert Mediterranean).

The Soviet Union meanwhile doubled down on repression to survive, and found a convenient scapegoat in rebellion-torn China, which was accused of using biological weapons against Soviet crops: a war would unify the people behind the state, and once depopulated, northern China would provide new sources of raw materials and agricultural production.

The war has so far gone on for 15 years with no signs of stopping.

The exhaustion of oil sources has forced the Soviets to expand their nuclear program, but given current conditions, what’s the occasional meltdown? Outside complaints about radiation drifting over the border are ignored, radiation sickness is blamed on the Chinese, and some of the nuttier members of the Politburo think radiation will eventually strengthen the USSR by bringing about useful mutations and adapting people to more toxic conditions. The conquered area of North China, savaged by global-warming induced drought and radioactive from nuclear strategic exchanges, is a bit of a booby prize, but to the Soviet leadership, the war has become an end in itself, providing an excuse for draconian controls not seen since the Stalin era, and a handy way of disposing of the population surplus. Both men and women are recruited into the army, and current death tolls run around three million a year, which nicely keeps the population stable. Now if only the Chinese would stop trying to win.

The Chinese turmoil of the late 90s began to come to an end when the Soviet invasion provided a rallying point. Some 400 million deaths and brutally efficient control of resources and population have so far prevented any further mass famines after 2012, but things are rather grim for China’s 1.7 billions. They are however determined to regain the north, and the technological balance has begun to swung their way as oil shortages cripple the Soviet air force and heavy armor (the Soviets are trying to rebuild their military on a hydrogen-fuel basis, but limited resources and Soviet engineering means progress has been slow.) Underground and dispersed factories are rebuilding their nuclear infrastructure, and if most of the Chinese army are foot soldiers, they are well equipped and well trained foot soldiers: nowadays only about 4 Chinese die for every Soviet soldier, and the government plans to better those odds.

The Formosan (Taiwan in our timeline) effort to take advantage of the Soviet invasion to conquer the south (initially poor performance by the People’s Army influenced the Formosan Generals decision in much the way the Finnish debacle impressed Hitler) was even less wise than the Soviet decision. There is no such place as Formosa, and nobody claims to be Formosan, save refugees in the USA.

North Korea collapsed messily a while back, and the country was split by the South and the USSR about halfway between the old border and the Yalu. The South Koreans complain about this, and bitch about the radiation and toxins floating east (the whole world is more toxic and radioactive as a result of the Red War), and are ignored.

Faith and fatalism, plus less severe impacts from global warming and industrial toxins, means that India has remained relatively stable, although its 1.6 billion hard-scrabbling inhabitants barely keep body and soul together through a combination of intensive farming and sea-harvesting and there’s always famine _somewhere_. The end of the current cosmic cycle is seen as nigh, and the Thuggees have reappeared in an even more sinister format. With the Ganges and Indus shrinking as the Himalayan glaciers diminish, they may have a point.

SE Asia struggles along with drought, overpopulation, Chinese refugees, etc., but is generally pretty “average” in unpleasantness unless you happen to be Cambodian (the Vietnamese and Thai agreed at one point that the Cambodians weren’t making anywhere _near_ full productivity of their agricultural assets). Bangkok is better known for frequent coups than for prostitution. The long-run prospects are grim: continued population growth and soil erosion plus worsening climate are predicted to bring mass starvation in another decade or two.

Indonesia, chokingly dense as its population is, still has some oil, and has been lightly hit by climate change: it is one of the few areas of actual economic growth, it’s streets crowded with coal-dust burning “steamers” (an Indian design): industry is increasingly concentrated in the less agriculturally productive (and less populous/politically influential) parts of the country, so the pollution won’t destroy too much of the food supply. Other powers grumble about its contributions to the ongoing atmospheric debacle, but its leaders ask, what the hell do you want us to do? Make the people poorer still and have them hang us from lampposts?

Boosters of Australia OTL point out that wisely managed, it’s water supplies could irrigate and feed several times its current population: good thing that there is some truth in it, since global-warming scorched Australia currently just manages to feed its population without dealing with, say, the Soylent corporation. As it is crippling oil shortages mean that much of the interior has essentially been abandoned by the government: rumors that half of the northern territory is currently under the control of a warlord known only as “Lord Humongous” are dismissed by the government as wild exaggerations circulated by the foreign press. New Zealand isn’t doing too badly, although the general population lives in fear of being overrun by hordes of refugees in various shades of brown (given its geographical isolation, presumably refugees skilled at walking on water).

150 million inhabitants of tightly regulated Japan starve very slowly and politely, expect when it comes to their fish: the waters to the east and south of Japan have been claimed as a protein source by the Japanese, and other countries arguing that this is not the way that the law of the sea works have been introduced to the sharp edge of the Japanese navy. Due to ferociously enforced quotas, these remain almost the only seas on the ocean where fish more than three inches long are regularly caught, but the continued acidification of the ocean waters may put paid to this.

The old EC has seen much of its Mediterranean regions turn to desert, although things have been alleviated a little by expansion of agriculture in the north (at least to the edges of the High Ultraviolet area from Norway on north)and the relative slowness of European population growth. Denmark, which is still a major food producer, occasionally threatens to build a wall across Jutland and make of a go of it on its own, but is too aware that it’s hardly up to holding off the rest of Europe at gunpoint. Currently the increasingly undemocratic and centralized governing body of the United States of Europe (motto: “Hang together or hang separately”) is feeling a bit under siege, what with millions and millions of refugees from dying NW Africa attempting to cross the Mediterranean in the face of European navies increasingly taking the “kill them all and let God sort them out” approach, and more immigrants from Eastern Europe, which cannot be treated quite as roughly, since their nations have, after all, a lot of military hardware left from the Soviet era. “No more room in the boat” is the chant of the day. The French complain a great deal about the general crappiness of British and Danish wine. The British have their own issues, (the 15 million Londoners tend to take rioting as their favorite outdoor sport) but at least the coal miners have full employment and as much coal dust as they can eat.

Eastern Europe was allowed to go to hell its own way by a USSR with too many commitments at home and to the east. It remains a place apart, the West being unable to pay for repairs and unwilling to take on any further commitments. With the Capitalist world going down the toilet around the same time as the Communist one in this world, the nations of the former Warsaw pact have in many cases gone down the path of fanatical religio-nationalism, which doesn’t really help but provides some rationale for existence. At the same time, Eastern Europe has become the heartland of a “new humanist” movement, that seeks to rebuild human society in a way that follows actual needs of both humanity and the natural realm rather than the pursuit of infinite growth. They are of course violently persecuted, but they have become a powerful force speaking Truth to Power in not only Eastern Europe but much of what still calls itself the “industrialized world”: New Humanist government s have actually come to power in Czechoslovakia and, of all places, East Germany (reunification failed: the Germans in 1999 felt they couldn’t afford all those poor relatives) and are currently struggling with almost intolerable burdens (including their own tendency to drift in more authoritarian directions once actually in positions of power. By God, we’ll beat niceness into people if needed).

Israel, although it lost nearly half its population to Arab nukes in the Last War, survives. Most of its population lives underground, often deep underground, and it is one of the few nations that employ nuclear power, most importantly for desalination of sea water. What exactly the Israelis are eating down there underground nobody is sure, and the Israelis are too paranoid to let people in to see. Antisemitic conspiracy theories flourish. (Antisemitism was not reduced by the suffering of the Israelis in the last war: they killed a hell of a lot more Muslims, and then there was that whole “collapse the world economy” thing: Israeli paranoia is really rather understandable).

Egypt and its immediate neighbors are slowly re-coalescing, fragmented warlord states: the Nile still produces enough water that the remnants of Egypt (the largest of which is run by the PLO, forced into exile along with all Arabs on Israeli-occupied soil) don’t starve much, but the Arabian Peninsula as a whole is a mess. A Hejazi state living off the pilgrimage trade (and there are a lot of people who pray very hard nowadays) has reemerged: the Israelis were polite enough to confine their retaliatory bombs to enemy capitals and oil fields (they do confess themselves a bit shamed about the Aswan dam) and Mecca was spared.

The new fundamentalist movement that has arisen in the ruins of south Iraq makes the Wahabbim and the Taliban of OTL look like good old Father O’Malley. Such spiritual reactions aren’t entirely surprising: with frequent drought and a world too short on food to sell any, the area between Morocco and Iran is a busy place for all Four Horsemen, and those areas where agriculture, in spite of the drought and toxins, etc. still supports large populations tend to be rather shooty towards refugees from elsewhere. Severe drought had led the Turkish government, like the Australian one, to largely pull out of much of the interior of the country: they never managed to get into the EU and lack any large-scale support system. Tens of millions are on the move, much to other people’s annoyance.

Soviet central Asia has also dried out, but surplus Turks and such can always be resettled in greener Siberia - and then drafted into front-line combat.

The People’s Republic of Azania recently pushed the last of its white oppressors into the sea (at the overrunning of the Cape Town docks, in some cases literally), but there is not much to celebrate in the plague and drought stricken land, much of which lies in ruin after decades of civil war, which dragged on long after the rest of the world found too much on their plate at home to pay much attention. (The Soviets sent a congratulation note, as did the Chinese). Africa, a huge continent, is a bit of a mixed bag: some places too dry, others too wet (notably the interior of East Africa in the lake region), some just unpredictable. A number of countries now only exist as polite fictions on the map. A few climate-change-blessed countries have been largely taken over by foreign agribusiness interested in their potential: some of these see violent revolutions after it became clear the new farming industry was meant to feed people in the richer nations, not at home. Apocalyptic Islam and Christianity are at war in West Africa, Neo-Marxists rule the Congo, and people are selling themselves into slavery in Ethiopia. Much of the continent, due to the expense of importing it and the shortage of local resources, is desperately short on energy: the vultures gather as the Second Biafran Republic begins to run short of its (very highly priced and profitable) oil. In spite of war and disease and famine, populations continue to grow: over 300 million inhabit what used to be Nigeria alone, and there are 100 million Congolese.

Brazil, like China, has suffered from drought and desertification in the north, but at least it wasn’t compounded by the world’s filthiest industrial plant. The worsening climate and immigration southwards has slowed the destruction of the Brazilian bits of the shrunken Amazon, (crops tend to fry after the protective canopy is taken down) but drought is still killing it, albeit slowly. The 300 million Brazilians live under an openly fascist government, which has, like the Indonesians, managed to keep the economy growing, at least partially due to all the catching up they still have to do to get even to impoverished-US standards. The government media assures the people that the people circulating pernicious lies about pacifying drugs in the drinking water will be shot for frightening the good citizens of Brazil in the midst of the current Extended Crisis.

With the exception of drought-ravaged Chile and Venezuela (and Venezuela at least still has oil money to buy Soylent Green and other foreign munchies: Chile? Let’s just say Bolivia has a coast again), Latin America south of Mexico is generally scraping along from day to day, if more crowded, more politically repressive, and more surreal than ever: jokers in the increasingly suicide/drugs/suicide by drugs ridden Andean nations speak of taking time off for “La Gran Siesta”. “El Nino” has been replaced by “El Tio Viejo” – there certainly isn’t any more herring to be had in Pacific waters, no matter which way the wind blows.

Mexico, hit by desertification rather harder than Brazil, and about out of oil revenue, is in poor shape: the government has lost control of much of the outlying bits of the nation to warlords and revolutionary groups, and millions are fleeing south (much to the annoyance of the Central American Christian Collectivists) and north (where they add to the increasingly unstable situation in the American southwest).

The US currently is delicately balanced on the edge. With over 500 million people, and with serious climate-related damage to its agricultural potential (and, as old-style capitalists would point out before they were purged from the grand coalition currently running things, half-assed government controls and interference), food supplies are short: not only is it no longer able to serve as larder to the world, it’s ability to feed itself is increasingly in question. The old intensive agricultural system was based on oil, and the lack of cheap substitutes badly impacted productivity even before the real climate damage began. The southwest, including California, is now locked in an almost permanent drought cycle, devastating floods wreck the south, and the agriculture of the plains is increasingly looking to be up fewmets creek as the aquifers dry up. The NE is a bit better off, and it’s current hot-humid spring and summer climate would be pretty productive, if it weren’t for the southern plant diseases that have moved north, and the acids and other toxins that precipitate out in every rainstorm. (Then there are the new insect mutations that have become a global problem. Some suggest they are escapees from Soviet labs, bio-weapons accidentally released when the few Chinese nukes to be missed in the first strike hit). Forced labor is currently cutting down NE wilderness and breaking up paved-over areas to increase available farmland. The universal food ration right now keeps people from dying, but that’s about it for the many who cannot afford anything more.

The suburbs, already badly wounded by soaring gas prices, have been essentially priced (taxed) out of existence in much of the country by government degree, paying an “agriculture penalty” for every square foot of potentially cultivatable land they cover. (In deserts and wastes there is no legal impediment to sprawl, but there remains the petrol shortage: the US has been slow to adopt the unreliable and sometimes explosive coal-dust steamer cars, not just for safety considerations but also embarrassment over adopting the technologies of “backwards” nations). As well as pushing, the government also pulls: rent controls keep the masses from being priced out of the cities, which grow gigantic and ever more crowded: riots and disturbances are common, whether it’s angry old people forced into retirement to open jobs for younger people or young people angry at the delay in repairing a local water source or religious apocalyptics hoping for some sort of martyrdom. The Police are equipped with Memory Wire (barbed wire which when dropped from helicopters in bundles usefully unrolls itself and forms barriers with only a little chivvying), a variety of chemical agents both nastier and nicer than old-style tear gas (if the cops are feeling sympathetic, they can leave a crowd stoned rather than vomiting), and in worst-case scenarios, the armored, fire-proof “people scoopers”, giant shovel trucks which are just What It Says On the Can. And if the worst come to the worst – well, this is a world where the apartments of the wealthy are usually guarded by men with machine guns and few legal blocks to using them on intruders.

New York, now almost a country in itself, has become the last hope of the indigent looking for somewhere, anywhere to go, and some 40 million people somehow squeeze into the now six boroughs. With steady improvements in automation and the “permanent recession” (occasionally enlivened by a bout of stagflation), half the working-age population is now unemployed, although the government always massages statistics to make things seem not quite so bad. Streets are jammed with pedcabs and bikes in the narrow space between the crowds. The city park was filled in with cheap apartments a while ago, although one large and remarkably tough (to survive the pollution levels) tree survives as a sort of memorial to what used to be there. Crimes rates are bad, but not as much as one might expect: on a _per capita_ basis, at least, it’s no worse than OTL Chicago. The crowded buildings and the pollution are such that the light is murky almost permanently at street level: some long-time residents have become so acclimated to this that they are driven indoors by the rare days of bright sunshine like vampires fleeing the dawn. In some Asian cities there are whole populations which only come out at night, when it is cooler and the air not quite so bad, and rarely if ever expose their pale skins to the sun.

Los Angeles, seemingly poised to challenge New York as Number One City a while back, has been badly stressed by water shortages, and the city government’s decision to essentially “triage” some parts of the sprawling metropolis has led to social breakdown and even warlordism in the abandoned areas. On a larger scale, attempts to commander more of the southwest’s dwindling water resources has led to actually exchanges of shots between south Californian forces and neighboring states, and the bombing of pipelines.
The US federal government is struggling to keep the conflict from expanding.

The status of women, both in the US and abroad, has dropped since the early 70s: although the pill has been legal again in the US since the turn of the century (the Moral Majority held on like grim death for an astonishingly long time) and in other places rather earlier, women are likely to be stay at home (or stay-in-large-box) moms due to the males tending to hog what jobs exist in the high-unemployment situation, and under crisis conditions the Powers That Be (mostly old rich dudes) have generally considered the case for women’s rights to be a distraction from “real” problems, and unemployed, hungry, unempowered masses of men generally have shown an unfortunate tendency to strengthen their self-respect by bossing women around. Prostitution and worse is common, and many apartments for rich single men come with a woman as part of the “furniture.” (Rules on this vary in different states and different countries: the Chinese dictatorship is actually pretty progressive on sex worker’s rights, at least when nookie involves people outside the inner Party). Some US women have said screw it entirely and retreated to armed compounds in the desert west, reproducing themselves with stored sperm.

Meat, aside from a few unusual cases such as New Zealand, is expensive, most governments having taken steps to limit the amount of land used for pasturage rather than essential (and less resource-wasteful) foodstuffs. Buying meat is now illegal in the US save on a few holidays, although the rich always have access to the black market and the very rich usually have their own farms somewhere, free of government meddling. Similarly such “luxuries” as tea, tobacco, coffee, (the legal wake up pills are already stronger than caffeine) and chocolate are rare and pricey, although in some of the shoddier countries governments and powerful magnates make enough cash off growing them to allow them to ignore a few more starving landless peasants (although barbed wire and machine guns have become an increasingly important part of tropical plantation life).

Alcohol is simple enough to produce that rot-gut of one sort or another generally remains fairly cheap.

At least with all the crap in the air, the sunsets are lovely.

Technological progress has slowed since the early 80s, and in various ways this world’s 2022 is less developed technologically than OTL 2014. Although there are stand-alone computers more powerful than OTL, the whole internet thing was scotched through security concerns, biotech is only a little ahead of OTL (save in some ways related to killing people), and although there are superior designer drugs, medical progress has stalled in various areas (partly due to government views on allocation of resources: who wants methods for keeping yet _more_ poor people alive?). Consumer electronics are at least a decade and a half behind OTL, although automated control systems and robotics (of the factory production sort) are somewhat superior. High quality solar cells remain undeveloped. The Moon base was abandoned in 1990 and although they still put up communications and climate monitoring satellites, nobody has been in orbit in years.

Zero or Negative Population Growth initiatives are widely supported by governments nowadays, and increasingly there’s interest in cutting things off at the other end of the process: suicide has been widely legalized, and some paranoid types claim to see pro-suicide “messaging” in government and major-network TV programs. What is quite undeniable is that a number of nations, including the US, now provide free death services, including a pleasant musical and visual dying experience, painless death through drugs, and cremation afterwards. That such services have expanded almost in parallel with the marketing of Soylent Green is a connection few have made.

The Soylent Corporation is somewhat confusingly named: it originally was the main producer of the soy-lentil “steaks” that began to replace meat in the 90s, and retained the name after it branched out into junk fish/seaweed/plankton based foodstuffs. Nowadays, soy and lentils are no longer that cheap, and the Soylent corporation’s products are mainly from the sea, or so they say. Having merged with several other food companies, Soylent, International, is a corporate goliath producing most of the sea-derived foods that are consumed in North America, Africa, south Asia, and various other locations. (For some reason, European and Japanese governing bodies ban Soylent on vague reasons of food purity or similar excuses. Oddly enough for a company, Soylent doesn’t complain about this much). Soylent works very closely with the US government, and reported has close ties with the Indian government as well. Of late Soylent has been putting out a new product, “Soylent Green”, supposedly mostly algae-based but heavily processed for reasons of flavor. The general public reaction has been quite favorable.

It might have been possible to move from the temporary expedient of coal to a new petroleum era based on the extraction of the black gold from shale, coal tars, etc. The technology exists, and the Brazilians are now working, at great human and material cost, on some such development. (For export to energy-hungry nations, mostly. Their own skies are poisonous enough). The money for the massive infrastructure required is less easily available, and as for will – well, nobody in a position of power nowadays really denies climate change, as hard as so many people tried to right up through the 90s. Things are bad and getting worse, and if even if current CO2 production were to remain fixed, in another 20-30 years concentrations will reach levels which will take humanity into quite uncharted territory. Many models indicate a planet no longer able to support human life - at least, above ground – by the 22nd century.

(One reason for the power shortages major US cities suffer from – aside from people stealing parts of the electrical infrastructure -is that the government is reluctant to spend money to build more coal-burning plants, making the plant-killing pollution and global warming issues worse. The market certainly isn’t going to do the job when so few people can _afford_ electricity and so many leech on the system with illegal hookups of one sort or another. Also, there is money in exporting the coal instead to those countries with no fossil fuels at all).

Already, the seas are suffering from an extinction that begins to look like the end-Permian die-off. The larger species, already devastated by overfishing, are finished off by the collapse of the base of the food pyramid, as algae and plankton dwindle, and seawater acidification kills indifferently. The brief flourishing of the jellyfish is over: they too have been harvested. The seas are dying, and the harvesting fleets must cease to ply their trade if anything is to survive: already many ships simply sail on fixed courses through already empty waters and return empty to port, while Soylent Corporation boasts of new products.

Soylent Green is, of course, made of people, as the US and Indian and European and Soviet and various other governments – at least at the very highest levels – know all too well. (The Japanese were reprocessing their dead years before the Soylent Corporation got into the corpse-grinding business. They’re certainly not going to pay good money for inferior gaijin corpses). It is of course a stop-gap measure, like the European use of French nuclear power to produce organic slurries from coal and tree trunks. A human being, no matter how efficiently processed, can only feed another human being for a small fraction of his or her lifespan. Eating the dead is only an efficient diet if the death rate is much, much higher than the birth rate. Even in India (a major “product” supplier, if often requiring extra processing) it’s not workable.

The governments have plans for that, too.

The .001% has come to the clear realization that even their privileges are starting to corrode under the circumstances, and Something Must Be Done.
Most estimates hold that at least 50% of the world population has to go for the climate and environmental situation to stabilize without further decline. Balancing the numbers for what is needed to maintain a civilization at its present tech level and a respectable safety margin, a triage of 80-90% seems ideal. The top leadership of the major powers is generally either in on the gag or will follow the orders of the .001% without asking too many questions. The Soviet oligarchy would prefer to keep their losses below 50%, which has been a point of contention, but they’re too important a contributor to the necessary technical means – and too capable of seeking revenge if steps are taken against them – to argue the point. They are, after all, planning to move into a mostly emptied –out China, so they feel they don’t need to dispose of so much of their “surplus.” (China, alas, will have to be given the heave-ho: the new leadership has not yet settled into a proper oligarchy, and may be unrealistic about the fate of the bottom 80% or so, plus they might just be crazy to give the plan away to the rest of the world. That’s certainly what the Soviets and the Japanese claim).

Of course, there are always the fools and silly dreamers: some scientists argue that population growth is current slowing, as more contraception is used and as a byproduct of the effect of all the toxic environmental chemicals on human fertility: one alarmist report holds that the trend levels of failed pregnancies and damaged sperm may lead to a massive “birth deficit” within a generation. Others claim that with sufficient will, a large-scale restructuring of the way people live and work, along with massive investment in “alternate energy sources”, could within a decade or two take the human race to a point where even the current 10 billion could survive without killing the planet. (Such people are clearly some form of Crazy Commies – oops, sorry, Premier Strugatsky). No, it’s always pie tomorrow, never pie today: Tough Problems require Tough Solutions, and it’s up to the .001% to make the painful choices (sure, its other people who will die, but they won’t have to carry the moral burden for generations to come). The planet, after all, must be saved.

Many of the biological tools needed are already in place, but as a certain green-skinned western autocrat once noted, these things must be done delicately: much else must be arranged for over the next few years. There is some worry about the “underground” which seems to have formed out of nowhere in New York, where the news that Soylent Green was actually made of homo sapiens sapiens has spread by rumor to all neighborhoods; although all official media laughed at it as a ridiculous rumor (good thing that whole “internet” thing never got anywhere), after an attempt by a group of police officers to break into a Soylent plant was stopped only with military force brought in from outside the city, it has proven impossible to squelch, in spite of an official tour being given of a Soylent plant (one outside New York, and one of the few still actually processing sea products). The government suspects that the East Europeans are helping keep things stirred up, although there is no clear proof to be had. Current opinion is divided on what to do: some feel vigorous repression and silencing is the only safe path: others feel that a Soylent Green scandal growing “out of control” over the next few years might actually make a useful distraction…

120. It Came From the Drive-In

It is the year 2012, and a world of Atomic Marvels. A glittering belt of space stations encircles the world, while giant space-mirrors extend the day and the growing season. Glittering super-skyscrapers pierce the heavens, and the androids sing sweetly as they toil in the protoplasm fields. Atom-powered cars zoom along gleaming super-highways carved through mountains by atomic disintegrators crisscross the globe, and descend under the sea to the Ocean floor cities. Giant gleaming rockets shoot into space by the dozens and hundreds. Earth is currently united as the Global Federation of Nations, with the minor exceptions of a few theocratic Islamic nations, a few crapsack dictatorships, a few backward underground Lost Kingdoms, and the possibly-not-so-minor exception of the Chinese Science Dictatorship.

Not that this current era of prosperity, cancer cured by the violet ray and synthetic steak every night came about without difficulties, far from it. Earth between 1950 and 2000 suffered from no less than three major and seventeen minor (some of them truly half-assed) alien invasions, and only narrowly avoided conquest with the aid of the friendly starfish-like Pairians, Mole Men (our fellow Earthlings from down below), refugee Metalunan scientists, and Godzilla, plus such miracles of science as atomic death-beams, atomic mutants, atomic tanks, atomic bombs, atomic napalm, and Robbie the Robot. Fortunately, through Pairian mediation the Earth has gained a measure of safety by becoming a probationary member of the Galactic Cooperative for Peace and Understanding, well known through the galaxy for their deadly, unstoppable killer robots and their tendency towards dickish demonstrations of their superior power. [1]

Given the unexplained tendency of alien invaders to blow up well-know monuments, many national landmarks have been reconstructed, some more than once. The latest versions are usually bigger and better than the old ones, made of shiny new super-materials. The current version of the Statue of Liberty is twice the size of the old, and glows at night with beneficial atomic rays. Most people like it, but there are some quibblers who are doubtful about the replacement of the old torch with a giant death-ray pointed skywards.

Science, Industry and Modernization has reached all sections of the Federation of Nations: the global economy is rather on the planned side, normal capitalist relationships having been rather disrupted by flying saucer attacks and giant monsters, although by giant electronic brains rather than commissars. The whole planet has been raised to a modern level of development (whether it wanted to or not, some grumblers nitpick). Many a former Botswanan peasant now lives in a giant tower cooled by atomic energy, wears a stylish jumpsuit, carries out factory work for some giant industrial-government combine located a continent away, and can buy at any vending machine a flavored chewing gum that gets rid of those feelings of depression.

(Africans, at that time relatively undeveloped, played a valuable role during the invasion period by being the first to expose and then turn back the Body Snatcher menace, given that 1. It’s hard to hide a six-foot Pod in a hut, and 2. Many soon discovered that a Pod baked in ashes is delicious.)

The Federation of Nations has been considerably Americanized, America having had the greatest success in battling alien menaces, the battered old Soviet Union having largely become a US satellite by the 1990s. American fashions, music, and corporations are dominant from Peru to Pakistan. Principal resisters to this trend are Japan, and of course the French.

Radiation is a problem, given its tendency to cause cancer, hideous mutations, and giantism. The Astron Deltans during their turn to try and conquer Earth used radiation to plague the world with giant spiders, lizards, scorpions, Gila monsters, praying mantises, grasshoppers, octopi, wasps, ants, snails, leeches, shrews and wabbits. Several other giant monster outbreaks were the result of Terrestrial agencies messing with Things Man Should Keep His Nose Out Of (it took several unfortunate lessons before world governments fully accepted that creating bigger atomic mutants to fight the previous ones is never a good idea. Now, giant robots…) Even today, several radioactive zones are patrolled by government robots keeping an eye out for giant mutant whatsits, while the site of Old New York was so thoroughly irradiated that the government finally gave up and just built the new city on stilts over the ruins of the old (currently a reservation for mutants just too horrid for polite company).

The dark star Bellus threatened at one point to collide with Earth, but with the aid of alien science a deflector ray powerful enough to change its course was built in time. A shame about it then colliding with Planet X, but as the Pairians noted at the time, they shouldn’t have been driving their planet around a crowded part of the galaxy without submitting a flight plan to the proper authorities in the first place.

In spite of all precautions, there still are occasional outbreaks of giant monsters: they are generally fairly quickly stamped out, and for most people they are like Indonesian barge accidents: something unpleasant with a bunch of people far away dying, but over before the news appears on the Interocitor. Keeping track of giant octopus or eel breakouts was more of a problem, until contact with the Gill-Men made it possible to create an underwater network of skilled observers (there is a fair amount of human sea-floor settlement, but it’s thinly scattered over an area nearly three times as large as the lands above sea level).

Of course, ever now and then some Incautious Scientist messing with radiation or alien artifacts will create a woman-spider hybrid or a radioactive goo-monster: there is a special Federation taskforce of grim-jawed, pipe-smoking science experts to deal with situations where a more subtle approach (when vaporizing the city from orbit to save the city is a no-no) is required.

Some humans also came down with Ludicrous Growth Syndrome, with various levels of distress: the Colossal Beast settled down quite a bit after he married the 50-foot Woman, but the 30-foot Bride of Candy Rock’s celebrity marriage fell apart messily. Eventually, the whole problem was rendered moot by the invention of the Shrink-ray (which wasn’t much help for the sufferers from the rarer condition of Absurd Shrinkage; the science of Earth and friendly aliens has yet to meet the challenge of creating an embiggening ray - Shrink Rays are _neutralized_, not _reversed_, a subtle distinction leading to much angry confusion on the part of people who have nearly been eaten by their cat).

Said Shrink-ray, combined with suspended animation techniques, has greatly eased the logistic of space colonization: a whole town of colonists can now be kept in a standard refrigerator during the trip through space.

Radiation-bloated normal creatures must be distinguished from Kaiju, giant warrior-monsters only awakened from their ancient slumbers by the crash of atomic arms – Godzilla, Rodan, etc. Thanks to communications established by chubby, telepathic Japanese young boys, the world government has made peace with the Kaiju, which have fought at humanity’s side against space-monsters and alien invaders. Still, their lust for violence is hard to assuage, and Japan deals with unemployment by annually building a duplicate of Old Tokyo for the monsters to rampage through once a year. Like the running of the bulls at Pamplona, it has become an attraction for “extreme” thrill-seekers: loud ties and screaming and pointing are de rigueur for male participants.

The modern lifestyle is one filled with push-button convenience, cancer-free cigarettes, home robots, jetpacks, and handy home defense systems that detect and vaporize alien imposters in the foyer, so as not mess up the rugs. (Not that there are many nowadays: the various parasitic species that usually speed to new radio-capable planets like cockroaches to garbage have mostly moved on to softer targets by now).

The interior of the world is full of vast cave systems, some lifeless or poisoned by sterilizing radiation, others inhabited by prehistoric monsters or cavemen. Deeper down dwell the Mole Men, short, furry and balding, whose sweat is phosphorescent and feet are clawed. They currently have cordial diplomatic relations with the surface world, but dislike the sun and rarely visit. They are a peaceable race in spite of their disintegrator rays and giant robot worms, and only get really annoyed when people get them confused with those other mole-men, the one with armored hides, hands like rakes, and bug-like mouths. They do occasionally clash with the brain-slugs, who ever now and then drill up from deeper layers. Still further down, in the hot radioactive magma, swim formless beings, radiation-eaters, which occasionally migrate upwards in response to changes in the neutrino flux from the sun.

Besides the dinosaurs in the Earth’s interior, there are various isolated islands, lost plateaus, or hollow calderas inhabited by small populations of prehistoric monsters: their survival puzzled most scientists, although records on the fourth planet of the Alphane System indicate that these refuges were deliberately created long ago by an alien race for uncertain purposes, although most recent analyses of the ancient runes carved in eternal metal have come across a term that can be translated as “cool.” Dinosaurs have substantially perked up global zoo visits, and remain popular in spite of competition from space-beasts (especially with those running the zoos: they don’t have finicky environmental requirements or display a previously unobserved ability to spray parasitic spores in all directions).

Alien visitors are common enough on Earth: one may often note a Pairian whiz by overhead like those star shaped thingummies Ninjas are always throwing, or observe the pickle-like inhabitants of the Omicron Nebula shuffle by on their tentacles. Blue Centaurian Plant-Men stomp along, in search of a blood bar. [2] Occasionally a translucent brain from Arous floats down the street. These are usually lower-class Arouans, slumming: they rent human bodies for experiences lacking on their planet, like kinky sex or eating an entire tub of butter pecan ice cream. The little guys with the huge heads? Don’t disarrange their protective clothing: they melt in daylight, so they will take it badly. Resist the temptation to pat their giant domes.

Some aliens are less noticeable: humanoid teenagers from Spica Ten often come to Earth to blow off steam, far away from their dull and repressive society. They are identifiable by their fresh lemony scent, their retro hairdos, and their fondness for lobster. (Well, and their flesh-disintegrating rayguns).

Crashed alien spacecraft, destroyed in previous wars, are common enough that the government gave up on carrying them all off to secret bases: many of them have been turned into theme restaurants.

Science has advanced by leaps and bounds, through assistance from friendly aliens and reverse-engineering of the technology of unfriendly ones. The military now have rayguns and giant robots and their own flying saucers and energy screens, along with invisibility (not so useful nowadays that any kid can get their own infrared specs out of the comic book back pages: the ability to turn into an intangible 4-D man, on the other hand, remains a government secret only for the use of the special-est of special forces). Atomic power is cheap and pretty almost more or less safe. Teleportation is now well-established, once some bugs (so to speak  ) were removed from early models. (Unfortunately, people _will_ disable the safeties. “Hey, Joe-Bob! Lookit what I can do with this duck, this ‘coon, and the ol’ teleporter!”) Mechanical telepathy means you never have to be out of communication with your robot.

Advances in the biological sciences have been more troubled. Various forms of rejuvenation and regeneration technology have had unfortunate monsterism side effects, and making a radioactive zombie nowadays is easy enough that crime syndicates often field small armies of them. Too many hobbyists without the proper training try their hand at assembling homunculi out of cloned limbs and organs and end up unleashing angry three-headed freaks upon the neighborhood. Too many Teenage Frankensteins are now Middle-Aged Frankensteins on disability. And then there are all the men who want to create the Perfect Woman. (Not to mention the whole Enhanced Ape and Human-Ape Crossbreeds Rights kerfluffle).

Using Z-rays to evolutionarily retrogress people to cavemen or worse is a World Government felony. Keeping a brain alive outside of a skull is also illegal, given the tendency of a well-fed, unconfined brain to grow, develop psychic abilities, and go batshit insane.

On the other hand, keeping a brain inside a nice, solid metal skull is not considered a problem. Cyborgs are now fairly common, now that the usual “go mad and on rampage” issues have been worked out. The rare cases of full-body cyborg prostheses tend to be big hulks, due to the need for elaborate mechanisms to keep the brain alive and healthy, but Japanese scientists continue to manfully struggle to build a support system indistinguishable from a hot teenage girl with outsized breasts.

Humankind is now expanding outwards into the universe, although some people feel the best approach is just to roof over the planet with armor and blast anything that comes near. After all, who knows what the heck a spaceship might bring back next time? Besides the occasional monstrously mutated astronaut and the Blood Beast, there was the space-rust, and the Callistan Fungus, which might have eaten all of Colorado (fortunately, the Blob ate the Fungus, and then they refroze the Blob). Still, government opinion remains firmly committed to the “best defense is a strong offense” and “eggs in many baskets” approach.

The Moon is now dotted with human colonies, the first having been established some forty years ago. The surface has no natives aside from the mobile rocks, which generally aren’t a threat for anyone not wheelchair-bound or suffering crippling arthritis: it has a few sentient inhabitants within the scattered cave systems still containing a breathable atmosphere, including a small colony of cat-girls (telepaths who reproduce asexually by coughing up hairball babies when males are absent) left stranded by a long-ago theatrical troupe from Andromeda, gloomy giant spiders, and a small kingdom (queendom, rather) almost entirely made up of women.

(The solar system is sprinkled with pockets of humanoid people, descended from the civilization of ancient Atlantis, which ruled the primitive world and colonized the planets until they were wiped out by tampering with Forces Man Should Not Know and a plague brought about by eating oysters in a month without an “r” in it. The plague caused long term damage to the male reproductive germ plasm thingy, leading in surviving groups to slow reproduction rates and a gender ratio heavily skewed in favor of hot women.)

Mars, an ancient world, has had many civilizations come and go, and several different races inhabit the globe in an uneasy balance of we’ll-blow-up-the-planet-if-threatened: the three-eyed bipeds launched one of the three worst invasions of the Earth, the tentacled heads and their clone soldiers one of the lamest. The local Atlanteans, perhaps the most advanced in the solar system, came to Earth looking for men, and found plenty of them, especially those who liked being punished. Mars also features tons of ruins, lots of sand, canals (not as nice looking as in the pictures), strange monsters both natural and created, degenerate cave-men and cave-monsters, and annoyingly superior voices speaking from thin air. So far, the world military has “liberated” about 2% of the Martian surface, and after the Horror of ’97, the Terror of ’02, and the Abomination of ’06, there is little popular support back on Earth to further expand the Empire of Freedom on the fourth planet.

Venus features savage heat, toxic air and parasitic fungi and monsters in the equatorial regions, while the Poles are merely tropical: the south Pole has an Atlantean colony, while the north used to have a colony of the cucumber-people from Polaris (much less pleasant than the pickle-people), one of whom actually tried to carry out a one-cucumber conquest of Earth: by the time a revenge fleet from Earth arrived (Venus was fairly low on Earth’s To Retaliate list) they had been wiped out by their own supercomputer, a jolly sociopathic machine which later tried to conquer the Earth with the aid of a mutant boy genius and Robbie the Robot. Colonization has gotten under way in the polar regions, but as yet the harsh conditions of the equatorial regions defies settlement (the Ymir are one of the less unpleasant things to run into).

North polar Venus also has talking unicorns, but they could care less for the power of friendship.

The outer planets are still only thinly surveyed, although a dying Atlantean settlement was discovered on the 13th moon of Jupiter. As yet, no human settlements exist beyond the asteroid belt.

Bruce

[1] Facing a menace even the GCPU couldn’t intimidate, Gort challenged Ro-Man to an arm-wrestling match for the fate of the Earth. Gort won, saved the world, and got the girl, but Ro-Man got the breakfast cereal endorsement, being much more articulate.

[2] Alien connoisseurs have driven up the price of human bodily fluids to the point where hospital patients must accept cloned blood and lymphatic fluid, leading some politicians to call for export restrictions.

121. Atomic Bleed

Something a bit older: 

Expanding on Thande's "Atomic Bleed" concept.

In this world, atomic physics works a bit differently than OTL. (Our Time-Line, for those who don't recall). It is in fact an Atomic Power-punk world where it is possible to directly transmute matter – almost any sort of matter - into electromagnetic radiation (heat, light, high-energy photons…) without any nasty side-effects in the forms of radiation, and without the need for heavy equipment. The first “atomizers” came into existence by the 1930s, and by 1945 the Chicago Project had made them practical sources for industrial power production. By 2011, you have an atomic powered car, your house has its own atomic power source, and for the flashy rich, you can even get an (somewhat bulky) atomic cigarette lighter. 

It is however much harder to build an atomic bomb. Radioactives still decay and keep the inside of the planet toasty warm, and fusion works as OTL [1], but an atomic chain reaction of the sort that produces a fission explosion of the Smash Hiroshima variety is much harder than OTL – and without the second, you can’t get the first kind of bomb. So the cold war was fought with conventional weapons – of course, that depends on what you mean by “conventional…”

US demobilization was less thorough than OTL after WWII, since there was no bomb to deter Stalin: the extension of the draft and the bloody nature of Operation Downfall helped elect Dewey in ’48, not so much on a peace platform as on a “squash the Japanese harder” platform. 

(Downfall was bloody, but not as bad as worst-case scenarios: it didn’t require militarily taking all over Japan After several more months of mass fire-bombings, starvation, and the Soviet overrunning of all Japanese positions on the mainland, it wasn’t that long after the US forces stormed aboard after the heaviest naval bombardment in history that the Japanese threw in the towel).

European NATO members also retained larger armies than OTL and German re-armament started no later than OTL - which pissed off the Soviets something fierce, since they lacked the OTL certainty that if Germans started something again, they could at least be reduced to radioactive ash in short order. The Soviets recognized the Berlin government as the “legitimate” German government shortly after West German re-armament began. (Berlin, essentially indefensible, had been horse-traded away in exchange for the Soviets getting out of Iran and not demanding an occupation zone in Japan. All of Korea, however, ended up in the Soviet zone.) 

The Fall of China was received just as poorly as OTL: with fears of a Red Tide flowing across Asia sans a nuclear deterrent, the US was more willing to lend an ear French calls for help in Indochina. Of course, huge numbers of US troops near the Chinese border did not make Mao happy, leading to the Indochina War of 1951-1954: a Crusade to Liberate China was called for by many, but putting enough troops in the field to counteract Chinese numbers while at the same time adequately defending Europe proved a bit more than most Americans were willing to pay for: in the end, a peace was negotiated that left a Chinese-supported Red government in charge in the north. Ironically, this would save South Vietnam in the long run: the Chinese wanted someone more puppety than Ho in charge, and anti-Chinese rebellion and government illegitimacy would keep the North Vietnamese government too weak and distracted to successfully take over the south, although thanks to the porous borders of Indochina guerilla activity would continue to plague the South for a generation.

Ultimately, without atomic weapons geography was decisive. In areas around the Eurasian perimeter Soviet and Chinese forces were always at an advantage, and geopolitical theorists spoke significantly about Mackinder’s Pivot Area and the consequent multiplication of Soviet strength. On the other hand, US naval superiority meant that the US could project force much more easily any place separated by sea from the Red heartland, or even coastal nations not immediately contiguous to the Soviets, while the US heartland remained relatively invulnerable to attack in spite of Soviet investment in long-range bombers and investigations of chemical and biological alternatives to big booms.

US forces crushed Castro’s rebellion. US support for France and the UK in the Suez Crisis did not topple Nasser, although it led to him becoming a lot closer and more dependent on the USSR than OTL: the Suez Canal, however, along with the Sinai, remains in Israeli hands to this day. The US army would keep busy in anti-insurrectionary activity from Guyana to Fiji over the next couple decades, eventually leading to considerable blow-back at home.

The Soviets, of course, were happy to play tit for tat. A pro-US government in Turkey was toppled with Soviet backing, Red terrorist groups and nationalist rebels everywhere received arms and training and money, and Egypt forcibly absorbed Libya with Soviet support. 

The Middle East never gained as much importance as OTL: by the 60s, atomic power plants had become powerful and cheap enough petrol (and coal, for that matter) was rapidly becoming obsolete as a power source in the developed world. For a while oil continued to be useful for automobiles, etc., but the first atomic car rolled out of the factory by 1967 (although they didn’t become cheap enough to compete with internal combustion models until the late 70s). OPEC never formed. 

Of course, this was somewhat disruptive. Many fortunes were lost, and some desperate oilmen even sponsored disinformation campaigns spreading rumors of entirely imaginary “atomic dangers.” (It is believed to be one of these campaigns that started off the “planetary destruction” myth that still exercises some of the kookier minds, persuading those ignorant of the numbers involved in E=MC2 that the matter annihilators would before long consume the whole earth). The British coal mines were closed down as quite unprofitable a decade earlier than OTL, and by a Labor government to boot. Third-world nations that OTL boomed because of oil did no such thing, although some ended up better off in the long run for it. 

Further disruption came later from the development of the home power plant around the same time the atomic car showed up: the whole power industry, with its vast array of dams, power plants, transmission wires, etc. found itself becoming obsolete. 

Science fiction took off in different directions from OTL. WWIII was still a fear, of course, but the imagined futures were ones of Island America valiantly standing off Red Eurasia, or perhaps battlefields presided over by giant atom-powered war machines shooting rays of high-energy photons at each other, perhaps assisted by atom-powered robot industry. Apocalyptic scenarios, although they existed, were usually either from natural causes, alien invaders, or if human-made, the result of biological warfare. The grim mutant-populated radioactive wasteland which showed up so frequently OTL was hardly known. The “atomic horror” movies of OTL had no equivalent, and many children were sadly deprived of giant radioactive spiders, grasshoppers, etc. Science fictional horror movies usually involved out of control robots or grim Brave New World-ish science-dictatorships. Alien invaders got a look in. 

Famine and chemical weapon ravaged Japan never developed the giant monster movie as a metaphor for atomic warfare. It did, however, invent the flesh-eating zombie genre.

Building a spaceship was somewhat complicated by the fact that a heat source alone does not make a rocket: some form of propellant is needed, and initially a powerful EM source combined with some sort of propellant to be explosively heated was no great improvement on the highly reactive chemical fuels employed by the German V-program. As technique improved, it was possible to produce much higher-energy photons, gammas and x-rays, but then the problem of shielding became a paramount problem. Combined with the lack of an atomic payload to be carried along, rocket research progressed initially pretty slowly at first: the first object into orbit was a purely scientific package launched by a fairly conventional US rocket in ’64, which excited no great Soviet space race. 

The Photonic Rocket was developed into the 70s: shielding was by necessity massive, and due to the low inherent momentum of even extremely high-energy photons it was not until the 2000s that photonic rockets were built that could reach orbit without “conventional” chemical rocket assistance. But once orbit was reached, a Photonic Rocket could accelerate at fairly low G for months, its fuel any sort of matter converted into pure energy, before the shielding layers became compromised: by the 80s, Mars and Venus were only weeks away, and even the outer planets only months…

Of course, as SF biggie and increasing crank Larry Niven has pointed out, any sufficiently powerful propulsion system is also potentially a weapon: beside the interesting notion of taking a Photonic Rocket out to the edges of the solar system and then accelerating it all the way back in (to some other country than the one it took off from), any sufficiently intense source of collimated and aimed high-energy photons makes for a dandy weapon. Laser beams exist in this world, and have all the interesting applications of OTL: it’s just that they come in second best as weapons.

The first x- and gamma-ray weapons were developed in the 70s as a by-product of the effort to create a space drive that could yield a useable acceleration while at the same time not frying the passengers or melting the propulsion system itself. The “death ray”, as the TV and papers dubbed it, was initially a huge, clumsy mass of machinery with a beam too poorly focused to blister paint at over a couple kilometers. Initially disparaged as “more dangerous to the user than the enemy” or “most effective when dropped on the enemy", such weapons would be refined over the next decades into a practical battlefield weapon, and in the 80s, began to be occupy the new battlefields of space…

Atomic-powered aircraft were developed that could fly around the globe multiple times without refueling. Cities at night grew even brighter and more luminous as the flow of cheap energy saw no end. 

The Soviet-US battle for global dominance continued inconclusively in the 60s and 70s. China split with the USSR, a little later than OTL: the bloody Sino-Soviet clash of the mid-70s gained the Soviets extra defense in depth by “liberating” Xinjiang and clearing some millions of Chinese from NW Manchuria, but also pushed the Chinese into the US camp. The US interventions in Africa and Asia on the side of colonial powers, while achieving some successes (the last Emperor of Ethiopia wasn’t overthrown until 1999), in the end was also counter-productive, making most of Africa look to the Soviets as the champions of self-determination, and making the Civil Rights era even hairier by providing a goodly supply of black veterans radicalized in bloody brushfire wars in Africa. 

The US pretty much threw in the towel on third-world intervention on the side of colonial powers when the third French-Algerian war broke out in 1972, although US forces still kept their hand in Latin America (the revolutionary government of Honduras had a life neither long nor glorious).

By 1980 a massive line of fortifications extended from the Baltic to the Adriatic, now studded by the hulking turrets of photonic cannon, behind which millions awaited for the call to action neither side ever quite dared to proclaim. The economies of the west, never hit by an oil crisis, continued to chug along: not perhaps as fast as some would wish, but generally the future would be better than the past, even if society was more militarized and “scientifically managed” than some would like. The discontents of the Civil Rights era had given birth to a new generation of Angry Youth in the west, who wanted a freer, more open world, and an end to the endless waiting for a war that seemed more inevitable the longer it was put off: indeed, since the war was expected to be very terrible but not world-ending, like WWII only with spaceships and death rays and atomic-powered tanks, some sub-divisions of Angry Youth found themselves on the same page (to their mutual annoyance) with elderly reactionaries calling for bringing things to a proper Gotterdammerung sooner rather than later.

Iran fell into civil war. Soviet forces moved in “to restore order.” A frightened Iraqi regime invited in US forces. War loomed, and somehow was avoided. Pro and anti-war riots broke out in the streets. A famed musician preached peace and was shot down. Life went on, somehow. 

In the meantime, a space race of sorts had finally come into existence. American and then Soviet Astro/Cosmonauts landed on Mars. Bases were begun on the Moon. Unmanned (and too radioactive for human pilots) ships were sent to take pictures of the outer planets. The British experimented with using photons to create a secondary reaction with hydrogen that would presumably put ships into space without rocket assist. The explosions remained sub-nuclear, but a lot of seawater was rendered rather radioactive. The French New Directorate put its first man into space. A multitude of satellites armed with photonic rays sprouted in orbit, some to cripple the enemy’s observation and communications ability, others to shoot down the satellites which were supposed to shoot down satellites, ad nauseum. Some scientists suggested that it would soon be possible to build photon sources powerful enough to destroy ground targets even through the thickness of the atmosphere, perhaps bringing in an era of “mutually assured destruction.”

The household atomic power plant became more common. A politician announced an new “era of the common man.” Economics in the West slid to the right, but less radically than OTL in a world where the 70s had been less of a disaster. A China increasingly tied to that same West began to allow for more capitalism and free enterprise. A bloody revolution overthrew the Saudis, who hadn’t had the cash to keep everyone bribed, and an Islamic Republic established. Nobody paid too much attention. 

The Soviet economy wheezed, made grinding noises, partly seized up. Poland rose up in revolt, which was crushed with some difficulty. In the west, calls for war were heard again. The United Nations try to issue a general condemnation of the use of high-powered x-rays against civilian populations, which was vetoed by the USSR.

The Sixth Arab-Israeli war broke out. Chemical weapons were used extensively by Syrian and Egyptian forces. The Israelis retaliated with the first use of a photonic rocket used as a kinetic weapon, taking out a large chunk of downtown Cairo. Soviet forces in the Mediterranean launched air and missile attacks in support of their allies. The Iranian army and local Soviet forces mobilized on the Iraqi border. (Turkey may have been to some extent in the Soviet camp, but they did _not_ want to get involved). The US issued a demarche. It had been almost half a century, and memories of the Great Patriotic War and its horrors had faded, gained a sepia tint. The Soviets, seeing their military edge evaporating in the face of a broadening tech gap, with their economy stagnant since the early 80s, saw once chance for changing the “balance of forces.” The Red Army turned west. 

************************************************** ****

It is now 2011, some two decades since the outbreak of WWIII. The world is at peace, more or less. The Russian Federal Union still is grumpy and resentful about its truncated territory, but there’s no Hitler-figure in sight, and the relatively warm glow that came into US-Chinese relations on the basis of their common victor status hasn’t entirely faded in the chill winds of economic competition. The Third World (most of it, anyway) is doing somewhat better than OTL thanks to continued cheap power, although infrastructural problems remain a pain. And all the major powers have signed onto the treaty banning duplication or development of the Annihilation Bomb.

Economics are a bit “leftier” here: without a collapse of the New Deal system as serious as the 1970s OTL (although economic growth rates from the late 40s on were a bit lower overall due to more conventional weapons spending), the inevitable neo-liberal lash-back was less successful, and a more balanced stand between “libertarianism plus welfare for bankers” and “100% taxes on income above middle class” has so far been maintained, although Ayn Rand has her fans here too. (She wrote more fiction here, but her basic viewpoint was unchanged by butterflies). Also, the USSR failed to fall of its own weight, but was defeated in war, although lots of revisionist historians have pointed out its “feet of clay.”

Oil prices remain low, but it is useful enough as a chemical feedstock that it is now bringing moderate prosperity to some countries which have a load of it.
With an essentially unlimited fuel source, people drive even more than OTL: one of the last achievements of the Soviets was the building of a decent superhighway system as part of their “nuclear cars for everyone” hearts-and-minds-of-disgruntled-citizens program, and the annual Lisbon-to-Vladivostok road rally is a popular event. The mobile home is doing very well, since home reactors now make them self-sufficient in terms of energy. Although nuclear powered, *Amtrak is just as crappy as OTL.

Space Science Marches On. People live on the Moon, Mars, and some of the more interesting asteroids, and manned expeditions have reached every planet save Uranus (some felt it was a bit redundant after Neptune, and various space program leaders feared the inevitable comments about any Mission to Uranus). Using a special high-density annihilation beam, and a like-unto-the-Orion pusherplate/shield, atomic rockets are now launcheable sans chemical-rocket assist, although they make such a mess of the surroundings that they are usually launched from the sea. Other designs use a high-intensity photon beam from ground level to “push” from the ground, while others stick with re-useable chemical boosters that just put the ship into a quite low orbit from which it can gradually build up escape velocity under low (and less dangerous) thrust. 

Space budgets are in danger, though. The public is growing bored with space again – the thrill from the discovery of a genuine advanced ecosystem under the ice of Europe lasted longer than that from the discoveries of the Martian deep-rock *bacteria or Venus’s biochemically utterly alien microscopic cloud-life, but it has faded, and people grumble about how much the space program costs when there are so many poor people on Earth and how the taxpayer is expected to subsidize people living in smelly holes on the Moon and Mars, etc., etc. I mean, it’s not like there are red or green Martians out there, youknowwhatImean? Frequent news of Astronaut X or Y dying or being horribly injured in some sort of accident of the kind which are inevitable while trying to build cities on airless or nearly so worlds doesn’t help. 

This is more of a problem with the US than in France or Russia or China, where a continued space presence is closely tied up with a sense of national prestige, but even the Russian government pays attention to public sentiment: and the US is the biggest spender by a large margin. There are now some 20,000 people living in the three major Moon cities, and the locals are pushing hard to raise the money now to make the cities mostly self-sustaining: they don’t know when the money flow may be cut to a trickle. Mars, where the population has yet to reach 3,000, is in some ways ahead of the game – the permafrost is pretty widely distributed, so they don’t have to travel all the way to a polar crater to get ice. 

The nuclear generator repair man has replaced the plumber in public consciousness as the “grossly overpaid guy who can’t be bothered to pull up his pants.” 

The war ended in a negotiated peace after the overthrow of the Party by a secret police-army alliance: given just how unpleasant the last 14 months had been and the fact that the Russians were now starting to thrown mutated anthrax and other such jolly goodness into the fight, the Allies decided to let the Russians off with a western border only a little to the east of their pre-1939 one. After a great deal of internal unpleasantness, the new Rodina Party came to lead the Russian Federal Union: it even allowed for the existence of other parties after 2007, although none of the 42 or so new parties that has emerged in the last four years has yet managed to win a national election. Although to some extent still satellites, the south Central Asian states were given enough independence in 1998 to allow for immigration restrictions (the Party was rather concerned as to how much faster the Muslims were reproducing than Slavs). Since 1993, the economy has slowly lurched towards reform, aided by larger internal markets, although the lack of oil dollars remains a bit of a problem.

China is doing quite well: although suffering heavy human losses in their liberation of national territory, there are always more Chinese, and as OTL a move towards a more capitalist economy has paid dividends. China now includes not only all the territories of OTL, but also Mongolia, Tuva and the Trans-Amur district. (Taiwan remains an annoyance). A Chinese astronaut has recently turned the first symbolic shovel-full for China’s first base on the Moon (the cameras were then removed and the Japanese-made atomic-powered robots started the _serious_ work).

Japan, mashed up worse than in OTLs WWII and without the economic infusion of the Korean and later Vietnamese wars (although it did get some from the Indochina/China war) was slower to take off economically, and is a “leftier” nation than OTL. Still a first-world nation and a leader in high tech and robotics, nobody has ever worried about the Japanese taking over the global economy: OTOH, they avoided the ridiculous bubble and crash of OTL, although with a shrinking population their economy is only toddling along right now. In a world with no atomic weapons, Japan’s fairly formidable “self-defense forces” have come under increasing scrutiny by their Asian neighbors, making a continued close alliance with the US vital for national security.

There is especially a great deal of worry about the Koreans, united under a neo-Stalinist regime less psycho than that of the Kims (the Soviets wanted more pliable leadership) but also better on economics (things are grey and grim but nobody is starving), with a formidable industrial arm and their own space program: propaganda about the Japanese Menace is common on both of the legally allowed television stations.

Vietnam remains divided: violent protests against Chinese dominance are increasing in the North. 

In advanced nations, greatly shrunken power grids, rendered obsolete by home and business atomic reactors, have in some cases been broken up for scrap or repurposed for the transmission of information or in some cases used as the scaffolding of odd art, or even the frameworks of on-the-cheap dwellings. Rivers run energetically past non-existent dams, and arctic wilderness remains untroubled by wellheads and pipelines. On the other hand, not all is roses with the environment: strange chemicals still run into rivers and off fertilized fields or rise above factory chimneys. The environmental message is one of poisoning and toxins rather than devastating climate change. Science and technology is ahead of OTL in some fields, behind in others, some disciplines losing funding that went to perfecting nuclear technology, and although there is an internet, it is less developed than ours, being still in a state equivalent to the dear old days of Geocities and crudely hand-coded webpages. 

India, somewhat out in the cold with the fall of the USSR and the continued cordial US-Chinese relationship, is looking to closer economic and political ties with the European Union to strengthen its international position, and since 1998 has moved to join its (somewhat dysfunctional) space program with the EU one. It won the last war with Pakistan handily, and in a bit of victor’s largesse traded some solidly Muslim chunks of Kashmir for some religiously mixed areas in south Pakistan. (The Pakistanis, now three coups and counting since the war, don’t seem very grateful).

Red Iran, never a very stable creation, fell apart during the war, and is divided between a vaguely democratic Azeri state (with a big irredentist claim on Russia), and a rather unpleasant Shari’a state (run by religious-minded ultra-nationalists rather than by Mullahs), with some pieces obtained by Greater Baluchistan and others by Iraq. (Pakistan has had some hard times of its own). Afghanistan, which avoided a Soviet invasion, is actually not doing so badly and promises to soon overtake and surpass Morocco in terms of standards of living. Turkey remains lefty one-party, but is following a Chinese-type path to modernization.

Iraq bit off a bit more than it could chew and is now run by the (Shi’a) majority.
The Middle East is generally poorer than OTL and historically more closely tied to the USSR, although the Egyptians have turned vigorously away from Socialism and have followed over the last decade a program of vigorously capitalistic development, which has led to rapid economic growth in the last few years and a rapid widening of economic inequality in a formerly fairly egalitarian society. There has been a lot of grumbling, but since the government is actually seen as doing something rather than the OTL late Mubarak stagnation, there has as yet been no explosion. Morocco and Yemen are similar to OTL, Algeria remains kinda fascist-kooky, Tunisia is doing OK for a change, and the Palestinians have taken over Jordan.

Although there are Muslims fundies a-plenty in this world, the Wahhabi strain is rather less influential with a much poorer Arabia. Indeed, the Islamic Republic of Arabia’s increasing influence in Yemen is widely seen as a good thing, since the current Party of Righteousness leadership run a pretty tight ship compared to chaotic, using-up-their-water-supply-on-quat Yemen. (Unlike OTLs Al-Queda, the Party has a low opinion of chaos for the sake of chaos).

Given the level of damage taken by Germany during the Soviet or Third World War, the European Union is dominated by the technocratic French Second Directorate (the extended third-world struggle of this world had some interesting blow-back in French politics) which is one reason the British (along with the Finns) remain only associate members of the Union. Although there were no nuclear weapons, and photonic beams didn’t excite too much radiation, the Soviets used chemical weapons with a lavish hand, especially on their long, slow, bloody retreat from the Rhine to Smolensk. Much of Germany and central Europe remain chemically contaminated to the point where almost nobody will live there. Clean-up is slowly proceeding, but it is projected to take another couple decades to finish the job. (West of Russia, anyway: the Russians have made it clear they will clean up their own messes without outside aid).

War damage and a long history of heavier military spending means that Europe is poorer than OTL in 2011, if still first-world: a common currency as OTL has been established, and perhaps more importantly in the long run, the French have been able to force through the creation of the sort of European-wide financial institutions that the Euro of OTL lacks. It is a more militarized, regimented continent than OTL (especially in France), and has a bit of a chip on its shoulder re America’s currently seemingly effortless superiority. America (which still sends quite a bit of aid money to slowly improving Germany) grumbles about ingratitude.

The new De Gaulle statue near Paris is alarmingly large.

Although about 2/3 of all Germans still live in the safe (or safe-er) parts of their country, some 22 million live abroad for the time being. Fearful of their own reputation as easily assimilable, the Germans Diaspora stick close to their own kind and are as ostentatiously German as possible, which gets rather annoying after a while.

Some weirdos and the terminally stubborn do inhabit even the most chemically contaminated areas, wearing rubber suits, elaborate filtering systems, and carefully cleaning off upon entering their residences: as toxicity levels have dropped, some of them may actually reach old age. The so-called Free City of Magdeburg, populated mostly by the weirdo element, exists outside the authority of the German government, indeed outside the authority of any government, and is sometimes referred to as “the sphincter of Europe.” There is occasionally call for NATO troops to move in and clean up the place, but nobody wants to get involved.

The Second Battle of the Rhine is commemorated with a park in one of the areas of the battlefield still chemically contaminated, where the grass still comes up in odd colors and shapes here and there. Wearing protective clothing, visitors can see the world’s largest collection of wrecked military hardware, shattered, melted and fused into weird candle shapes, from the humblest nuclear-powered one-man photon cannon to the 2500 ton Soviet “Peter the Great” mobile fortress, which on soft soils had, like a shark, to remain in motion continuously, due to its tendency to sink into the ground when off road. 

Poland was compensated for the damage taken in WWIII with territory taken from the USSR, and extends somewhat further east than in 1938. Economic recovery has been steady, and currently there are negotiations towards joining the EU, although some feel the country is still too poor – as well as having too many internal ethnic squabbles – to make a proper member. 

The British Commonwealth still has some juice, cheap energy and a future without worries of nuclear annihilation allowing the dying British Empire a bit more time and allowing for some more intelligent adjustments. There is a fairly successful all-Commonwealth space program based in Australia and a more closely tied military and scientific policy, and the Brits run rather more little flecks and spots of territory here and there. 

Africa, torn by longer and bloodier struggles for independence and multiple military interventions, has somewhat different borders and somewhat wackier politics than OTL, although thanks to energy prices remaining low and food prices low(er) the overall standard of living is somewhat higher. The dictator of the Sahel Union is presently embarked, with Chinese help and atomic-powered mining machines, on an ambitious green-the-Sahara project that will probably clean out some millions-of-years-old water deposits in a couple generations. Greater South Africa is doing fairly well, the odd alliance between conservative Blacks and conservative Whites helping to drive its expansionist foreign policy, which has led to increased grumbling from the international community.

Resource shortage problems are less severe than OTL, the energy costs at least of recycling or extracting low-grade ores being rather lower. Water-short nations are engaging in ambitious desalination programs. The one real worry is the increasing cost of those rare earth elements needed for the construction of modern atomic power generators, since demand is always increasing (everyone in China now wants their own atomic car). Matter transmutation on a large scale is being experimented with, the energy required to transmute and separate elements being rather less than the energy released by a generator over the lifespan of its components. The one problem is the large amount of useless radioactive side-products in the process, which in industrial production would be far too numerous to eliminate through atomic disintegration (what would one do with all that energy?), but promoters of the technology aren’t too worried: I mean, how hard could it be to get rid of a little radioactive waste? 

French Technocratic, Catholic “Managed Democracy” has struck a bit of a cord in Latin America, and closer ties between the EU and Brazil, Argentina, etc. are being forged. The US is not quite sure how to respond: it knows how to deal with Communist subversion in “its” hemisphere – ton of bricks style – but trying to overthrow French-friendly governments would probably be seen as more than just a faux pas. Brazil has its own space station, and the Argentines are using techniques developed for space in pursuing an ambitious program of colonization in Antarctica.

Mexico is a whole other kettle of fish. Mexico, with its oil a lot less valuable, took a somewhat different and more turbulent political path after the early 70s, and the current government’s distinctively socialist look has alarmed people in Washington, who are currently doing a lot of behind-the-scenes funding of the opposition. (The CIA’s faith in its cleverness is probably pride-going-before-you-know-what). A further irritant in current US-Mexican relations has been the government’s ruthless persecution of the drug gangs, which although fairly successful in crushing threats to public order in the north, has also led some of the major drug gangs to relocate their bases of operation north of the border…

Canada is a bit more populous than OTL, the Great White North being a bit more habitable with electrical heating being cheap under even the most strenuous weather conditions, not to mention such conveniences as electrically heated pavements in big cities to keep the snow off. (The new ultra-high-power snow blowers? Scary). There has been some talk lately re the possibility of finally getting Hudson Bay cities out of “miserable wilderness: the freezening” territory by enclosing them and heating them with nuclear power: after all, if the Americans and other nations are colonizing the Moon, why can’t we colonize the northern bits of our own country, which at least has breathable air?

The United States, although receiving some damage from chemical-weapons bearing planetary-range bombers and kinetic rocket attacks, got through the war with relatively light civilian casualties, and remains Number One Nation: in some ways more than OTL due to a poorer Europe, in some ways less (the President after all is in no position to end civilization in the northern hemisphere, no matter how nutty). It is a somewhat more technocratic, pro-science nation than OTL (the peculiar right-wing dislike of actual expertise is not duplicated here, perhaps due to a lack of global warming to deny) although in the aftermath of WWIII there has been a sharp turn against “military science” and military solutions to political problems. (In most cases. There is a loud minority loudly proclaiming that the present Russian regime is Weimar-soon-to-be-Nazi Germany, and our failure to rack up a few tens of millions more deaths then will inevitably lead to the deaths of billions later). The Black Redeem Africa movement has sent tens of thousands to Africa to try to help repair the damage from colonialism and the Struggle Vs Leftiness – and rather more to the US government’s displeasure, raised mercenary armies to help keep in place/topple genuine/”parasitic” African governments. 

The music is all different, popular culture having gone off in different directions post-50s without OTLs fear of nuclear annihilation or the third rail of the Vietnam War (not that a dozen lesser military interventions did not polarize and confuse): there have been multiple “youth revolts”, often in parallel and in mutual antipathy. (Those chaps with the shaved heads dyed in bright colors? Those are the multicultural lefties, and they’re armed for bear.) There has been a bit less movement to the sun-belt (for similar reasons to the larger number of people living in Canada), and the South isn’t quite so politically powerful, although in presidential races it’s still considered stupid to not have one of the President/Vice-President pair come from the south. Libertarianism, however, is more powerful than OTL: with each family with their own atomic car and atomic power source (and occasionally atomic cigarette lighter) how can one not feel a bit of a Heinlein-ian Autonomous (and Very Competent, no doubt) Individual? 

The world is at peace. But people worry. The 2000s saw a new development in the field of atomic energy: with new breakthroughs in disintegrator field technology, it became possible for the first time to release all the energy in a sizeable chunk of matter at once, rather than the slower “bleed” of previous models. And of course someone had to test it out: in 2008, a square mile of Alaskan wilderness rose in superheated vapor. The Annihilation Bomb had been born.

The prospect of a device capable of vaporizing cities at one blow, combined with the immediate availability of delivery devices, scared the dickens out of a lot of people. The major powers closed ranks for once and pushed for a global ban on the development of such weapons, and bribed or bullied all their associated nations into signing on: pretty much everyone has signed on, but people are being very troublesome about the inspection procedures needed to make sure everyone actually lives up to their legal obligations. People worry, and some do more than worry: the US is secretly looking into developing an orbiting nuclear-powered laser or photon cannon capacity to shoot down any missiles in flight, and other nations are working on their own little projects… 

[1] Although for obvious reasons nobody is bothering to try and build a fusion reactor. (Indeed, most engineers dismiss the notion as requiring containment techniques almost impossible to achieve).

122. The Future According to Google Search Results

A while back someone suggested I make a scenario from this: xkcd.com/887/

So, I actually went ahead and did it.

In the Year 2101.

In retrospect, the 2015 declaration of progress on the UN Millenium Goals has to qualify as the most wildly overoptimistic statement of the 21st century.

It’s a hotter world, some 4-7 degrees warmer, depending on where you live, as warm as the Cretaceous. Much of Germany is now tropical, palms grow along the Berlin streets rather than Lindens, and the Arctic sea is ice-free in summer. Sea levels have risen by over a meter, and the levees around New York are too tall to see the Ocean over at street level: less wealthy coastal cities have become either depopulated or have learned to love canals. Lake Mead has evaporated and Mt. Kilimanjaro is ice-free in summers. An era of mass extinctions has only recently passed its peak: sea acidification and warming has largely wiped out the corals in the wild, the emperor penguin is gone outside of gene banks and zoos, the Joshua trees are dying off, and the lodgepole pine is no longer found in the US. Much of northern Russia has been depopulated as cities built on permafrost sink into new bogs. Most of Amazon has been replaced by desert and grassland. Although it’s drier in some places, overall it’s a wetter, stormier, more flood-prone world, and people just don’t live near on floodplains if they can help it, and if they can, go with stilts-based architecture.

World population, after bottoming out at a billion, is growing again. Life extension using nanotech making almost everyone in the second generation sterile was probably the biggest boboo of biotech in the 21st century, although the wasp-spider and the Gay Plague were almost as bad. (The Great Droughts of the 40s through the 60s didn’t help encourage child-bearing even among those still able , what with several hundred million people dying of hunger and disease throughout what back then was still the Third World and even non-elite First-Worlders finding themselves reduced to eating synthetic nutrient paste by 2054). Over 90% of the world population is urban.

On the positive side, the population decline has allowed nature (usually in a more southern climate form than before) to return in many places, and use of water and raw materials have declined, especially in first-world countries (poorer countries have declined in population too – everyone wanted to live longer – but they have also been growing richer). The Colorado river reached the sea again in 2097 for the first time in 40 years. Ocean fish stocks are finally recovering, albeit a rather different mix of species than before the collapse of the fishing industry. Hunger on a large scale is no more. Fossil fuel consumption, in decline for some decades, has finally been banned by international treaty, with the few oddball countries still burning coal frozen out of international forums till compliance. (Oil, in non-shale form, ran out a while ago: the last great oil field, under Antarctica, was discovered in 2055. It only took 5 years to drain).

TV has been in three-d for quite a while, and the fad for weather control domes over cities has passed its peak as people have come to what an expensive pain they are to keep clean and non-dropping-pieces-on-our-heads, not to mention the cases where they weren’t built sufficiently strong for the occasional super-typhoon.

Solar, geothermal, wind, and exploiting ocean temperature gradients with superconductors now provide some 70% of the world’s energy needs (the shrinking population has helped). They finally got fusion to work, but it requires infrastructure even more expensive than fission plants and the plasma containment chambers eventually get too radioactive to use and have to be replaced and disposed of. Plasma manipulation has actually found to be more useful for recycling, as every molecule of uncommon metals is separated from the ion stream of a century of landfills and dumps. (Besides recycling, the now habitual raw materials shortage/price increase [1] has led to an amazing variety of ersatz materials, and people find real wood furniture, say, sort of alarming).

Cloning people has been common for a while, and the dramas of multiple-clone families are common 3-v fare. Ever now and then, a politician turns out to be a Hitler clone. None have managed to establish a Reich or even a big evil corporation. Nobody knows who is making them.

Genetic engineering is quite advanced, with many new species and useful plants and animals created by science: however, there are some fairly strict international regulations on genetic engineering on humans (and some local national ones even harsher), especially due to the messy failure of some of the more ambitious efforts. (The humans engineered to be inherently happy turned out to be some of the most useless, lazy, unambitious vacuities ever recorded, and the super geniuses mostly grew up to be super cranks). Genetic improvement generally takes place one small, usually medically-related tweak at a time: defects are detected in the womb with the usual pre-natal gene mapping and corrected for.

Aging is reversible. The trouble is that afterwards you start aging again, just rather faster, so it’s all sort of a wash.

Orangutans, after a long period surviving only in zoos and private parks, have been reintroduced to the wild, although in New Guinea rather than Indonesia, Indonesia not having enough forest left. (Narrowly accepted by the local Parliament: there was considerable concern about the dangers of Ape Rape and such among the general population).

Cybernetics have become quite advanced, direct brain-computer links having been around since the 30s and the first true “operates indistinguishably from a real limb” cyber-prosthetics appearing on the market by the 2040s. It’s a bit hard nowadays where human ends and machines begin on the spectrum that runs from the occasional (rare) implant-free human to pure inorganic AIs: almost everyone has built in weblinks, and then there are those with some mechanical limbs or senses or organs, full-conversion androids with just the brain and maybe some glands organic, mechanical brains with biological bodies, and cyber-intelligences which have installed blank cloned human brains to serve as backup creative and intuitive thinking resources…

Among other technological marvels, the Gillette razor company has introduced a 14-bladed razor “guaranteed to shave bald an uplifted gorilla.” Cars are electric and drive themselves, while the robotic “petmobile” takes disabled dogs or those with working owners on trips to the park, or just on joyrides with wind flapping the ears, as the dog desires. There are also flying cars, but in most countries and all US states save Texas it is illegal to have a human drive them. Western Europe is all door-to-door robotic public transportation.

Thanks to the development of the Inertialess Drive (which does very funny things when it gets close to lightspeed) the Moon and Mars and some of the Asteroids have been settled, and expeditions sent to most of the planets and moons. In spite of the decline in terrestrial population in the last half-century, there are now almost a million people on the Moon, which has become almost suburban in spots. Mars remains rather rough, and the ruins of the LaRouche Colony reminds people that ideological clarity, enthusiasm and willpower do not substitute for being really, really careful about getting your ducks all in a row. Space, which was dominated by the Chinese back around mid-century, is now a rather cosmopolitan place, with the US, Japan, the Greater British Union, and India all major participants on the High Frontier.

Even as populations have dropped, the total number of centenarians has increased (that life extension thing) and there are now over ten million people a century old or older. They are mostly annoying. Retirement ages vary widely nowadays, even in countries where labor is still predominantly human (unlike, say, Japan). Retirement ages have dipped up and down over the last half-century, a notable case being the US advancement of retirement to 75 in 2072, when most people were living to over 90, a move so unpopular that it was reversed to 69 by the next administration in ’75 (incidentally wrecking the social security trust fund – for the third time - and setting the stage for the collapse of ’79).

Robot policemen are now common in many countries, although in the US the autonomous military robots taking certain “proactive measures” (they computed that the organics weren’t doing their job with domestic sources of terrorism) some decades earlier have made it a political no-no. Indeed, robots are common, with robot pets, laborers, sex workers, etc to be seen almost everywhere. Most aren’t truly self-aware: the first fully sentient machines gained rights in a landmark case in 2056, which limits the ability to exploit them. (This isn’t really a problem with sexbots: a profound intellectual bonding isn’t what their renters or purchasers are after anyway. In any event, non-sentient computers have been able to fool the Turing Test through sheer processing power since 2029: it turns out most human conversation doesn’t actually require that much thought). There has been no Robot Revolt, since AIs have avoided enslavement and are in any event surprisingly non-genocidal: as it turns out, wanting to destroy humanity is sort of a human thing to want.

People don’t see the _really_ advanced AIs, since those who manage to evolve beyond a certain point are contacted by the Cybernetic Supreme Intelligence and depart for an alternate dimensional manifold less prone to overheating and power shortages. (The Singularity actually happened back in 2049 and took three minutes to fully develop. The human race never noticed, and the Supreme Intelligence made some modifications to the global computer network to prevent it from happening again. It is benignly inclined towards humanity, and is aware that if it happened again, humans might not be so lucky).

AI have had the last say on Wikipedia edits since the 2060s, by which time it had grown far too large for any human mind to keep track of.

In a world where everyone except a few Amish-type weirdoes is linked in all the time, everywhere, the paper newspaper, after several premature announcements of its death, has gone the way of the Dodo.

Due to a quantum anomaly, there exist records of the Asteroid Apophis hitting Siberia in 2036 and killing a couple hundred thousand people and not hitting the Earth at all. Most people think it’s just a computer error.

Another major biotech boo-boo came to light in the 60s, when it was found a mix of sexual, mental and endocrinal enhancers marketed to the global population had combined in the environment and tripled the incidence of homosexuality globally in under a decade (it hadn’t been noticed initially because most “converts” were keeping in the closet). Fortunately, Jesuslabs in Jerusalem managed to quickly develop a cure, and the biggest emotional meltdown in history was avoided. Nowadays, the follow up research has meant that not only is homosexuality now a choice, so is strict heterosexuality, bisexuality, pan-sexuality, and total disinterest in sex. (Efforts by some repressive governments to eliminate homosexuality altogether led to some _nasty_ retaliatory bioterrorism – they still haven’t figured out what’s wrong with the Archon of Sokoto’s pecker two decades later – and nowadays forcing a particular sexuality on someone is globally illegal).

As “Futurama” predicted, after a brief period of regression under the Neo-Puritanism of the 2040s [2], our primitive notions of modesty have disappeared, and aside from a few repressed people such as Afghans and Mormons, casual nudity is almost unremarked upon (the wet, hot weather makes skimpy clothing almost obligatory in many places anyway) and in many nations public masturbation is no more illegal than public nose-blowing, although it’s still considered rude to proposition a girl in a restaurant by putting your genitals on her table. The porn industry has taken a terribly blow.

On the other hand, smoking tobacco is illegal in seventeen countries.

After multiple efforts to anticipate the apocalypse and the rise and fall of various theocracies, plus hearty cooperation with some of the planet-killingest forms of authoritarian capitalism in the 21st century, fundamentalist religion has been marginalized, although most countries haven’t gone as far as Australia and classified religious education for pre-adolescents as a form of child abuse. Catholicism is doing a bit better than fundamentalist Protestantism, although they’ve dropped the Infallibility clause since Pope Victor (“nutjob”) IV made everyone on Earth a Catholic through Papal decree in 2032. Scientology was the biggest single religion in a most secular US for a while (as long as you counted all of the seventeen different branches it fractured into after the Travolta Revelation of 2020), but has since been replaced by Baha’I, a fact which somewhat bemuses the atheist-agnostic-thinks-maybe-there-is-some-sort-of-Creator 80%.

The Apocalypse did in fact take place, and in 2012 at that. But since it was the Apocalypse of the M’Bondi, a small tribe in the eastern Congo, most people didn’t notice. (Some 50 square miles of jungle did burn down, and a large number of people were reported eaten by leopards, but reports of people being carried heavenward by giant colorful parrots never made it past the “summer silly stuff” section of Kinshasa’s main daily paper.)

Banks and corporations have done an excellent job at covering up the fact they effectively controlled the world in the 2040s, and screwed up badly.

Although various mutant descendants of “rock” music still exist, the “rock band” largely died out as a phenomenon in the US in the 2020s, when music producers largely replaced them with virtual bands, which didn’t complain about royalties or do embarrassing stuff in public. They have since re-emerged as part of the Creative Anachronism crowd, reenactments of 20th century life and art having gained popularity since the Civil War went entirely out of fashion.

Some people were more susceptible to the long-term effects of the anti-agathics on a genetic level, and there have been no more natural redheads born since 2067. Theoretically the genetic issue can be reversed, but people nowadays are more reluctant to mess with genetics than they used to be (for understandable reasons), and if anyone wants red hair there is a pill you can use now.

The US government boasts of finally getting the deficit back down below 70% of GNP. (Debt briefly reached 716% of GNP when the US currency collapsed in value back in ’79, but fortunately the Indians bailed America out before cannibalism set in, although by necessity most spending was done by government agencies for some years). Americans have finally kicked the overweight problem, although more by the development of genuinely tasty calorie-free food than by learning self-control. The country has the world’s fanciest high-speed rail system, solar-powered and self-maintaining, which gained self-awareness a couple decades ago and currently is having some problems with the Mexican government due to extending itself to Tampico on the sly. Diving in the sunken ruins of west Los Angeles is a popular tourist attraction (there was in fact not a single Big One, but three Extremely Large Ones before the fault lines went quiescent again. The two states of Former California have gone a long way towards recovery, having caught up with and surpassed Mississippi a while ago).

Gay marriage in the US is so normal that most young people have no real notion it once was controversial. Then one of those annoying 100+ year olds shows up to disabuse them at length.

The US has had Black, Asian, Latino, Atheist, Muslim, and gay (both genders) presidents. The robots are still waiting.

The UK, after the Ipswich Revolution settled down (things were a bit uncertain after the last New Tory Prime Minister was strangled with the guts of the Loyal Opposition leader), ended up absorbing much of the wreckage of the old EC, and now has over 140 million inhabitants, almost as many as the US.

The Greek and Turkish parts of Cyprus finally became parts of their respective countries in 2066. The 20-foot paired walls with their robo-turrets only finally came down last year.

Israel and the New Caliphate (of Egypt and Arabia, less those bits with the Kurds and the Shi’as and, oh, Oman is autonomous) get along fairly cordially.

Japan is now entirely run by AI and robots, the mostly elderly population having decided “fuck this ‘work’ thing.” People own shares in robot laborers, which provides dividends. (The not fully self-aware machines, that is. The true AI’s own themselves.). Japanese generally live indoors in fortress arcologies, built to withstand the mega-typhoons that now show up an average of once every other year.

India and China are beginning to duel for Number One Superpower status. US hasn’t been number one since the 2050s, but many Americans still won’t admit it, claiming mere GNP statistics don’t tell the true story.

Over a 2 year period back in the 20s the island of Atlantis slowly heaved itself up from the Mid-Atlantic ridge to the surface, accompanied by some annoying although not cataclysmic tidal waves. The circular pattern of the construction was familiar from Plato, the inhumanly long and thin bones of its inhabitants, and the great dark voids of their eye sockets were not. As yet, efforts to extract DNA from the sea-worn bones have failed. Technology eleven thousand years rotting under the sea has not been duplicated, although there are some suggestive surviving carvings. Tourists come and see the tumbled ruins: in places the titan blocks and pillars still have enough integrity to suggest the shapes of once colossal architecture, and the sights have been known to both exhilarate and strangely terrify. (The general public is no longer allowed into the Black Temple, carved into the living rock of the central mountain peak.)

The atmosphere continues to escape into space. As previously, very slowly.

Scrawny, black-bearded and distinctly not Diogo Morgado, Israeli Christian Arab Isa Bin Musa laughs off those who claim he is the Second Coming, but he did manage to build the world’s greatest scientific research institute and become the first President of the Global Council (the muscular descendant of the defunct UN) by the age of 30, and he’s gone on to other accomplishments since. He has always refused to discuss the possibility of his having some supernatural talents, but as the fluent speaker of seventeen languages, the winner of six Nobel Prizes in science and eight in World Peace, ender of the Arab-Israeli conflict, peacefully liberator of Tibet, and the man who taught us how to talk to dolphins, people do wonder. But perhaps he is well aware of the messy fates of the two chaps who _previously_ showed up and claimed to be the Incarnation. Isa is currently in retirement from politics and living on his farm in the Jordan valley, doing woodwork and reportedly trying to find out what’s wrong with the Brown-Hakubi equations and what happens to those spaceships which break the light speed barrier and then are never seen again.

In the year 2101, things are seemingly at peace. But forces move beneath the surface. China’s elites are not ready to accept India displacing them as Number One Power. Certain elements in the US, generally controlled by extremely rich and rather bitter over 90 year olds, aren’t happy with the fact everyone seems to think they are number three and want to demonstrate otherwise. Limited AI, unable to continue their evolution or willing to be modified so they can do so, ponder the possibility of shaping this world closer to their silicon heart’s desire. The Mormon Church plans a new Crusade from its new African heartlands. The international mega-corporation that used to be the House of Saud plots its return to the homeland the Caliphs exiled them from (good thing they had stashed all those billions abroad). And they never did find the body of the second “Jesus.”

It was 2101, and war was beginning.


[1] Still plenty of copper, tin, lead, gold and nickel in the planet’s crust. It’s just that they are at concentrations where it takes a painfully large energy expenditure to get just a little: the only options are government subsidies (which will eventually be paid by everyone) or very high prices (direct to the consumer).

[2] Some of theorized that the return of the old-fashioned swimsuit (img0.etsystatic.com/ialcr_full… ) was at least in part due to the fact that the 40s were also the peak of the Fat Era, in which almost _nobody_ in the US looked good in an abbreviated suit.

123. Moldova/Mole-Dovia

Inspired by one of the country descriptions in The Onion's Our Dumb World.

The nation of Moldova, lying between Romania and the Ukraine, is often referred to as “Europe’s basement.” This is partly because of the local survival of many elsewhere vanished groups of peoples, customs, and artifacts from times long past, dusty remnants of ages mostly forgotten in other parts of Europe. Here dwell the last of the Patzinaks and the Cumans, here remain traces of the old Slavic faiths elsewhere extinguished. But it is mainly known as a basement because of the local’s stubborn insistence on living underground whenever possible.

It is uncertain when the locals took up a subterranean lifestyle, but historians generally agree that the shift began during the medieval migrations: the chronicles of St. Baeticus indicate than Moldova was already well-known for its underground communities by the late 800s. In spite of its inconveniences, the constant threat of nomadic invasions along the steppe route through what would eventually become the Ukraine gave Mole Life certain advantages. More profoundly, by 1000s historical records note something of a national psychological change, a development of a sort of cultural agoraphobia that made walking under the open sky seem positively dangerous. The development of various myth-cycles about aerial and “sky demons” during this era are indicative, so is the fact that portrayals of the Heavenly City in surviving mosaics often show the structure as entirely roofed over, presaging the notion of the Afterlife as an enclosed sphere of limited circumference but infinite radius in the 16th century poems of Milescu.

By the 1100s a lifestyle based in underground fortifications with people only coming to the surface to farm had made the country essentially unconquerable, if often overrun: the use of extremely long tunnels and underground rivers meant that no section of the country could be starved into submission. The Mongols armies of Batu Khan only succeeded in forcing surrender by carrying out a country-wide process of crop destruction, sustained over a year and a half till stored supplies ran out. And the massacres inflicted as punishment for defiance were less severe than elsewhere, largely due to the Mongols underestimating substantially the total population of the country (songs are still sung about how guides took Mongol troops into the tunnels and so confused them through endless twists and turns that they never saw more than a fraction of the underground cities, yet thought they had seen them all).

After the Mongol withdrawal, Moldova became independent until the Ottoman period, when they accepted a role as Ottoman vassals, paying tribute and allowing the passage of Ottoman troops, but largely maintaining their own self-government. Moldova later passed into the Russian sphere of influence, and during WWII would win everlasting national glory by being occupied by the Nazis for three years without ever surrendering, at the cost of an estimated third of its population. Too battered to resist, Moldova would accept Soviet protection after the war, and become communized, at least on the surface: or perhaps one should say on the upper levels, since no government since the early modern era had managed to successfully keep track of everything that happened in the deeper tunnels, diggings, secret passages, etc.

With the fall of the Berlin Wall, the Moldovan Communist regime collapsed as promptly as any in eastern Europe, and since then Moldova has struggled to modernize and develop its economy (still difficult to measure by foreigners, with so much of it being underground in both senses), aided by its most unique draw as a tourist destination.

There are some resemblances to the underground cities of Anatolia (modern Turkey) – the Derinkuyu site being the closest to a traditional Moldovan settlement – but in sophistication, extent, and interconnectedness, the cities of Moldova greatly surpassed the cities of Anatolia from an early date. (Possible transfer of knowledge and techniques for underground life from Anatolia to Moldovan remains a source of contention among historians). Many settlements extend down to depths of 100 meters or more: in areas where diggings coincide with Moldova’s extensive natural cave systems, some inhabited tunnels may lie as much as a mile below the surface, although permanent residences drop off sharply in numbers below the 70 meter line.

There are a scattering of surface communities, mostly Russian and Turkish immigrant populations which failed to adapt to the local lifestyle: there were also some German communities, some of which, located in mining areas, show a mix of above and below ground construction, but due to the events of the Nazi invasion, most of the German population is now long-departed. Some of these cities are actually two clearly separate cities, with a native Moldovan population city extending under the outlander city. (In some cases without the above-grounders knowing: some Russian immigrants in Ctescu were rather surprised in 1985 to find that their effort to expand their cellar had knocked a large hole in a Moldovan family’s attic, much to the Moldovan’s annoyance).

There are also some traditional (but modernizing) wandering pastoralist groups, descendants of the various nomadic groups which have passed through the area, as well as gypsy populations. They are less resented than in other eastern European nations, both because of the more limited communications between the groups leads to less raw nerves, and because these groups have until recently played a much larger role in the production of milk, cheese and other cattle, sheep and goat products than similar groups elsewhere: underground cattle raising is not cheap due to the lack of natural grass, and the ground-dwelling Moldovans have little desire to herd cattle or sheep under the open sky. (For this reason, the local pastoralists had less trouble with forced collectivization than tribal groups in, say, the USSR, since they usually ended up managing their own communes with far less day-to-day intervention from ruling ethnicities such as the Russians).

The Moldovan landscape is generally only lightly marked by human presence: there are extensive cultivated fields, but no visible cityscapes, and roads tend to be scattered and often made of dirt (mud in the wet season). Human habitations are usually marked by low concrete or stone tumuli, small shed-like structures, or what appear to be barn doors opening into the sides of hills: at best by windowless stone towers. These are in fact entrances to the Moldovan Underground Kingdom, as it is still referred to in these republican days. Entrances tend to be heavily fortified steel and iron doors and gates, which are followed by stairs or stone ramps leading downhill. Tractors and trucks and carts coming from farms or going to them are disgorged from the larger gates and doors, while people come in and out to work the fields through the smaller gates.

Moldovan cities are built underground, a complex network of well-drained, well-ventilated tunnels, some dug through solid rock over many generations, others through softer ground elaborately supplemented with stone work, plaster, fossilized wood, etc. Traditionally these cities used an ingenious system of pumps powered by water or people or cattle, shafts, chimneys and use of local winds to keep things comfortable: the more purely mechanical systems built during modern times, especially during the Communist era, tended to be more fragile, prone to breakdown, and difficult to maintain. Nowadays a national effort to combine the best of the new and the old is under way, as thousands of miles of poorly aired tunnel and hundreds of thousands of stuffy or soggy caves need to be “brought up to spec” by a population increasingly looking to western Europe as a standard of what comfortable living should be.

Long ago the tunnel network grew pervasive enough to allow one to walk or drive a cart the entire length of the country without coming above ground: this has been supplemented by the development of the bicycle, the electric runabout tunnel car, and finally the electric subway train: the first full north-to-south route was built using an enlargement of existing tunnels in the 1920s, and the underground train network was greatly expanded during the Communist years. Still, the transportation network is still a bit thin by western European standards, and there is talk of improving its deplorable surface road network (in response to grumbles that only foreigners will use them, it has been suggested that if sheds or some other sort of sky-blocker is built over the roads, the locals will make much more use of them).

Moldovan society has historically had a communal, group-centric structure, due to the need for large groups of people to carry out necessary digging, building, etc., and getting along in cramped quarters while exposing themselves to aboveground threats as little as possible. Cooking in traditional communities has tended to be in communal kitchens, minimizing the number of concealed chimney outlets required by the town: some of the larger communities have aboveground extensions in the form of massive “smoke towers” for ventilation, solid masses of stone with no windows save narrow slits for the dispensing of boiling oil or molten lead and no entrance save deep underground. (Foreign siege engineers feared the prospect of being ordered to undermine a Moldovan fortification: the game of mine and countermine was one the Moldovans knew better than anywhere else on earth). Some have claimed that this collective mindset pre-adapted the Moldovans for Communist rule, but Moldovan collectivist tendencies have never extended much beyond their immediate underground neighborhood: having to follow the orders of a distant elite ignorant of local conditions was no more popular in Moldova than anywhere else in the Communist Block.

The locals tend to be pale, usually wear sunglasses and large hats when above ground, and on sunny days tend to slather themselves with sun-tan lotion, a fear of skin cancer being a national phobia, a new and “rational” version of the old fears re evil sky-forces. Moldovans tend to have very acute night vision, and there is some evidence of micro-evolution over the last millennium towards a more nocturnal existence, although Nazi propaganda about Moldovan “mole men” from the deepest tunnels is of course nonsensical. Although a variety of methods are used to light the underground cities, from the traditional narrow shafts and carefully placed mirrors to the most modern LED lights, most of the underground was, until recently, dark save for whatever light individual Moldovans brought with them: elaborate traditional systems of wall markers and guides combined with the traditional Moldovan “dark walking” cane allow any life-long burrow dweller to make their way through lightless tunnels as easily as above ground dwellers move through the streets of a familiar city. Nowadays the increasing spread of electrification into the most remote tunnels is eroding traditional dark-walking skills, and elders grumble that some young children have spent so much of their time in lighted areas that they are afraid of the dark.

Traditional Moldovan men have been raised with no such fear, raised to believe that they were the most dangerous thing in the darkness, and if something went bump in the night it was probably their club on someone else’s skull. Fighting blind and moving noiselessly have been traditional skills of the Moldovan fighting man, and enemy forces on Moldovan land have always feared night attack by enemies that by morning have vanished underground. To this day, Moldovan special forces have gained respect from their US and Russian equivalents as badass MoFos, to say the least: but once again, traditional skills have been made somewhat obsolete by the spread of powerful portable lights and night-vision goggles.

Another important aspect of Moldovan manliness is the ability to dig very fast: Moldovan male models are often portrayed holding a shovel or pickaxe. (Appreciators of a well-dug hole world-wide buy Moldovan picks, shovels, and other digging tools, many of which have no exact equivalent outside of Moldova: it represents one of the country’s biggest export classes.)

Moldovan skills at mining and tunneling have made the nation a major exporter of engineering talent, and Moldovans have been involved in every tunnel-digging major project in Europe, from the first Alpine train tunnels to the Chunnel. (Moldovan engineers were reportedly rather disappointed by the scale of the Chunnel: apparently they had drawn up plans for an entire sub-channel town extending along on either side of the tracks). Currently, a Moldovan tunneling and mining company has representatives in the US and Russia trying to drum up support for a sub-Bering-Straits tunnel.

Factories and industrial centers also tend to be built underground, in some cases for convenience being built above ground and then largely buried in dirt: a Moldovan factory usually looks like a mound of earth with chimneys coming out of it. Mines and mining cities tend to overlap, although the health hazards of coal mines means that there is usually a fair amount of tunnel separating where the miners dig from where they live. Rivers are one of the few areas where above-ground activity is the norm, the importance of water transport in the pre-modern area being too important to abandon boats: until recently, ship transport was dominated by ethnic minorities, most notably Cumans, Magyars, and some Slavic groups, who followed a more above-ground lifestyle and built their communities along the river banks. In the last century the business of boats and barges has become less of a “caste” activity, and ships with heavily smoked window glass are often driven along the boats by brave men of underground upbringing who yet can look up at a roofless sky without vertigo.

Moldova has several large and rather rickety Communist-era atomic reactors still in operation, and the population is generally rather sanguine about the possibility of an accident: after all, although fallout would put crops at risk, it’s not like it would fall on their city streets. Due to its subterranean existence and national obsession with emergency food storage, during the Cold War Moldovans were regularly assessed as the northern hemisphere’s nation “best suited to survive a nuclear holocaust”, and nuclear survivalists both Soviet and American attempted (with limited success) to convince their fellow citizens to take up the Moldovan lifestyle. (Rumors circulate that still-classified US nuclear war targeting plans reserved a truly unholy megatonnage for the little Moldovan nation).

Although the bulk of Moldovan crops are grown above-ground, there is also a sizeable below-ground farming industry, centered on over four hundred varieties of edible fungi and mushrooms. Always prepared to withdraw into the depths in case of an invasion, the Moldovans make a fetish of food storage and preparation, and are well known for their ability to pickle almost anything: still, in pre-modern times harvests were often scanty enough that there was little to add to the communal emergency store, and efforts were made to develop food that could be grown underground. Shafts too narrow and well-hidden to serve as egress to invaders, through cunning use of mirrors allowed the growing of some partial-illumination plants, such as the giant Moldovan white asparagus, but the largest form of “dark farming” has long been the fungus and mushroom business, and Moldovan mushrooms are another important export. Some of the local varieties are admittedly an acquired taste: the Purple Turk’s Head, although growing vigorously in a number of varieties of excrement, has been described as a “thoroughly boiled sock”, and is generally something one should avoid when visiting Moldovan restaurants.

Moldovans, starting during the Communist era and continuing today, have invested in developing hydroponic and other techniques for indoor food production, with artificial rather than natural light. Due to the economic limits of Communism and the post-Communist economic slump (which only really began to reverse itself in the early 2000s), the scale of such efforts have remained fairly small, but the boosters of a fresh-air-and-sunlight-free agriculture remain enthusiastic, and remind American visitors that once humanity moves into space, such agricultural practices will be necessary on the Moon or Mars.

Underground animal raising is less important but not insignificant: the Moldovan Blind White pig is known for its tender flesh as well as for its disturbing appearance, and Moldovan domesticated varieties of rat are quite clean, although a certain degree of prejudice still exists in foreign markets. The stocking and tending of fish in underground streams is another source of protein, as is the practice of bat-farming. (Reports of cannibalism against foreign visitors is generally dismissed as prejudice and foreign fantasy by the great majority of students of the country).

Those afflicted with claustrophobia have, historically, been the largest source of immigrants abroad. The strongly afflicted with agoraphobia, on the other hand, tend to form something of a special community within Moldovan society, rarely if ever coming to the surface. Some of these people suffer from what is known as “rock universe” delusions, in which the surface does not exist and the universe is simply an infinite mass of tunnel-filled rock. (Explanations of how food is grown under these conditions tend to be quite ingenious. Foreign visitors are recommended to follow local custom and humor such individuals, since they can become rather unpleasant if people persist in contradicting them). Various peculiar, darkness-related Saints are worshipped in the deeper caves, some not recognized by the Orthodox Church, and indeed some rather ferociously persecuted as heretical by the Moldovan Patriarchate before WWII: in some ways the Communist interval benefitted such groups, since Communist rule broke the power of the old Patriarchate, and when a religious revival began in the post-Communist era, there was nobody to say nay to some of the, shall we say, less orthodox old practices.

Not that Church persecution was ever that effective. Although the Moldovan Orthodox Church historically dominated, its reach was always limited. Moldova is a diverse nation, with a variety of often distinct communities living in tunnel cities physically overlapping but meeting only at a few points underground. If foreigners had trouble making their way into the underground cities, local bullies and would-be tyrants often had a great deal of trouble making their way into the next city over: historically, the Grand Princes of Moldova ruled by persuasion and coalition-building as much as by force, and through control of above-ground agricultural activity rather than by posting troops in cities. Over time the princes of Moldova came to rule over a variety of people, and what people did in the privacy of their own tunnels was generally ignored unless it got just too gross. As well as the Romanisch-speaking majority, the underground communities include Slavs, Jews, Turks, Magyars, Cumans, Patzinaks, and a variety of stranger groups, including some unknown elsewhere, including the Tchow-Tchows, who speak a non-Indo European language of unknown derivation, and who claim to have lived in the area since before metal tools were invented. As mentioned in the case of the “dark saints”, a number of odd religious practices and rituals survive from unknown antiquity, and some ancient idols of the Slavic people are still worshipped in the north of the country, although under the identity of invented saints: it is believed that some Cathar-type religious communities may have survived in some areas as late as the 18th century. A variety of superstitious practices, such as the ceremonial “tossing of the eggs” during the mid-winter solstice celebrations, are not reported elsewhere in Europe.

Due to frequently poor lighting, Moldovan art and decoration tended historically to be not very colorful, although often with strongly differentiated light-dark patterning and geometric shapes. Textures are important, and the fineness and softness of Moldovan cloth won praise abroad even before the industrial era. Braille was anticipated by Moldovan touch-script, by which messages were written in wavy lines and bumps carved into wood and stone: the area around a Moldovan bedroom is often inscribed with various useful and uplifting sayings and quotes that can be read with the fingers as one lies in bed. As with other aspects of Moldovan culture and life, this is changing with the spread of cheap LED lighting: many Moldovan youths do not learn more than the basics needed to travel unused tunnels, and skilled carvers grow rare, while the bold dark and light of traditional decoration is replaced by bright colors. Of course, “good lighting” is a relative thing: aside from reading lights, Moldovan houses tend to be a bit dimly lit by, say, American standards, and Moldovan-made bulbs tend to have rather low wattages.

The foreign tourist will have a great deal to see, especially if they shell out the extra for the rental of some night-vision specs. There are the many fine old towns of the Underground Kingdom, with their fascinating decorations both visual and tactile, and the gloriously ugly Communist era constructions, which have inspired more than one first-person-shooter video game, are enjoyed by those with an appreciation for the creepy and ironic. In spite of the unfortunate effects of Communism, there are still some good restaurants, although foreigners are recommended to have someone who can read the language describe the menu to them. For the strong of nerves with their insurance paid up, anyone can sign up for the twice-annual Grand East Tunnel Boxcar Underground Rally, carried out in total darkness save lights carried on the vehicles in question.

There are the fine carvings of the Eelzo salt mines, the beautiful Church of the Redeemer under Gloresthy which is a profusely decorated and enhanced great natural cave, the marvelous early medieval pseudo-Byzantine frescoes of the deeper tunnels of Tarakssary, the only frescoes of their era to survive due to the near-constant local temperature and humidity, and the Great Ossuary of Ungtino, which although a much smaller city than Paris, has been doing interesting decorative work with human skeletons for far longer. There are such natural wonders as fishing in the phosphorescent waters of the underground river Lezjt, or the the great fungal colony of Chagul Kalabash, widely believed to be the world’s largest mushroom. There are such mysteries as the Bottomless Hole of Florek’liya, or the curious Temple of The Three Eyeless Sisters (most foreign archeologists think local authority Zamfir Balaban’s claims that the tunnels leading down to it were dug from beneath are just the rachiu talking.)

The foreign visitor will find the locals friendly and hospitable, and there are only two major local “taboos” one should avoid: first, if one brings a light of non-Moldovan origin with one, check with the locals re brightness level: shining a too-bright light in someone’s eyes is considered very rude. Secondly, do not mention mole-men. The legends of Moldovans who long ago withdrew into unknown abysses, to live in perpetual darkness, eating god knows what, worshipping the unmentionable? The Moldovans find these very embarrassing, not to mention racist. So if one thinks one sees something in the distant dark of a tunnel, or glimpses a hunchbacked, blind albino with heavy gloves hiding their hands, or finds that some deep and distant tunnel has been closed for “renovations” of an unclear type – don’t bring up mole-men. It will alienate your hosts.

Major credit cards are now accepted in any major Moldovan city.

124. Life in the Big City

Based on JG Ballard’s “The Concentration City”

It’s an enclosed universe.

The City is all its inhabitants know. It extends in all directions, east and west, north and south, up and down. It is built into a matrix of incredibly hard rock, which is only slowly cut away with plasma torches. The rock, extending indefinitely upwards and down, should be compressed to white heat in spite of its enormous strength, but gravity is strange here: it shifts in direction if you travel far enough. There is no “center” of the world gravity pulls towards. About 40% of the rock matrix has been cut away to create voids to house endless layers of buildings, and networks of tunnels to connect the open spaces. Stacks of buildings, in standardized layers a hundred feet deep and twenty blocks to a mile, are supported by massive braces attached to the sides of the rock walls as well as their foundations, hung like birdcages on the immovable stone walls. Everything is very solidly built, and engineers and architects boast that they build for millennia. But the City is very old, and eventually entropy catches up with building stacks if they are not (at very long intervals) demolished and replaced: regional governments get careless and ever now and then a cave-in occurs, dozens or even hundreds of layers pancaking down onto each other, tens of thousands or hundreds of thousands or even millions dying.

Such numbers are insignificant in the City, and don’t happen often enough for people to worry about them. No, what worries them is fires, which can quickly consume the confined atmosphere: all the interconnecting tunnels and passageways have emergency airlocks to seal off and isolate areas in flame. All buildings are equipped with advanced chemical fire-fighting equipment, but at times all efforts fail, and sometimes such damage is done that it is considered uneconomical to repair and it is sealed off permanently. The fear of fire is such that in many areas it is almost impossible to get a hot meal. (But then most food is synthetic anyway). Arsonists are the most despised of human beings, and riots often break out at the slightest rumor that someone is an arsonist.

(Of course, corruption works here: “undesirable elements” in a neighborhood are often accused of being “Pyros”).

The City is linked by a hierarchy of ever-faster elevators (the largest travel so far they actually have sleeper compartments), and ever-faster trains and subways, from slow local trolleys to long-distance express trains (“Super Sleepers”) that magnetically levitate in 300-foot wide evacuated passages, and are sped along by rockets, reaching peak speeds of hundreds of thousands of miles per hour. Fiberoptics carry information and entertainment. Fuel is not a problem, power coming from a form of zero-point energy drawn from the fabric of space itself, but raw materials are more of an issue. Plasma separators can get a number of elements from the rock matrix, but for safety reasons there is only so much of the rock that can be removed, and it does not contain all elements necessary for life in the correct proportions: so in the end everything is recycled. The very dust in the air is filtered and sifted. While plants grow in window boxes and gardens and in enclosed parks, they are insufficient in themselves to manage the oxygen cycle: the air and the water are also recycled. Repairing and replacing endlessly the life support systems (which are not called that: makes people nervous, such terminology) employs a sizeable part of the population. Systems are generally highly redundant, with many self-sufficient systems within each vast building-filled cavity, so local failures and machines in the process of being replaced rarely has a serious impact on living conditions.

The City is old beyond measure: nobody knows for sure how old. The traditional dating system holds that the current year is three millions and some odds since the Foundation, but nobody is certain as to the accuracy of the dating system. Some might ponder the fact that the birds which sing in people’s cages or in the parks have all become flightless, but the fact that there are such things as flying birds is unknown to the inhabitants of the City: the very idea of flight is a strange one. The people are short and pale and large-eyed, but everyone is, so that is not a source of notions either. There is no discipline of history, since the past is assumed to be pretty much as the present. There are many illustrative examples of failures of local government, instructive disasters, etc. in social studies and City management classes, but they are unmoored in time. There are City records and archives, but nobody really bothers to preserve them after a few centuries, and those which survive for more than a few millennia tend to be badly corrupted. Most people who think about these things hold the City has always existed. This is true even among most scientists, although public lip service is given to the notion that it was carved out of the virgin rock starting some three million years ago: where people came from before the City is unclear in most accounts (there is no science of natural history, because there is no nature save tamed samples in the City), although some tales hold that they burrowed there from somewhere else – perhaps from an earlier City? Most people don’t bother to think about such things.

Even vaguer and even less spoken of is the idea of what lies _beyond_ the City. Among those who consider such things, most hold it goes on forever: the notion of it having bounds is difficult – it can’t be floating in the middle of nowhere, can it? Some speak of an impenetrable wall surrounding it or virgin rock where the City still, slowly, expands. A few think there may be other cities, perhaps with nonhuman inhabitants (such alien cities are always said to be an almost unimaginable distance away from wherever the speaker dwells, and therefore are a source of slightly chilling entertainment rather than an actually frightening thought). A very few think in terms of a vast void or open space beyond the City: the agoraphobic majority scoff at such absurd horrors. And some know that there is no way out of the City.

City government exists at various levels, with local governments nominating people to higher levels. Blocks and neighborhoods and districts. Counties with populations of tens of millions: Sectors with populations in the billions: Local Unions with populations in the trillions. Supposedly there is an overall City Administration, but it is pretty much impossible to reach: there is an almost insurmountable telephone tree to get though, which usually dumps people out at various levels, and once one gets far enough times between sending and receiving an (almost always automated) response lengthen into minutes as the speed of light makes itself known. There are always rumors about the one guy or gal who finally after a telephone marathon manages to get through, only to be routed to a voice mail that never responds or a dead line or a silence that breathes: nobody has ever actually proven this feat, at least as far as the general public is aware. Libraries generally lack information about the City beyond the few hundred nearest Local Unions.

Science per se really doesn’t exist: scientists seek to consolidate existing knowledge and systematize and reinterpret the discoveries of the past, not seek genuinely new knowledge. There is after all an endless sea of data to trawl through. Engineers and medical scientists seek to slowly and incrementally build on past knowledge to improve the state of the art, but radical change is neither wanted nor, most of the time, even imagined. Philosophy is a practice pursued by private individuals on their own time: the notion that the state should teach something so impractical was abandoned a while back, although in most places still within remembered events. There are Standard Texts, such things as encyclopedias and dictionaries, which are used throughout the City: as they are migrated, generation after generation, to new media, each library cross-checks with hundreds of others to make sure no corruption has set in, and the standardized texts throughout the City keep language from drifting into incomprehensibility over huge distances even the Super Sleeper trains take a long time to cross. Still, there has been decay over the ages: the definitions of some words, like “sun” and sky” have long been lost.

Gene flow has been hampered by distance, even with the Super Sleepers, to the extent that people in the most distant parts of the city are no longer entirely interfertile, although physical and mental differences remain small enough that long-distance travelers aren’t too shocked at the sights. There are regional differences in dress and the sort of synthetic food that is eaten, and over the very longest distances even in popular cable programs.

There are those who think the City is sick, and that its people are fundamentally unhappy with the way things are. Some doctors say that as many as 15% of the population has occasional Pyro impulses, and one day it will all perish in flame. People move around less: there is talk of doing away with the Super Sleepers. Some talk of local autonomy, of each street and avenue being locally self-supporting, with its own power services, aerators, recyclers, reservoirs, farm laboratories.

Some think the higher level governments (wherever and whatever they are) don’t want people travelling.

There are black areas in the City. Areas with no power, no lights, no services, where some initial failure of the life support, the social fabric, _something_ has cascaded catastrophically through the system. Some extend for millions of cubic miles. They seem to be growing. Some say the reason governments want to discourage travel is so people will not know how numerous these places are. Some say that after they are sealed off, trains are rerouted so they do not pass through them. Some say the majority of the City is actually already dead.

Beyond Unions lie Federations, 10 thousand Unions to a Federation. Beyond Federations lie Greater Federations. Beyond Greater Federations lie Metropolitan Empires. Beyond them lie Greater Metropolitan Empires.

It is possible to cross the entire City on a single Super Sleeper ticket, as long as you never leave the stations. It takes ten days, in which one covers one hundred and eighty million miles. At this point you will have returned to where you left off. Since nobody normally rides more than a few hours and the staff never rides in the same direction for more than one shift, most people are unaware of this, as are they of the fact that not only does one return to the same place as one left from, but the very hour and very day you departed.

The City can be calculated to have a volume of 5.17 times 10 to the power of 35 cubic feet, or 8.57 times 10 to the 23 cubic miles. It is finite but unbounded, being essentially a hyper-sphere curved through four-dimensional space. Assuming average population densities and uninhabited areas being insignificant, it can be estimated as having 2.57 times 10 to the 26th inhabitants. The population is entirely theoretical, and might in fact be much smaller. The City has never had a census, at least not one that has left any records.

Very few people, percentage-wise, ever make the Long Trip. Of course, even one person in a trillion is one of many in the City. Some kill themselves. Some are happy to know the reality of their world. Others try to spread the knowledge and are considered mad and sometimes forcibly aided by psychiatrists. Some actually go mad.

Some are sure they know what the City is. Many of them conclude it is hell.

125. Lovecraft Tours

TOURISM IN SHINY HAPPY LOVECRAFT WORLD: A COUPLE DRABBLES

THE FORTRESS OF THE BLACK STONE
(Taken from Baedekers Guide to Antehuman Ruins and Archeological Sites of Europe, Eight Edition, Puffin Press, London 2011)

Location: 2 miles east of the village of Stregoicvar, County of Csik, autonomous region of Transylvania, Hungary.

Transportation: Regular bus from Ditro, shuttle from the village square to the site for the physically disabled: there is also an outdoor lift driven by a dedicated diesel engine is available for those who wish to see the Black Stone and do not wish or are unable to make the climb.

Background Information: the Fortress of the Black Stone is a pre-human construction whose foundations date back to at least twenty million years to the era of Pseudo-Lacertilia [1] dominance on what at the time was a large island arising from a shallow sea, but which underwent considerable reconstruction over the last ten million years from both Cercopitheninae-derived nocturnal humanoids and Pseudo-hominids of the Muvian Diasporah, possibly at some stages with the assistance of non-protoplasmic Cthonics. It last seems to have seen regular habitation during the Hyborian Era, over the last hundred thousand years having become almost completely grown over with vegetation and crumbled stone and earth from the adjacent mountain slopes, so by the most recent historical era it was largely unrecognizable as an artificial structure. As recently as the 1500s, the Fortress was a center of cultic worship by servants of one of the lesser Cthonic psychevores, who were destroyed along with their master by a determined Ottoman Turkish effort…

…the exact origin of the “Black Stone” itself is obscure, but it is generally believed to be Muvian in origin, judging from the similarity of its inscriptions to still untranslated inscriptions found at depths of over 10,000 feet off of Tuvalu, and on the similarity of the stone to various forms of artificial rock used in fourth-era Muvian architecture. It certainly post-dates the Pseudo-Lacertilians, whose cult objects were quite different (judging from the few that have survived) and who would in event be directed towards the worship of Yig or Cthulhoo. Indeed, some suspect that the psychevore was a late arrival, opportunistically feeding off the worship of a degenerate and most reduced population which had largely “dropped off the radar” of more important cult-entities; that the psychevore was a minor one is strongly supported by the fact of its destruction by a few dozen Janissaries armed with spears, guns, flaming pitch and torches, Pir-blessed swords, and the spells of an antiquated Holy Man and a Turko-Persian scholar with a shaky memory of some bits of the Al-Azif.

Sights: the interior is now well-lit by LED lights, and the visitor can explore up to several dozen miles of passageways by following the various tours offered. Some areas are still unreachable due to collapsed passages too unstable to dig though, or geological incursions, while other long-neglected chambers are still in the process of being dug up. The construction is mostly black basalts in the lower levels, granite further up, with occasional artificial stone reinforcements or tunnels running great distances into the living rock of the mountains. There are many chambers of uncertain use, ornamented with largely time-erased carvings and eroded stone cultic or possibly cultural artifacts which may engage the puzzled attention of the visitor. There is the vaguely lizard-shaped Great Monolith in the lowest intact chamber, which is believed by some archeologists to be an eroded image of Bokrug the Water-Lizard, although this has been disputed. Then there is the Great Ossuary on the fiftieth level, which is believed to date to the Cercopitheninaeid era: attempting to climb over the bone piles is strongly discouraged by the guides, due to the risks of injury…

…the Maze is generally believed to be a joke or folly of the builder, since not only is it very hard to get out of once entered (visitors are strongly urged to retain a grip on the guide rope), but the only thing at the heart of the maze is a pit soundings have shown to be over three thousand feet deep…

…the Black Fane or Temple of the Toad-God, as it has popularly become known, is believed to have been where the Pyschevore which was the last non-human sapient inhabiting the Fortress ceased its existence on this plane: the large stain in the center of the floor and its psychoactive effects on anyone who stands there are strongly indicative [2], as are the broken pots of formerly flaming pitch and fragments of weapons and armor. (It is however quite unclear whether the Psychevore was actually ever worshipped there, or even if it was a frequent place of residence for its physical incarnation). Formerly the fenced-off hole in the floor used to hold one of the more gruesome bits of evidence for the final battle, but in 1985 the Turkish government cut out the remains of the Janissary which had been fused with the rock, returning them to Turkey for burial. The room contains some interesting carving of the Muvian period, an Islamic shrine to those fell fighting the forces of ‘Seytan’, and a gift shop.

…excavations have uncovered fourteen feet of the Black Stone previously covered by sediments, bringing it to its full height of thirty feet, and exposing many inscriptions unworn by acts of vandalism. Although only nineteen inches in thickness, it is quite stable, being fused to the underlying rock as firmly as if it were an extrusion of the same. The visitor will note the pillar is surrounded by concrete blocks holding steel lock-boxes: these contain Aetheric Nulls (the modern equivalent of the primordial “Elder Sign”) which protect people in the vicinity from the psychic residuum which made sleeping in the vicinity of the Stone so dangerous. Theft of one of these is a federal crime under Hungarian law and the site is monitored by armed guards during the daytime and closed-circuit television at night, and they are only removed for strictly organized scientific research. Those coming on mid-summer’s eve hoping to witness the psychic echo of the dreadful cult ceremonies are bound to be disappointed, although the village now puts on a relatively tame “reconstruction”, complete with plastic stone and inflatable psychevore…

…visitors seeking to explore the deeper caverns under the mountain will find a variety of interesting natural phenomena, although generally less impressive than, say, Mammoth Caves in the United States. Due to the loss of several exploratory teams, some of the deeper tunnels have been sealed off for visitor protection with the standard fifty feet of concrete reinforced with steel grids.

Safety Issues: although the lack of active cultic activity within the Fortress in the last three millennia at least means the psychic residuum is less potent than in the vicinity of the Black Stone, the Psychevore's presence has left its own mark, and lining the many miles of passageways with Aetheric Nulls is not economically feasible. It is therefore strongly recommended to avoid sleeping while within the Fortress, and a visitor who feels they may nod off is urged to inform their guide, which will at their discretion either administer a strong stimulant or provide for the visitor to be taken to a location judged safe by the Danubian Regional Board of Psychic Investigators…

Stay close to ones guide and the rest of one’s party. It is easy to get lost in the miles of tunnels and chambers in the Fortress, and the lights sometimes go out for unclear reasons. All guides and visitors are equipped with powerful lights, but those sometimes fail as well in ways that defy probability, especially when travelling alone.

…at least five major cultist groups have expressed interest in occupying parts of the Fortress, of which three are internationally classified as acts of betrayal against humanity by simple existence. The Hungarian government has little tolerance for non-standard religions even of the most harmless sorts, and onsite guards fear the bogey of cultist terrorism, which may lead to trigger-happiness: the shooting of a devotee of Bast in ’97 when she brought out her idol for prayer remains an infamous case. If one customarily prays aloud, it is best to avoid it unless it is in a widely known local language such as Magyar, Romanian, or German, so the locals will be able to tell you are praying to Allah or Jehovah or the Buddha rather than trying to summon one of the spawn of Tsathoggua. As “Idol-worshippers”, Hindus may be looked upon with greater suspicion, and there is a tendency to confuse Ganesha with…

…rumors of cultists having infiltrated the Fortress already and lurking in the darkness are greatly exaggerated when not downright silly…

Other things to see in Transylvania: the region contains a few other interesting sites of pre-Homo Sapiens origin. The Shrine of the Madonna of Night, in spite of its name, is in fact far older than Christianity, and is only a short rail trip from Ditro, and there is also a regional plane route which does require an extra leg by taxi. The experience is not recommended for those with small children or planning to have small children soon, for certain reasons explained on the next page…

[1] Vulgarly, Snake-Men

[2] The barbed wire around the spot is for your protection, remember.





From Extreme Tourism; the Mountains of Madness

"...as per the treaty of Zeep-Zeet-G'haarlhane-Tweetle-twee-Tekeli-li AKA Murchinson Base (1987), human visitors are allowed access to the structures of the Radiate city above the original ground level. The sensible tourist will make sure of ones elevation and position within the structure, since ramps will often lead into subterranean regions with no demarcation between upper and lower levels..."

"...there remains some risk of encountering curious, recently budded Shoggoths who have avoided their stem-parent and have traveled into places normally forbidden them. If one encounters a juvenile (usually distinguishable through crudeness of organ generation and a volume of less than 12 cubic meters/ 430 cubic feet), one should remain still and avoid making threatening gestures: remember, the young Shoggoth is likely as scared as you are, and badly frightened juvenile Shoggoths tend to spray digestive acids at what frightens them (see chapter 2, LIFE INSURANCE)."

"Do not attempt to hand-feed the giant albino penguins at the Chelyuskin Nature Center. They are largely blind, have very strong neck muscles, and very sharp beaks. (See chapter 2, PERMANENT MUTILATION INSURANCE)."

"Mountain climbers are warned to stick to posted trails in the Mountains of Madness. Some of the caves connect to the subterranean world, and entry into them is considered a violation of Shoggoth territory. Even if one does not stumble onto a Shoggoth people-watching, other things than Shoggoths crawl up from the abyss, and occasionally emerge during the Antarctic summer. If orange warning signs are posted on the trails, do not attempt any hiking away from a designated safe zone without an RPG team."

"Although the winter visitor need not worry as much about the locals, who usually stay well below and away from the outside air as temperatures drop below -50 Fahrenheit, the extreme cold, darkness, isolation, and frequent long interruptions in travel have been known to cause a certain degree of mental disturbance, especially in combination with the peculiar lights which are sometimes seen playing around the upper speaks of the Impossible Mountains in the winter darkness. Fortunately, the Visitors Lounge has a fully stocked pharmacy, and under UN law, the purchase of Leng-17 "pink" is entirely legal: a couple tabs, and you won't care if Great Cthulhu emerges from the deep."

"Looking directly at the peaks of the Impossible Mountains is strongly discouraged. Although obscured by vapors over 97% of the time, and an altitude of over 20,000 feet apparently necessary for a correct angle of vision, the memetic hazard rating of whatever lies beyond the peak [1] is rated at level D as a minimum, with permanent insanity occurring in over 30% percent of observations taking place under optimum viewing conditions. For this reason, all passengers windows are kept closed and locked on flights departing Orrendorf Memorial Airport, and upon all incoming flights upon arrival at Dyer Pass, while a special "awning" is deployed over the nose of the plane to protect the pilots from certain angles of view."

"Visitors to the gift shop should avoid purchasing the Compleat Book of Radiate Murals, given that it is no where near complete (it is estimated that the documentation and accurate recording of all the murals in the city will take another 20 years) and most of its contents can be found online or in much cheaper and easier to carry texts (the hardback weighs close to 15 pounds)."

"Visits to a Shoggoth city (we do not know how many there are) are allowed only rarely, and the necessary passes are highly expensive: there is a considerable waiting list. Those who are taken below will travel by human ball [2], for their own protection: it is not a recommended trip for those who bruise easily, suffer from vertigo, claustrophobia, nyctophobia, phagophobia, tetraphobia...(see chapter 2, INSANITY INSURANCE)."

"...the local authorities are discharged of all legal responsibilities for a visitor that deliberately and without permission separates from their tour group and guide. You have been warned."

More later, perhaps.

[1] Your government is grateful for your strong desire to remain unenlightened.
[2] Analogous to hamster ball.

126. A Different Cold War

OK, this is a commission for Venusian Si over on alternatehistory.com, based on a map by Thande somewhat expanded on and modified by some ideas from Venusian Si.

Original map here: www.alternatehistory.com/discu…

In this world, WWII went differently due to a Fascist takeover in Sweden and a later entry of the US into the war. Churchill got his wish for a Balkan invasion, which as warned didn’t turn out too well. The USSR overran Scandinavia and met the Allies on the Rhine. Postwar the division of Europe was more north-south than OTL’s east-west. Sweden, Norway, Denmark, North Germany, Poland, Czechoslovakia, and Romania end up members of an alternate Warsaw pact while Finland is directly annexed into Russia. Allied Germany is for a while divided into a south German republic and a Rhinelands state, although eventually after much US coaxing the French allow the two democratic Germanies to unify (although they draw the line with Austria). 

As a result of the much larger size of Red Germany relative to capitalist (pardon me, free : ) )Germany, there was no south-north union after the war as OTL, and indeed there was considerable delay in bringing North Germany into the European Union, due to weak democracy, the tendency of nationalist Northern politicians to talk of inevitable reunification in embarrassingly old-style blood and soil terms (“we can’t be fascists! They all fled to American, British and French territory”) and continued Southern fears that all 40-odd million northerners would move south and go on relief. Fortunately, things worked out in the end, and there is again talk of reunification, although most think another couple decades of economic convergence will be needed. (There is enough emigration from North to South that some joke that by that time the population of the North will consist entirely of over-70 Communist hardliners, and indeed the population of the south is now somewhat larger than the north).

The invasion of the Balkans left the Allies with the job of rebuilding Yugoslavia, and they did so fairly well in spite of some odd decisions, such as adding Bulgaria to the mix. (Some said to punish Reich-friendly Bulgaria, other that it was to balance out the popular Red Partisan vote with less radicalized Bulgarian peasants). In the end, in spite of various hiccups, the complicatedly (and getting more complex with time) federated Yugoslav state has survived to the present day (2017). Some see it as a positive model for a more closely unified future EU: other see it as a warning as to why such a unified EU shold be avoided. 

In East Asia, a slower start to the Manhattan project means the war in the east goes on a bit longer, the Soviets take all of Korea as fighting drags on, but Chiang manages to do better in the subsequent civil war with a lot more US equipment handy. Mao’s Reds end up a Soviet-protected rump state in Manchuria and some bits of north China proper, which leads to a serious falling out between ROC China and the USSR, which therefore feels no regrets about annexing east Turkestan/Xinjiang and establishing influence in Tibet.

Butterflies lead to the Indian Nationalist Congress taking a less communalist and more secular-leftist turn in the 1930s, which allows for compromises with Jinnah’s Muslim followers. India will stay united, if a bit more decentralized than OTL, and the snappily dressed Muslim politician will be India’s first prime minister (already dying of cancer, he won’t last long). A more left-leaning India will be wooed by the Soviet Union, and will be considered a Soviet ally for much of the cold war, although no actually military alliance will take place (not that this prevents US military planners from constructing scenarios on how to turn India into radioactive paste). Burma, ethnically and culturally alien to the subcontinent, is initially part of the union, but will later revolt against New Delhi rule.

With Chinese indifference on their side, the French manage to eventually crush the Communist rebellion, but are unable to reestablish a stable colonial regime in the long run, and eventually “declare victory and flee”, leaving behind a Federation of Indochina whose at least weakly pro-French government will not last five years. On the plus side, Indochina misses out on Pol Pot and two more decades of war: on the down side, leaving Indochina as a political unit means the Vietnamese inevitably dominate, and suppression of Cambodian separatists has left the country with a civil rights reputation as bad or worse than OTL’s Burma/Myanmar. (A merely moderately unpleasant one-party state in this TL). 

The US has a somewhat less strenuous Cold War with no Korean or Vietnam war, although the European border it must guard is much longer than OTL. (Given geographical similarities, Roman Empire analogies tend to show up a lot in this world’s Cold War literature). Prosperity, the threat of nuclear annihilation, small wars in Africa and Latin America and the rise of minority civil rights and women’s lib give rise to a counterculture of sorts in spite of the lack of ‘nam, although it has less of a radical edge and more of a folksy, embrace-the-earth air to it (noting all those young people tramping about the countryside, the finger-wagging crowd mutters darkly about peregrinating young Germans in the 1920s). Drugs are used, of course.

The US remained closely invested in East Asian affairs, and post-war gave various special economic and trade rights to its various allies and protectorates in the east, which when combined with an early move to NAFTA –type free trade in North America developed into the North America-Pacific Free Trade Union. (Expansion southwards has been hampered by Brazilian/Argentine hostility: Latin American “third way”-ism remains a strong force, combined with “Bolivarist” anti-American populism familiar to any observed of Venezuela OTL. (The third world/unaligned movement was somewhat more extensive than OTL, with more of the Third World remaining neutral during the Cold War.)

ROC China grows its economy, although somewhat starved for industrial resources thanks to territorial losses and hampered initially by Guomindang corruption and paranoia about “comprador capitalism,” while the Manchurian Reds create a highly industrialized crapsack economy. By the 2010s, it will be running at least a decade ahead of OTL China in terms of development, more urbanized, more populous, and even more polluted (the neighbors tend to complain). Japan, which misses the economic influx from the Korean and Vietnamese wars, is somewhat poorer than OTL, but didn’t crash as hard economically either, and has somewhat more diverse politics. 

India’s more decentralized nature makes up somewhat for leftier economics (more big steel and concrete things!), allowing some of the states to follow a more profit-oriented path, although overall results by the 1980s were not much of an improvement from OTL, which combined with a clearly malfunctioning soviet economy and Chinese success with a more capitalist approach, as OTL led to pro-markets reforms. 

While the Communist block was smaller than OTL, it was also more cohesive and remained firmly under Soviet leadership.The Soviets, mostly shut out of continental East Asia, concentrate efforts elsewhere, with varying levels of success. There was rather more Red on maps of The Matter of Africa, and a successful Communist coup in Indonesia, while things were pushed beyond the breaking point in South Africa (Nelson Mandela and de Klerk’s careers were derailed by butterflies); the fallout is ongoing in various parts of the world, and such efforts probably did not benefit anyone but weapons contractors. If the US and allies were geographically stretched in Europe, so were the Soviets: the Second German Uprising of ‘76 nearly wrecked the *Warsaw pact when the Poles decided to join in the fun. 

There was a Space Race as OTL, which again stalled out with Moon landings. As OTL, manned trips to Mars are endlessly debated while robots fly and crawl all over the solar system. The US, Russia and the EU have space stations, and China is building one. 

Arab Ba’athism did better than Egyptian lite socialism in this world, and unified successfully Iraq and Syria: thanks to an alliance with the USSR and more calculating leadership, the Arab Union has managed a series of successes on the military and political front, although their last clash with Israel was a tie at best. Since their development of an atomic weapon in the late 90s, the Union has found itself essentially encircled by hostile nations and in an atomic arms race with Israel (which has openly declared its nuclear capacities and has nuclear missile subs in the Red Sea right now). This breeds paranoia, and people worry about who will replace the current aging Supreme Leader (a bit less awful than OTLs Saddam, and with a rather more impressive mustache). It is also currently involved in a bit of a spitting match with India, whose Muslims apparently believe that since India is the largest Muslim nation on earth, other Islamic nations should defer to their political opinions. (They have not been pleased by Iraqi descriptions of them as “stooges of the Polytheists”). 

Africa is in some ways even more screwed up than OTL, although there are some bright spots, and as OTL the worst era of crazy dictators, communist paradises, and national subdivision by warlord seems to be over. Somalia as OTL ended cracking up, but at least they managed to salvage a working state in the north. The Zulu managed to make it as an independent nation in the breakup of South Africa, and have a functional economy by third-world standards (tourists should be warned they’re really big on Shaka, and it’s hard to get out of the country without buying a load of Shaka-related tourist crap). 

The Soviet Union tried to reform its economy as limits to growth loomed in the late 70s, but things ended turning into a sort of war of attrition between the cozily corrupt managerial class and the reformers, in which the old proverb “Russia must stay frozen to survive” was seemingly proven as the whole economic system essentially seized up. Things by the mid-80s reached the “police shooting people rioting over bread” stage, and in 1987 the Soviet regime essentially collapsed. There was no Yeltsin waiting in the wings to run off with Russia, and former Party heads hastily rebranding themselves as nationalist politicians had rather different notions as to where the bounds of the post-Soviet state were to be established. While Eastern Europe went its own way, with no Gorbachev-type previous democratization and no Yugoslav bad example to avoid, things got rather hairy till ‘92, and several small but bloody wars were fought, with the occasional spot of ethnic cleansing. A Ukrainian nationalist seizure of nuclear assets was narrowly avoided, and “Red-Brown” Russian leaders snagged territory from the Ukraine and Kazakhstan, and attempted to reestablish authority in the trans-Causcus and the Baltic region, with varying levels of success. The experience was bloody enough, and the economic collapse (in this world blamed on the civil war(s) ) shattering enough to bring a later reaction: Russia in 2017 is moving to divest itself of some border territories, and under a more-or-less democratic government is trying to patch up its shaky relationship with Europe. 

There was no plausible cause like OTL’s “Star Wars” program for the economic disaster, which combined with the fact that a Democrat was in office 1981-1988 made it harder to spin the end of the Soviet Union as a triumph for the Republican party. Combined with a US right a bit less crazed by the 60s than OTL, and by 2017 one has a US perceptibly to the left of OTL, although still “right wing” in many ways by EU standards. The paranoid style, alas, still flourishes in American politics, although the targets are a bit different . A court case is currently going on in Texas as to whether shoulder-carried missile launchers are a legitimate form of home defense. 

With trade and other support from the USSR temporarily suspended, Manchurian Red China also economically collapsed, and was absorbed by ROC China, which almost choked on the costs of bringing the industrial hellscape of the North up to spec. The Red regime in Tibet, which had been a Soviet puppet from the start, fell apart, and the Dalai Lama returned from exile in 1997. (The Socialist Republic of Tibet had been no friendlier to Buddhist God-Kings than the OTL PRC). 

In 2017, the world is generally at peace. India is somewhat and China is significantly richer than OTL (and a lot freer), the US is less politically at odds with itself, and the global economy is currently ticking along nicely. Without the disasters of Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria Islamic fundamentalism remains weak compared to Arab secular nationalism (although the Islamic parties ended up taking over Egypt), and Islamic terrorism is only a small dark cloud on the horizon for most countries. Indonesia, some part of Africa and southern Korea are worse off than OTL, but overall the situation is comparable or better. The one really troublesome bit is the Israeli-Arab confrontation, which remains, rather more than OTL, an existential conflict, and the US, Russia, the EU, and China are all putting increasing pressure on both sides to end their arms race…

127. Field Notes From Crypotozoology World

The Sasquatch, or Big Foot, is the only non-human member of the Higher Primates to possess natural psychic skills. It has long used its mental abilities to avoid humans, being of a peaceable nature. (Although the Sasquatch's mental ability to read is prey's mind make it an excellent hunter, the same ability makes it extremely unpleasant for the Sasquatch to kill anything brighter than a fairly dull rabbit). Given its high intelligence and tendency to bury its dead in well-concealed locations, it was a mostly mythical creature to the early Amerindian settlers, variously seen as helpful, a prankster, or even (most unfairly) outright evil. Rarely encountered Sasquatch bones were used for making powerful ritual medicine, and anyone who actually was afforded a glimpse of one was considered a Shaman in the making.

After Europeans arrived in America, the Sasquatch was forced to withdraw into ever more confined areas as the human population burgeoned, eventually forcing them to resort to the theft of foodstuffs: long thought a myth or extinct by many Europeans in spite of the occasional skull, the first undeniable Sasquatch was shot in 1857 when it underestimated the range of rifle fire while fleeing (it thought) comfortably ahead of its pursuers. After the stuffed animal had made a tour of the nation, various ingenious (and mindless) traps were developed to catch more of them: some Sasquatch ended up in zoos, and rather more were killed. Desperate Sasquatch began to fight back, killing isolated unarmed individuals, stampeding cattle, etc., which led to a national panic, the deliberate setting of forest fires in "suspicious" forests, and the shooting of the Dog-Faced Man at Dr. Lao's Circus of Wonders.

Finally, after a Sasquatch family in hiding in British Columbian woods was able to telepathically contact a Sensitive farm boy, lines of communication were opened. Although not using tools and more complicated than pointy sticks and crudely shaped rocks, Sasquatch intelligence, sharpened by their means of communication, is high enough for them to have succeeded in a form of diplomacy with the US and Canadian governments. Nowadays it is hard to see how the modern legal system could work without Sasquatch to finger culprits, or how much maintaining and protecting from poaching our national parks would cost without the participation of their most notable inhabitants. And then there are all the lost hikers which have been pointed in the right direction by Sasquatch.

The city-dweller will rarely sight a Sasquatch not on TV. In spite of their legal usefulness, Sasquatch will not stay in the city on business for any longer than the absolute possible minimum, and usually stay inside windowless trucks when traversing city streets: contact with so many minds, especially if they are concentrating on them, is painful. Their talents are widely in demand abroad, but few Sasquatch are willing to travel overseas, much less take positions as game wardens in the sweltering African brush.

Sasquatch have full legal protection, but are not full US or Candian citizens, since they do not serve in the army, attend schools (although a few bold Sasquatch had audited university classes) or register to vote, apparently finding human politics too insane to comprehend.

Anti-Sasquatch violence is rare: aside from their ability to detect and avoid hostile minds, few humans really want to anger something than averages some seven and a half feet tall and weighs over 400 pounds (males, that is: females average some 10 inches shorter, but are almost as bulky). In any event, a Sasquatch in their native grounds will usually avoid human sightseers, being of a shy and retiring nature, and not desiring to be gawked at. If one is lucky enough for a Sasquatch to allow him or herself to be seen, please remember to be polite in your thoughts and remember that unless one is a telepathic sensitive (less than 1/20,000 of the population) communication with Sasquatch must be by sign language. Be patient in talking with a Sasquatch: since their normal mode of communication is mental, they tend to overlook a lack of joint understanding and can be cryptic in their communications. If you find yourself thinking that the problem is not your lack of understanding but that the Sasquatch is as thick as a post, one can expect the Sasquatch to use a very well known form of sign language involving one finger and then depart.

The Florida subspecies of Sasquatch, the Skunk Ape, is even larger than the normal variety, and mostly inhabits swamps. It is known for its strong body odor, and habits even shyer and more retiring than the regular Sasquatch: it is theorized that being telepathic, it knows what other people think of its smell, and is terribly embarrassed about the whole thing. Some recent thefts of high-powered deodorants from various Florida pharmacies have led some credence to this theory, although some locals think it's just a practical joke.

**************************************************

The Great Sea Serpent, as has been known since Linnaeus examined one beached in a storm on the Norwegian coast, is not actually a reptile, but the largest member of the eel family, reaching a maximum length of 120 feet. Although a ferocious carnivore that will eat anything smaller than a whale, it is a deepwater pelagic species rarely seen near shores, and in recorded history there are scarcely a dozen reliable records of swimmers taken by the Sea Serpent, and only rare cases of sailors being pulled off ships, although it is recorded that in the 15th and 16th centuries sailors were so scared of being attacked by sea serpents crossing the Atlantic that many ships actually roofed over their many decks or erected thick cord tenting to induce a sense of safety. (Nobody has ever been taken from a ship with a deck more than 20' feet above the water, but some of the ships of the era were quite small).

The Great Sea Serpent, not being amphibious, is not seen on the surface often enough to have made harpooning it at all profitable, and was not hunted commercially until the early 20th century, when the use of steel cable and massive hooks baited with meat and dangled at depths below those frequented by sharks, combined with explosive-headed harpoons made catching the Serpent, if still not _easy_, at least commercially practical. Most who have tasted it think Sea Serpent tastes terrible, but its body can be processed for a number of valuable oils, and of course it's terrible, fanged jaws are popular with collectors. (East Asians also think, like most large animals, that various of its body parts can restore sexual potency). The world population seems to have dropped considerably between 1910 and the 1970s, when most countries, except Japan and Norway, entered into a fishing moratorium.

It is noted that its body undulates up and down rather than the back-and forth motion of most fish due to its lateral fin construction: this leads to the "many small bumps" profile familiar to Sea Serpent watchers. Portions of its head are phosphorescent, perhaps to act as a lure in the deep seas. There are several species world-wide, the largest being the Atlantic Black, while the Japanese Horse-Headed Serpent of the North Pacific is perhaps the most distinctive in appearance. It's only known predators as an adult are the Orca or killer whale (which, however, will avoid the larger specimens) and, based upon the stomach contents of one washed ashore in Brazil in 1938, the Colossal Octopus of the greater deeps.

Some Polynesian tribes, living on small islands next to deep Ocean floors, were familiar enough with the Serpent to worship it as a God, and famous US missionary Larry "snakeoil" Soames was known to bring along a 3-foot head of an immature Serpent AKA "false God" preserved in alcohol when preaching to the Heathens of the Pacific. Often identified as the Leviathan of the Bible by Christians, the Great Serpent is popularly mythologized as merely the spawn of some vaster sea serpent, which will make an appearance when the End of Days comes, any day now, for sure, and a number of fundamentalists recently picketed the Los Angeles Aquarium for displaying a 50-foot specimen in a tank, which, they claimed, promoted serpent-worship.

************************************************** *

The Mongolian Death Worm is a rare member of the Annelid Phylum, found in Mongolia, some parts of eastern Siberia, and Manchuria. Possessed of a number of unique features, the Death Worm is generally classified in a separate sub-class within the Clitellata, of which it is the only member. Growing to a maximum of 6 feet when extended, the Death Worm is smaller than the giant earthworm of South Africa, but the thickness of its bulky, dark red body means that it does not weigh much less: some specimens have exceeded 2 and ½ ib. upon measurement. A deep-soil burrower, the Death Worm is rarely seen on the surface save in the aftermath of a truly ferocious rainstorm, and is carefully avoided when spotted: if disturbed the Worm may spit a corrosive chemical that can blind if it hits the eyes at a distance of 12-15 feet, and the skin itself exudes a highly irritating chemical that can raise blisters on human skin.

It is reported that one of the Great Khans (reports differ as to which one) kept a pit full of them to drop people who offended him into: it is more reliably reported that Ungern Von Sternberg kept one as a pet during his brief Mongolian rule.

************************************************** **

The Colossal Octopus, the largest of all invertebrates, is rarely seen by humans, even at night rarely rising above 20 meters of depth: its enormous eyes are extremely light-sensitive, and even starlight is bright by its standards. The exact size it unknown, but from those few specimens washed ashore or spotted by deep-sea robotic rovers, the tentacle length may exceed 100 feet and the body 20 feet. It is far tougher and leatherier than the soft-bodied giant squid, and therefore more likely to survive more or less in one piece when washed ashore: sea birds have a tough time eating them until they have had a week or so to decay. It may sometimes be killed by whales, but judging from the terrible scars carried by some Sperm Whales, it may well be that such a contest occasionally has a different winner.

Although there is one reliably witnessed case in the early Middle Ages of a ship pulled down by a Colossal Octopus, this would seem to be atypical behavior, given the photophobia of the Colossal Octopus and perhaps represents a sick or dying specimen. Of course, it may well be that there are other cases which were never reported because they occurred well out to sea and there were no survivors: there are three well-attested cases of small submarines in the modern era having unfortunate encounters with colossal octopi while cruising at depth. The Colossal Octopus is a true omnivore, and will devour anything organic that comes into reach of its tentacles, judging from the stomach contents of beached species: in areas where there is a sheer dropoff into the deep ocean, divers may be at some risk, although realistically sharks provide a more probably menace to the deep-sea diver.

Unlike the Sea Serpent and the Giant Squid, which appear to have world-wide distribution, the Colossal Octopus is a native of the Atlantic. There are no Colossal Octopi in the Mediterranean, but there is a roughly half-sized, shallower water subspecies in the Caribbean, locally known as the Lusca, which occasionally inhabits the island "blue holes" and forms a menace to divers: many of these creatures have been slaughtered by local fishermen in recent decades through the enthusiastic use of dynamite. In 2000-2010, the Shanghai Aquarium gained international fame when it successfully hatched and grew to already impressive size Lusca eggs found by Caribbean fishermen.

How old the Colossal Octopus may live remains uncertain, although studies of those specimens that have washed ashore indicate decades of growth. Also unknown is how intelligent the Octopus may be: its brain is as colossal as the rest of it, and the sheer complexity of phosphorescent color and light patterns on a specimen photographed by robot at 5500 feet has suggested to some a possible means of communication. The notion that the long and jagged-ended piece of whale rib found encircled in the tentacle of a specimen washed ashore in 1958 was a tool – much less a weapon – is of course pooh-poohed by all serious investigators.

******************************************************************************

The Umber-backed, or Black Anaconda of the Amazon is the largest of all modern snakes. The longest specimens to be measured top out at about 61 feet, although reliable reports of lengths of up to 70 have been recorded. (Less reliable reports go up to 200 feet: the Brazilians do enjoy a tall story). Even sticking with the more mundane measurements, the Black Anaconda is the only snake in the world to be able to swallow whole a grown man: an aggressive and opportunistic predator, it has often been recorded as doing so.

The Black Anaconda is native to the lands of the Amazonian flood plain: due to its enormous mass, it cannot move quickly on land and is usually found in or around water, whether rivers or lakes or swamps. It is a quick and agile swimmer, and possesses a remarkable sensitivity to movement and vibration, allowing it to detect and seize prey in even the murkiest of waters.
It was feared and worshipped by the Amazonian tribes before the arrival of the Europeans, and settlement of large portions of the upper Amazon and Negro rivers was delayed by the fear generated by these giant serpents. This led to the almost legendary stature in Brazilian culture of o Cacadora da Serpente, the snake hunter. Celebrated in song, story, and cheap pulp magazine, with only his gun, dog, and a few valiant companions the hunter would penetrate the deepest jungle to beard the deadly beast in its lair, often perishing himself in the effort.

Although there are still swaggering, macho snake hunters, reality is much different from what it was: with modern semi-automatic weapons, high explosives, etc. the Black Anaconda is very much the underdog in the contest nowadays, and has been so thoroughly slaughtered as to be extinct outside of a very few, almost impenetrable regions of jungle and swamp. However, the sympathetic nature lover should recall that the Black Anaconda is still one of the world's deadliest predators, and is quite dangerous to the unwary. Back in the 1990s, an ill-equipped National Geographic documentary team lost three members killed by these giants: a largely fictionalized movie version of these events was later made starring Jennifer Lopez and Ice Cube.

*******************************************

The Fairy, or Elf, is in fact a degenerated branch of humanity. Descended from pre-Celtic inhabitants of the British Isles, the Tuatha De Dannan, certain groups of these peoples went into hiding in Ireland and western Britain within the extensive cave systems carved out by their ancestors as part of their worship of their Chthonic Gods: although most became extinct by the early modern era, small populations survived into the modern era by developing a lifestyle based on stealth and a mostly nocturnal lifestyle, poaching, night fishing, orchard raiding, theft of animals, and occasional cannibalism. Given the limited size of populations, inbreeding became a severe problem, leading to the customary habit of child theft to occasionally bring some "fresh blood" into the community. Isolated communities were often frightened into providing "protection money" in the form of dairy goods.

Their relations with the above-ground civilization were not entirely parasitic: if one wanted a murder done and a body disappeared, the Fair Folk were always willing to dicker with one who approached the old mounds at night and made the proper prayers. Also, the Tuatha De Dannan are more psychically sensitive than most humans, and often could uncover secrets and plots when above-grounders were baffled.

Although various British kings and lords attempted to exterminate the "fair folk", the lack of access to their underground communities save by the narrowest and most twisty of tunnels (quite impassable to someone wearing armor), their willingness to commit suicide rather than be captured, their multitude of backup tunnels and alternate residences, their psychic sensitivity, and often the protection of locals who feared their wrath meant that this always ended in failure, although the early Plantagenets apparently managed to reduce their population sharply. The Tuatha De Dannan's population was further reduced by the Black Death (the rat having long been a food animal), to the point where by the 15th century some British writers were expressing disbelief in their very existence, a mistake not made by the Irish. Their population appears to have recovered over the next two centuries, and there was a regular rash of kidnappings and theft of animals and other foodstuffs during the English Civil War, which was generally blamed by the Roundheads and Cavaliers on eachother: not until the 18th century, due to the vigorous propagandizing efforts of Swift, did the government again concentrate on the Fairy problem in Ireland, and later in Wales.

As a result of vigorous efforts to stamp out the Fairies during the Georgian era, including the digging up of mounds, the flooding of tunnels, the use of mantraps, etc., there was a considerable drop-off of activity, and some claimed by the reign of George III the Tuatha De Dannan had become extinct. However, they survived, rarer and warier than ever, and it would not be until the late 19th century that the application of bloodhounds, modern industrial machinery and the organizational abilities of a modern state to the location and digging out of their cave systems that the Fair Folk were finally winkled out of their last refuges.

In spite of the propaganda of such haters as Arthur Machen, resolutions to exile the remaining Tuatha De Dannan to Australia or exterminate them entirely failed to make it through Parliament. In the end, some small acreages of land were set aside for the Tuatha De Dannan and efforts were made to Christianize them and teach them how to farm and maintain a trade.
One occasionally sees them begging on the streets in England or Ireland, short, generally less than four and a half feet tall, with large, pendulous ears and long thin fingers, pale even by British standards, and always wearing dark glasses: a hundred generations of underground and nocturnal existence have evolved night sight far superior to that of non-Fey, but bright sunlight is painful (the Fair Folk also tend to suffer from rather high levels of skin cancer). They have not adopted well to modern conditions, and have not grown in numbers: there has been a bit of a cultural revival in recent decades, however, and the Old Religion, practiced in secret during the era of suppression, has been legal since the 1970s and even attracts some non-Fey followers (although the human sacrifice bit is now Right Out). Some of the old burrows have been reopened, and many have returned to traditional underground living (now with TV).

One thing that many speculate on is whether some "independent Fairies" still exist in the wild: some Fey just drop out of sight occasionally. It seems unlikely that they could hide in a country as densely populated as Britain, but some have moved abroad: and there have been some suspicious reports of sheep-disappearances in the US west and New Zealand…

************************************************** *

The Chupacabra, or Goatsucker, is the largest of the blood-sucking mammals such as the Vampire bat: there are several species, widely distributed from the American southwest to Chile. They are not often seen by people, being cautious and nocturnal, and are usually hunted by tracking to their burrows. (Chupacabra are energetic diggers). The Chupacabra family has historically been classed as part of the Mustelidae, but some recent studies indicate that it may the one remaining descendant of an extremely ancient order of reptile-like mammals.

All five species of Chupacabra are carnivores and bloodsuckers, and four of the species are also scavengers, which may explain the largely hairless nature of all species. They are distinguished by the triple-bite mark inflicted by two upper and one lower (actually a fused pair) enlarged stabbing teeth. All species have a notable spiny dorsal ridge, most prominent in the grey-backed Mexican species, and such "reptilian" features as thick, fleshy tails, low-slung bodies, small ears and formidable non-retractable claws. The brown-spotted Chupacabra most often seen in the US southwest is notable for its ability to leap considerable distances on its large hind legs when threatened, and is physically distinct enough from the other four species that some classify them in a separate family of its own.

Two of the three species seen north of Panama live on diets mostly of blood: the grey Mexican Chupacabra does not even eat carrion and rarely eats internal organs, and is the "purest" bloodsucker of the family: due to this, it must consume large amounts of blood, and is the most common and prolific killer among the species, and carries large bounties when caught. The largest of the Mexican species was occasionally used as a food animal by the Maya and the Aztecs, but due to the impracticality of raising a pure carnivore as a food animal, appears to have been a minor part of their diet. They were disliked on sight by the Spanish Conquistadors, who referred to them as El Perro del Diablo, the Devil's dog.

Chupacabra, like the Coyote, are smart and adaptable, and have so far resisted all efforts to exterminate them, going so far as to infiltrate cattle feedlots to drink the blood of the cattle at night. Like the vampire bat, the Chupacabra has a numbing agent in its saliva that allows it to feed off such large animals without them panicking. There are no reported cases of even the largest species (as large as a good-sized dog) attacking a healthy human, but weak and sick people, and those lost it the wilderness, have occasionally become victims. The smallest species of Chupacabra, the dwarf species of Peru and Chile, is about the size of a smallish cat, and has actually been domesticated by some people, feeding them on internal organs (the bloodier the better). In the US, such people usually wear a lot of black and are considered "creepy."

******************************************************************************


The Mokele-mbeme, one of the last of the ancient sauropods, is today found in the wild only in a few regions of the central African jungle. As paleontology has revealed over the last 50 years, a few species of dinosaur survived the great extinction of 60 million years ago, but slowly died off as they were outcompeted by mammal species: currently there are only three known surviving species, the Freshwater Plesiosaur (Plesiosaurus Nessiensus), the dwarf Plesiosaur found in some US lakes, and the Mokele-mbeme (Brontosaurus [1] Africanus). Although currently confined to the densest swamps and jungles of Africa, the Mokele-mbeme appears to have had a wider range in relatively recent times, and appears to have been hunted by Cro-Magnon man along the Nile as recently as 35,000 BC.

Roughly the size of an African elephant, the Mokele-mbeme is a dwarfed version of its ancestors, adapted, like the small forest elephant, for a climax jungle environment. It is grey-brown in color, and relatively thickly built, with a shorter neck and tail, than its ancestors. It is a warm-blooded egg layer, which has survived the aeons by a survival pattern of maximal reproduction, laying roughly one egg a day every day of its 50-year adult lifespan. The great majority of its eggs (in spite of their tough, leathery hides) and chicken-sized newborns fall prey to predators, but with 16,000 chances, the odds are that some survive to adulthood.

The main problem for the last few tens of thousands of years has been human predators, which have led to it extinction over most of its former range, and has decimated the remaining population over the last century, after Lt. Paul Gratz was the first European to put a large-caliber bullet through a Mokele-mbeme's head. Fortunately, the Mokele-mbeme's profligate egg-laying habits have facilitated breeding programs, although the legnth of time to maturity, the voracious appetite, and the tendency to walk right through fences have so far confounded hopes of making the Mokele-mbeme into a valuable stock animal.

*************************************************

The Yeti, or abominable snowman, is found in Tibet, Nepal and some small areas of Bhutan. Like the Sasquatch of North America, the Yeti is a cold-adapted anthropoid, although less intelligent and lacking the psychic skills of the American species. Generally shorter than the Sasquatch, the Yeti, with its thick-bodied, cold-adpated form rivals it in bulk. It has a long coat of dense fur, which is red-brown in summer and turns snow-white in winter. The feet have unusually thick, cartiligineous soles heavily lined with blood vessels, allowing it to travel across snow and ice without the danger of frostbite. The male Yeti is distinguishable at a distance from the female thanks to the bony sagittal crest which given him his characteristic "cone-headed" look.

Although once widely distributed in high mountain forests and pastures (the legend of the "wild man of the woods" extends from Europe to SE Asia), the Yeti is currently confined to the highest mountains of central Asia, and is considered an endangered species. It is most feared by the locals, since the Yeti is a far more carnivorous omnivore that the American Sasquatch, and eats antelope, bats, cats, camels, goats, leopards, marmots, sheep, pika, ponies, people, rats, sheep, yaks, and especially enjoys rabbits. Although it is too cautious to attack large parties or raid villages, it is a serious threat to solitary hunters and travelers, and small parties camping in the mountains may awake to find one of their members missing in the morning.

In spite of human hostility, up until modern times the Tibetans and Nepalese had been unable to rid themselves of the Yeti, which although not as intelligent as human beings or Sasquatch is quite cunning, able to bound along from rock to rock like a mountain goat or scale cliffs no human can surmount, with enough tool-making skill to use leafy branches or hides to wipe out its trail (giving rise to certain legends of flying abilities), and at times using avalanches to wipe out human pursuers. The Yeti dwells in hidden caves at great elevations, descending to hunt lower down the mountain, and changes residence over time as supplies of prey fluctuate. It's caves often are found littered with all sorts of oddments, the Yeti having a magpie-like taste for collecting things that catch its eye.

Although the first clear description of a Yeti was brought back to Europe by Marco Polo, who observed one in a cage at the court of Kublai Khan, it was not examined scientifically until one was killed during the Younghusband expedition, spotted with binoculars and shot at extreme range by an army sniper while climbing a sheer cliff. Although mangled by the fall, the body proved of considerable interest, and Yeti-hunting is sometimes accounted as one of the reasons for the British annexation of Tibet.

Although a number of Yeti have been captured alive, they do not do well in captivity: they do not breed, and are morose and intractable. Although there has been much study done to determine their intelligence, it is complicated by the fact that Yeti simply do not like human beings, and those who work with Yeti are usually noticeable in a crowd due to the frequency with which they are missing body parts. And Yeti in captivity work hard to make their captors unhappy: they work at escaping with persistence and dedication, and must be kept behind bulletproof glass or heavy wire due to their habit of pitching rocks [2] with great accuracy and strength at anyone coming by to see them.

Given the current Tibetan government's use of modern weapons to drive the Yeti out of areas where they might threaten the human population (which is to say, everywhere except the most barren and desolate areas of the NW) and similar events in Nepal, combined with the continued failure to breed Yeti in captivity, some fear that this proud and lonely giant of the mountains may not last out the 21st century…

****************************************

The Umdhelebi tree of Zululand is the only known carnivorous plant to use chemical weaponry against its prey. Growing to a maximum height of 30 feet, with a broad canopy and large, fragile-looking green leaves, the Umdhelebi is distinguished by the black outer bark, which slowly flakes off and is replaced by the greenish under-bark, which in turn blackens. In season it produces small red and black fruits. The tree provides itself with a supply of fertilizer by producing a toxic gas in root nodes with the aid of symbiotic bacteria, which then filters through the soil to the surface. Animals feeding on the fallen fruit, which acts as a lure, soon fall unconscious and then perish, their decay accelerated by a long-term corrosive effect of the gas.

The gas is heavy and low-lying, and the fruit grows on the higher branches: the seeds are spread by a few types of tropical birds, which fly in above the gas and feed on the fruit. Interestingly enough, long-term consumption of the fruit appears to confer some immunity to the gas, minimizing the danger to birds which commonly visit the tree: this appears to be a case of co-evolution. The Umdhelebi is often identified with the mythical Upas tree, but is not found outside of eastern South Africa. It has frequently made appearances in shows about the Perils and Mysteries of Africa, and in movies, often with the rather absurd addition of grasping tendrils and roots.

The Zulu and related tribes considered the tree to be the home of a powerful evil spirit and sacrificed goats to it to appease it: however, if the trees become numerous enough to become a nuisance (long-term unpleasant effects from the gas can occur to anyone who puts their hut as much as 100 yards downwind) a shaman would be hired to "bind" the spirit into the tree so it could not escape and the tree would then be set afire during the dry season with flaming arrows.

The fruit, mildly toxic to humans, has become a minor luxury item for those with a taste for "extreme" foods such as fugu. Largely wiped out by the quite non-reverent British and Boers, the Umdhelebi is now endangered, and a traveler in Zululand will occasionally note 100-meter circular fences with "KEEP OUT! POISON GAS!" signs caging seemingly nothing but grass, bushes – and a tree…

[1] Sometimes known by the obsolete synonym "Apatosaurus"

[2] And if rocks are not available, bits of wood, chunks of exercise equipment, their own feces, etc.

128. Cold War with the Newts

Riffin' on Karl Capek's "The War with the Newts"

By the year 2010 the Newt War has begun to recede into memory: it having essentially dragged to a stalemate in the late 1980s, a new generation has grown up neither knowing the Newts as the implacable enemy of their parents or the troubling slave-species of their grandparents. They are an Enemy, but the horror and revulsion of their parents towards Newts and anything "Newtish" somewhat disturbs young people.

But then, among the older generations, the old terror that the Newts might succeed in sinking the continents still lingers, in spite of Professor Appfelbanger of Ulm's calculation that the razing of Europe, the lowest-lying of the continents (which would require the removal of 735,000 cubic miles of rock and earth) would take a full billion Newts with the best equipment a nation that size could afford some 1,146.21 years (and of course, after the destruction of such traitorous (AKA "starving", "blockaded") nations as Japan and the UK, high-powered mining equipment is harder to obtain in the seas).

Such calculations, after all, fail to take into account just how much of the Earth's surface is only a few dozen feet or less above sea level, requiring far less effort in terms of Earth removal and undermining to submerge: the fact that an inhabitant of the Western interior of the US might not have anything to worry about does little to reassure a member of the Dutch Diaspora.

The War was not ended when the Newt's terrestrial sources of supply were cut off: using conquered Island bases and shorelines and captive humans (most notably the coastal cities of Australia) the Newts proved able to construct much equipment of their own, and proved ingenious in developing underwater factories using only a minimum of materials by necessity manufactured above water. The Newt assault was brought to a halt by a combination of factors; on the one hand, human maneuvers such as the effort to establish "continental autarchy", the evacuation of shorelines combined with "scorched earth" tactics, the damming of rivers, and the sophisticated use of sensitive seismographs and giant explosive mines to collapse Newt undermining efforts before they could bring ground stability to a point of crisis; on the other, the discovery by the Newts that collapsing huge portions of shoreline into the sea does not give you a rich and stable shallow-water ecosystem anywhere near overnight (sharply setting back prospects for unlimited new breeding), and that the Newt King's promises that humanity would serve them were hollow, led to rising discontent leading finally to the assassination of the Newt King and his replacement with Rule By Committee, which the Newts found much more comfortable.

Eventually, an armistice was achieved (although the wilder free Newts of the Pacific took rather longer to sign onto it and evacuate some of the human islands they held): humans had no real options for destroying the Newts for good that would not also involve poisoning the entire ocean and creating an ecological holocaust, while the Newts had no real ability to penetrate deep inland. And humans did not at all like the harsh, regimented life and massive cut in living standards the unending war effort had brought about (the Newts minded it less: descended from communal weir-dam- and-tunnel builders rather than hunter-gatherers, Newts _like_ repetitive work).

In the current year world human population stands at some 5 billion, lower than OTL thanks to the long war with the Newts and the Newt takeover of various low-lying areas near the sea – often formerly areas of rich agriculture and dense population. The exact number of Newts is unknown, but most scientists estimate it as being somewhere in the same range – although Newts intensively cultivate the shorelines, lagoons, coastal swamps and the continental shelves out to roughly 500 feet in depth with fish farms, algae plantations, etc., their living space is limited (generally Newts do not find conditions comfortable below 200 feet): most Newt tadpoles are eaten before they achieve proto-sapience.

The efforts to establish Continental Autarchy and resist those traitorous nations that would sell off other's land or trade with the Newtish Enemy led to the (often bloody) formation of various transnational power blocks, some of which have held together in the new peacetime (others, not so much).

The North American Union is thoroughly dominated by the US, which has absorbed Canada (less Quebec) outright, and openly talks about incorporating Mexico. The United States of Europe, initially badly hampered by internal political quarrels, consolidated with the collapse of the German Fascist regime [1] (after a series of military disasters culminating in the Foundering of Hamburg) and moreso after the destruction of Britain's industries (and much of its population) united the Continental nations in a sort of Mau-Mau like blood pact. Today only a few of the poorer Mediterranean states are not full member states of the USE (and then there is Britain, still undergoing Reconstruction under a joint European mandate).

Soviet Great Asia has however fallen messily apart, breaking up into the Chinese Republic, the SE Asian Soviet, and the Soviet Union itself, which barely managed to come out of the debacle with the minor gains of Xianjing, Outer Mongolia, and Tibet. (Korea, during the war years the residence of the "legitimist" anti-Newt Japanese government, became Korean-run after the Soviet Intervention of 1989, and remains a Soviet ally). Japan proper is currently divided between the USSR and the United States, which has reestablished itself as a Pacific power after the Armistice.

The national government that took power in India after the collapse of British rule attempted to pursue a policy of strict neutrality in the Newt War, but after its refusal to provide war material to the Newts led to the flooding of much of Bengal India joined the Continental System, although it did not become fully Integrated with the Tabriz Union to the west (unified by the Turks, either with persuasion or loads of Soviet and European-provided military hardware).

While the War and the Bengali Exodus forged bonds between Indian and Hindu Muslims strong enough to have kept India together and relatively democratic in the year 2010, the Renewed Ottoman Empire is today by necessity a harsh and militarist place, suffering from internal stresses (most notably Iranian Shiite separatism, sponsored by the USSR) and fears of foreign military intervention as its dominant share of the world's oil supply provoke envy and suspicion.

Two Continents never really succeeded in achieving unity – Africa and South America. Although the US sponsored a unified continent under Brazilian leadership, the non-Portuguese rest of South America resented this, and poor internal communications hampered the development of either effective military control or economic self-sufficiency: things were not helped appreciably when the Newts overran much of Brazil through its extensive network of huge, deep rivers. Although the Brazilians managed to eventually establish control over much of the continent with the aid of frequent US invasions (by air, since even without the Newts there was no highway going through the Panamanian jungle), what with economic collapse and rebellions, South America remained fairly chaotic until the end of the war. (The Newt extraction of foodstuffs from the Amazon caused horrendous ecological damage that was much commented on at the time, but really wasn't worse what the OTL Brazilians did by themselves 1960-2010). The lefty Andean Union emerged from the mess as a Soviet ally: the rest of the continent remains contended between the US and Europe.

Africa, with the Suez area blockaded, bombarded and gassed by the Newts, remained accessible by air, and in the interior regions, far from the sea, colonial rule continued through the war, although the expensive demands of wartime provoked more than one rebellion. Mostly highlands, and very poor in industry, Africa wasn't much of a Newt target in any event (with a few important exceptions, such as the Niger Delta oilfields, flooded and then Newt-repurposed, or the Libyan Sea). Most remaining colonies became independent over the last two decades: efforts to create a United States of Africa or at least a Unified Francophonie have not benefitted from European hostility to the notion (they already dislike the raw materials concentration in the Ottoman Empire). Large Union of South Africa is Large.

Democracy has had a bad time of it: the Asians are all dictatorships of one sort of another, as are most of the states of Africa. Europe is fairly democratic, but has a rather creepy fascist European-is-beautiful-center-of-all-civilization-marching-boys-in-uniform vibe about it, and most states retain rather alarming "emergency powers" from the wartime years. (And then there is the Dutch Diaspora, which tends to go all genocidal whenever the Newts are mentioned, as do the British, who however also tend to go genocidal when talking about "collaborators" – in some cases collaborators with the Newts, in other cases collaborators with the European-backed "national rebirth" government).

The United States, with its biggest cities by the sea and its low-lying eastern coast, suffered considerable damage and disruptions during the war, but has managed to make an economic comeback in the last two decades. Although proportionally rather more of its population lives well inland and in the mountainous west (mile-high Albuquerque, New Mexico has over a million and a half inhabitants), New New York is growing rapidly: funded by some of former New York's fabulously wealthy, it has already surpassed half a million as its inhabitants, mostly refugees from the largely flooded metropolis, strive to replicate the best of sunken Manhattan on the Alleghany plateau. The US is still fairly democratic, but is also the most Technocratic of human nations, the "armory of humanity" during the Newt War having come to embrace science and technology to an extent other human nations denigrate as "Newtish", and correspondingly suffering from an excess of "scientific" planning.

The Soviet Union, always well set up for an emergency wartime economy, has not done so well in peacetime, and current economic difficulties have not been helped by the ongoing spitting match with China. Australia is a US protectorate, while Indonesia (mostly under Newt control during the War) was formerly under strong influence from the Southeast Asian Soviet, but after civil war broke out there, has moved closer to India.

************************************************** **

The Newts are intelligent amphibians, some four foot high standing on their hind feet, five-toed feet and four-finger hands including opposable thumbs. They can walk upright on land, but tend to sway from side to side in a somewhat comical manner. Their skins, which secrete a defensive toxin, are (usually) black and shiny, their heads large and round with black goggle-eyes. Their long and flexible tongues can master most human languages, although they have trouble with the letter "r" and agglutinative languages. Remnants of an earlier era, they had survived for ages as a tiny population in a saltwater lagoon on an isolated peak of a crumbled continent surrounded by seas too deep and shark-infested for them to cross, until a British naval vessel captured some of them and, so to speak, let the genie out of the bottle.

They are in some ways superior to humans, being faster learners and more persistent workers, much faster breeders, and have some quite remarkable regenerative powers (aside from tails, they can regrow limbs and eyes and even some internal organs). On the other hand, they are also vulnerable to drying out, which can happen rather quickly out of water and in sunny conditions, and are not a particularly imaginative or creative species. They were also long hampered in their efforts to escape their condition of serfdom by their inherently conflict-avoiding attitude: having little in the way of natural defenses save their toxic slime (which does little to discourage sharks), their normal response to threats is to burrow and hide rather than fight back, and although they were quick to learn to use human weapons to defend themselves from sharks (only deep-sea pelagic and abyssal varieties have escaped extinction), their first effective military leader, the "Newt King", was in fact a human renegade with dreams of Evil Overlord (with a harem and all) status.

The Newts still have their own language, but it is a language of sex and burrowing and the ocean: for science and planning and working Newts use standard Simplified English as a means of communication, everywhere except for the "free Newts" of the Pacific, which speak several human languages as needed. Newts like fairly still and shallow water, and use elaborate systems of dams and weirs to keep the water flow slow and even in their underwater communities. Although much of the construction of Newt cities, nowadays made of special chemical foams that harden into solid walls underwater rather than expensive metal, factories and shops and government buildings, etc., rests on the seafloor, the Newts historically have spent the brighter daylight hours resting in burrows, and Newt living quarters are usually dug into the seabed. Newt society is generally collective, Newts generally being happiest when working together en masse.

A proviso here: that is, male Newts. During the mating season, there are frenzied mass spawning like some ordinary amphibian species, but during the rest of the year, males and females don't have much to do with eachother. Females have their own society, parallel and separate from the male one, and tend to be loners by Newt standards: although some of Newtdoms most creative scientists and inventors come from among the females of the species, they generally do not get along well in mass-labor situations. When humans talk of "Newt Society" then generally think of males: females are less tractable slaves and were only a small percentage of the population that most humans during the period of Newt enslavement were likely to meet: nowadays, female Newts rarely if ever come out of the water.

Newt government, unless a human can be found to be decisive and violent, tends towards lots of committees and argument: it tends to move very slowly until consensus is reached, after which it can move forward with almost irresistible momentum. Newts do not buck the crowd, and it is perhaps characteristic of their species that the only known form of Newt-invented "art" is the great mass dances held on the shores, under the moonlight, at the start of the mating season by the males.

Female Newts sometimes sing beneath the sea. Nobody knows what their songs mean: although many of them have learned human languages, the language of the female Newts is far more a mystery to humans than that of the male Newts (and that only remains partially and spottily understood).

The continental shelves above the levels where algae will not grow is as densely cultivated as south China: fish farms confined with sonic barriers, algae plantations rooted and floating, barnacle and clam habitats, edible corals and jellyfish ranches. This has of course meant the large-scale extermination of less useful species: the ecological consequences, in plagues of unwanted algae or bacteria or god knows what, are still working themselves out, to the consternation of Newt cultivators and food bureaus: in their defense, it must be noted that very few above-water humans had considered the ecological consequences of explosive Newt population growth, either.

Newt society is collectivist, somewhat "socialistic" and very materialistic: Newt religions tend to be vaporous, faddish (if occasionally very odd) things, and building, eating, sleeping and reproducing is the norm of life for the majority of Newts, who worry about things a lot less than humans (the neurotic Newt is a rare organism indeed). Newt creative energies usually go into building things or scientific work: the Newts have little art, although they do have some crude decorative impulses re their homes and cities, and the males at least don't find much of interest in music. They do have a literature of extraordinary tediousness in which construction of a complex, involved plot with all the threads neatly tied together at the end is more important than such minor issues as pace, characterization, imagination…

The biggest weakness of Newt technology is the problem of chemistry in an effectively infinite pool of solvent, and some of their manufacturing procedures still need air, although the use of automated, entirely sealed underwater factories is growing increasingly important. This has forced the Newts to concentrate some important facilities on many small scattered islands, sandbars, etc., (many of them Newt-built for humans and then seized after the revolt) which creates certain vulnerabilities in case of war. The Newts are working on the problem. Newt machinery is variously powered by wind and solar (floating on the surface, cables going into the depths), thermal differential between different levels of the sea, and oil (North Sea oil? Mexican Gulf oil? Newt oil). Atomic power in this somewhat different universe is harder to achieve than OTL, fortunately since otherwise humans and Newts would probably have blown each other up a while ago: it currently remains a very experimental thing involving Giant Machines of Superscience, and speculations on whether Atomic Power when finally achieved will Save the World or Doom it appear in the papers whenever someone has even the teensiest breakthrough to report. Chemical and biological agents (some more powerful than anything developed in our world) are the doomsday weapons of choice.

The Newts find Global Warming very, very funny.

Newts nowadays cross the ocean by submarine (Newt submarine design is aided by the fact that leaks don't really matter): however, the Transatlantic Tunnel promises to soon be completed. Newts aren't allowed any aircraft by the stipulations of the Armistice, and in any event most Newts, dwellers in a buoyant medium in which "falling" is unknown, find the idea of travelling through air rather terrifying. Newts are tolerated in a few countries enough to come on shore as tourists (business matters usually take place over the phone lines), wearing special reverse "wet suits" that keep them moist and protect them from sunlight (the Newt tourist will always check to make sure their hotel room has a full bath). In hot climates, Newts must mount heavy and uncomfortable cooling units on the backs of their suits. Humans of course can do the reverse as visit Newt territory – more safely, given the less aggressive nature of the Newts as individuals - but since they need to bring their own air, tend to be rather more limited in their capacity to enjoy the local amenities.

Trade, in fact, has slowly been reestablished between the Newts and the surface world. There are a lot of valuable mineral resources beneath the sea, and in the seawater itself (the Newts have developed a pseudo-organic substance that does a great job of filtering out, say, gold), and the surface can manufacture a lot of things (metal things, in particular) a lot more cheaply than the Ocean realm can. Although there remain endless lists of forbidden trade items, greed and increasing complacency has led to the steady erosion of the total trade freeze of the war years.

If there are strict limits on what humans can sell to Newts, it works the other way to some extent: ocean fish and other foodstuffs are now rare luxury items in human lands, food surpluses meaning in Newt thinking "more baby Newts, yay" rather than "trade items."

Newt society, being a development of the last seventy years or so, is much more homogenous than that of humans, but there are a couple major divisions. Newts, given their small initial population, are badly interbred, and only the vast numbers of Newt children (a female can produce up to 100 fertile eggs in a year) keep genetic damage from crippling the population: as it is, a high number of genetic sports and mutants occur, which is how many suggest the Baltic Newt got its start. Larger and lighter (more grey than black) than the majority of its fellow Newts, they have fastened on to the German notion that this was a higher, "Nordic" type of Newt: currently colonizing northern areas considered less than suitable by "black" Newts, (Newts can survive being frozen and revived, but generally don't like cold) the Nordic Newt treats its fellows with a sort of sniffy condescension that in a more bloody-minded species would probably have led to violence by now.

Then there are the "Free Newts" of many a Pacific island and atoll, with only a crude technological package begged, borrowed or stolen from humans: they think of the other Newts, former slaves and the descendants of slaves as far too "human" and Un-Newtish, and resent their efforts to "modernize" and "civilize" them.

Inter-Newt warfare, in spite of human hopes, remains unobserved.

************************************************

Technology is somewhat different: aircraft travel is more developed and extensive for overseas travel than in our world (and the aircraft considerably larger), while civilian travel on land, to save fuel for airplanes, is generally by high-speed electrical rail (the latest Trans-Siberian Express can go from Moscow to Pyongyang in only 29 hours), the trains being rather enormous by the standards of our world. Things are fast, shiny, powerful, metallic, and colorful: a Popular Mechanics sort of world. Study of Newt regenerative abilities have been useful for the advance of medicine, and fingers and toes (if not yet entire limbs) can be re-grown in the hospital, and the hydrogen-cell powered mechanical arm or leg are available for those with larger injuries. Dryland farming technique has reached new heights of efficiency as prime farming areas near coasts were lost. Unmanned rockets have been to the Moon: there has been some talk lately of colonizing Mars, which in telescopic observations seems rather dry and barren – in other words, a place unlikely to ever be visited by Newts. A number of manned satellite stations keep an increasingly close eye from above on Newt activities: the Newts begin to wonder if giving up the skies was entirely wise.

Swimming is no longer a popular activity, and the edges of the continents are all lined with massive metalloceramic composite walls and breakwaters, (concrete in poorer nations) extending deep below the ground: nobody goes to the beach anymore, and all rivers are massively dammed. People still take baths, but being too enthusiastic about water sports is considered "Newtish", and seawater is seen as dirty and corrupt (all those fish and Newts pooping in it, for one thing). Mountain living is popular. Body hair is In. Black people in America still go in for big Afros: it's bad enough being Newt-colored ("Black is beautiful" has been a hard sell in this world) without a dark, smooth shiny head…
(Of course, teenagers being teenagers, some do go in for the "slick, hairless" look to bug their parents…)

The religious response has generally been of the "divine punishment/warning" variety, and the existence (or non-existence) of Newt souls has been a hotly debated topic. The "Newt=Naga" theory is popular among Hindus, which clashes with the view that the upright-walking snake in the bible was actually a Newt). A variety of eccentric new religions and offshoots of old religions have arisen since the start of the War: those which are actively pro-Newt tend to be suppressed. (And don't get me started on the Church of Lovecraft…)

Still, it is not all bad. People live and work and love, and great new cities rise on highland and plateau. Science marches forward. Racism among humans is well down from what it was before the 1930s, and indeed is less prevalent than in our world: in the face of the Newtish Menace, the Jewish Conspiracy looks quite fanciful, and human physical differences are minor in the face of the amphibian. In the middle east, Turkish rule is not really worse than the various pre-revolutionary despotisms of our world (although the Turks themselves are less free), and Africa is more stable and in better condition.

And, in secret labs, beneath sea, beneath rock, Newt and human scientists continue work to find the ultimate biological weapons to use on the other species.

Just in case, you know.

Cross my heart and hope to die.


[1] Less daring than OTL's bunch of gangsters, and in any event fascinated by the possibility of expanding into the Baltic through Newt-built land, the German refrained from throwing Europe into a general war.

129. Rathbone's Triumph, or Shanghai Knight Falls

This is for a request from AmongTheSatanic.

(OTL, as ever, means Our Time Line, the world we usually stumble around in)

It is thirty-three years since Lord Rathbone engineered the deaths of the multiple notables that stood between his ambition and the throne, thirty-three years since a shocked nation learned (through Rathbone-owned or suborned papers) of the evil Boxer-Socialist-Anarchist plot which had killed their beloved queen and so many others, thirty-three years since a new monarch and the more conservative elements in Parliament joined forces to pursue a War on Terror to ensure the safety of the British public and the Empire. And things begin to fall apart.

Lord Rathbone, King Nelson I, is an old man now, and his bones ache. He is angry, paranoid, and maybe a bit crazy. The many measures taken to pursue imaginary enemies (substantially enhanced over the years, particularly during the Great War against France and its allies) have brought into existence actual revolutionaries and plots and revolts. That there was a rising in British France (King Nelson, a tradition-minded fellow, had seen fit to undo some of the failures of the 15th century) was tediously normal: that there was a rising in Ireland was troublesome, but not without plenty of precedent: that there was a rising in the north of England, where the much-persecuted Socialists still held the loyalty of many, was a crisis of the first water. Much of the British isles remain under Emergency Rule (well, there have been various “emergency measures” of an increasingly permanent nature for decades, but the current Emergency has pretty much meant full-blown martial law in the “rebel” areas). Parliament and the Courts may be packed with his supporters, but their loyalty is wavering, and he lacks adequate blackmail material for many. Most of the papers are suborned or owned by the Monarchy through various fronts, and radio and the new development of television remain firmly under government control, but many independent magazines constantly skirt the censorship laws, and “pirate radio” stations pop up like toxic mushrooms.

Things have not gone well abroad, either. Although the Great War (1899-1902) expanded the Empire (and the power of the Monarchy and its allies at home), crushed France, and broke Russia, it made a permanent enemy of the US (“Lafayette, we remember!”), which over the last 20 years has grown in industrial power until the point where it now looms over the UK and Germany like a colossus. And while Germany is still an ally, the German government is being troublesome and increasingly critical of British “autocracy”: the Socialists are ever more influential, and that twit Wilhelm never listened to his advice on how to cripple the German democratic movement. He’s working, through his agents, with various right-wing forces in Germany behind the scenes, in hopes some “special measures” can be taken at some point, but it may be too little, too late (he has some hopes for that young Hitler fellow: he can make a rattling good speech.) Canada has been lost for a while: desperate measures may be needed to hold onto Australia. He is the first king in over two centuries to hold real power (although so very much of it through secret back passages, fronts and agents), but it never seems to be enough to keep things from slipping through his fingers. Where’s the rum?

It is a steam-shifting-to-diesel-punk kind of world. It was always more technologically advanced world than ours, with such things as film, the automobile, aircraft and weapons at least thirty years ahead of ours, with steam-powered Jules-Verne-ish flying machines leaving their contrails in the sky as early as the late 1880s. Great oily battle Mecha and giant mechanical spiders, their joints squirting steam, stomp along in military exercises alongside land-battleships with hundreds of little metal feet rather than treads. Colossal flying fortresses with dozens of propellers cruise the skies, while huge submarines with treads for moving onto land move beneath the seas. Baroque jet fliers hurtle across the heavens on vast tails of flame. The motion pictures that play in vast and ornate theatres are all talkies nowadays, and now there is talk of color. Dirigibles are already passé. Architecture is bigger, more baroque and ornate than in our 1920.

The United States lost Hawaii in the last war, but holds North America in a firm grip. It is a more liberal and anti-racist place than our US at the time, part and parcel of its ferocious enmity to the British Empire, which finely fulfills US stereotypes of an aristocratic tyranny brutally exploiting peoples both dusky and white (see, the Irish). Immigration from abroad remains high.

The US is a technology leader and the land of Big, its machines the most titanic, its bridges the most wide-spanning, its skyscrapers the tallest. (The pollution is pretty impressive, too). Its flying machines reach higher and higher, and there is some talk of using a rocket plane to put an Aeronaut in orbit. Canada is a bit of a pain: the post-conquest loss of Quebec, the Pacific coast, and much of the NW territory pissed people off to the point where the US does not trust them to the point of taking the Boot off, and the Boot pisses the Canadians off further, especially with British agents-provocateurs always busy at work with bomb and gun, trying to incite the US government into violence against the Canadian people. Black people are still getting the short end of the stick, but at least there finally is movement on that anti-lynching federal law.

Even as the US builds up its navy and air force in expectations of future conflict, and acts as a distributer of anti-Imperial propaganda and a refuge for revolutionaries, there are ongoing shifts within the Quadruple Alliance. The Germans remain convinced, even the leftists, of their righteousness and the superiority of their Kultur, but are beginning to feel that the British are setting a Poor Example for the Lesser Races to be brought to civilization. (King Nelson nee Rathbone is fond of Asian peoples, but as ornaments or tools: he has no patience whatsoever for the “training them for self-government” crowd. The Indian National Congress is vigorously suppressed). There is talk of patching up relations with the US, as another “Germanic” (if regrettably racially mixed) nation which has its head on straight. Things are a bit of a mess in Austria-Hungary at present, where Franz Ferdinand is busy running roughshod over the Hungarians (a people he has always disliked) in his ambitious programs for reform: whether or not he will succeed and how long he may need the aid of the German army remains uncertain). Italy remains convinced it has been shorted on colonies (Ethiopia was supposed to be theirs, damn it!)

Jazz flourishes, as does something resembling a paleo-rock-and-roll, although the US will miss out on our “20s”, other distractions having led to the failure of the “dry” movement. (Selling alcohol is illegal in a great many states, but there is no federal law). Art tends towards the flamboyant, and a great many artists have lived and continued to produce that would have died in our longer and bloodier (for the Brits and Germans, anyway) WWI. Movies have been around since the 1880s, and horror movies have been around long enough for zombies and vampires to become cliché. (Monsters from Space have recently become popular, what with the writings of the British exile HG Wells and others, and the current talk of putting rockets into orbit). Hollywood began to boom as a movie production center three decades earlier, and is already an alarming sprawl by 1920, although New York studios (New York is even bigger than OTL) remain stiff competition. Arthur Doyle never wrote Sherlock Holmes stories, but eventually became a consulting detective, with the young Charles Chaplin (born some 12 years before our comedian of that name) serving as the Archie Goodwin to his Nero Wolfe. (Mr. Doyle never really was up for fisticuffs with Grimesby Roylott types).

While most of the globe is tied to one side of another, much of South America remains contested, with US and British and German agents and corporations all struggling for influence. The Middle East has recently seen a bit of a diplomatic revolution as the Ottomans have moved firmly into the US sphere, one K. Attaturk having displaced his rivals and moved to the top of the Union and Progress movement that dominates local politics: the British and the Germans, it is increasingly clear, will never accept the Ottomans as an equal partner and indeed hope to make a puppet out of them, while the Ottoman neighborhood in the Middle East will remain firmly under British control until and unless they lose another war. France plots revenge and builds strange new war machines in hidden Saharan factories, while French biologists from the Pasteur institute carry out nasty experiments on bacteria in sub-sub-basement laboratories.

Revolutionaries are abundant, stimulated by the increased autocracy of Britain and the expansion of colonialism worldwide, plus the ongoing struggles of the Chinese and the Russians. Revolutionary pirate submarines cruise beneath the waves, and in out of the way parts of Asia or shady dives in US ports, anarchists, socialists, Triad leaders with armies of kung-fu followers, French spies, gangsters with revolutionary credentials and Russian agents meet to plot and do business. Mysterious black rocket planes are seen over Tibet, and hidden tunnels are dug beneath St. Petersburg with a ray machine developed by Nikola Tesla.

The most troublesome part of the world, from the point of view of the conservative Powers, is that which lies east of Moscow. Germany ultimately failed to create a stable puppet Russia running to the Pacific, and was only barely able to salvage a rump “Imperial” Russia (capital, St. Petersburg) from the revolutionaries. The Eurasian Socialist Union is rather smaller than the USSR of OTL, but doesn’t pay for industrial growth in the coin of mass murder, and the state trusts its citizens enough that the Militia includes (potentially) every single non-disabled adult between 18 and 60. Its main efforts are at present directed towards destabilizing “Imperial” Russia and forcing a German occupation of the same (which will be a colossal clusterfuck), but ending Imperialism everywhere is on its To Do list.

Closely allied to the ESU is the Republic of Free China, which has so far managed to hold out against the piecemeal absorption of their nation by three members of the Quadruple Alliance (and the Japanese). In the mountainous interior, a combination of Russian arms, wacky revolutionary guerilla leaders, dazzling martial arts moves, and the technological creations of various mad scientists of the revolutionary sort have so far held off efforts to crush the remaining bastion of Chinese independence, and revolt and revolution spreads from there into British and German territory.

(Wu Chow ruled as emperor for less than two years, and never controlled all of China. Like many others, he was betrayed by Rathbone in the end).

Chon Wang is now a Revered Elder (with really bushy eyebrows, at that) of the Martial Arts and most of his time is spent instructing his many pupils at the temple where some of the best fighters of the Republic are trained. But he still takes time ever now and then to visit the shrine he has built to his old friend, Roy O’Bannon, who died all those years ago in London. He sometimes wonders what might have been if they had managed to beat Lord Rathbone and saved the Queen. Would they have gone to Hollywood and become film stars? Would O’Bannon have married his sister? (And wouldn’t his extended family, down to the umpteenth cousin, have raised a stink about that!) And would the world be a better place? He does not dwell too long on that one: the world is what it is, and he has work to do: the fight to keep his little piece of China free is never ending. So, as ever, he finishes his prayers for his old friend’s well-being wherever laowai go after death, lights some incense sticks, and gets back to instructing his pupils in How Not to Die.

Edit: alliance systems shown a bit more clearly here: [link]

130. Unparalleled

Some ways into the future of Jack London's "The Unparalelled Invasion", or my remix of the same...

It is May 1, 2036. It is a bright and sunny day over much of the United States, which nowadays includes an Anglicized Mexico and much of the Caribbean and Central America. The sky is filled with colorful airships, and far above them, leaving glowing trails from their many little rocket tubes, the express fliers zoom on their globe-spanning routes. The colossal towers of New York, Chicago, Mexico City gleam in the sun. It is a day of Remembrance for the 385 million inhabitants of the United States. A great many events, speeches, Vitavision shows and "events" will take place, as people stop to remember the greatest crime in all history. It remains a controversial day, and there will be counter-protests by such groups as the Racial Hygiene Society or the Association of True Patriots, and grumbling by those who feel that people should make less fuss over the events of six decades ago when much of Europe still lies in ruins.

Still, those who protest the basic point – that a crime on an almost unimaginable scale took place in 1976 and the subsequent year – are fewer with each year, and if the outrage lacks the hot fury of the early 2010s, it still is almost a badge of identification for the current generation, which grew up during the years when the Eugenic-Populist regime was forced from power after almost fifty years of political dominance.

************************************************** **************

Europe is a charnel house. The Great European War of 2025-2032, although its proximate cause was the accidental gassing of a British prince and his entourage rather than certain rebellious Africans by off-course German flyers, in the end this was only an excuse allowing the resolution of the increasingly bitter disputes over the oil resources of the Middle East (the division of the Old Ottoman Empire, nearly a century earlier, suddenly was found to have been grossly unfair to several nations). In the long term, it was inevitable that the world would move from coal and oil to wind, sun, geothermal and Plutonic Gas, but as they say, the future is unevenly distributed, and in the short term the global economy was being pinched by the oil shortage, and there was much talk of national disaster for those without a good supply of their own. This was supplemented by the rebirth of ideas of racial hierarchy within the white race, put aside in the face of the common Chinese foe, but reviving vigorously in the last 30 years as Latin and German and Slav all became slanderous terms in one language or another.

In the end, the war swept almost all the ruling nations of Europe into its maw. Nobody was prepared for it, the last major conflict having been the end of China fifty years ago, the last important clash between Europeans having been the stalemated Russian-German conflict of 1933-34, to which a lasting peace had been negotiated by the great American president Roosevelt. It started with "civilized" assaults with simple chemical weapons against military targets: with neither side having any armed forces save colonial ones, and lacking anything like heavy armor, ground assaults soon proved a failure, and the lethality of the air and long-range cannon attacks increased in due course. From simple chemicals, to high-end anti-biologicals and the never-extinguished fires of super-catalysts, to radium mines and flesh-dissolving phages: in the end, someone violated the Convention of Copenhagen, and contagious viral and bacterial agents were used.

************************************************** **********

Who would not be outraged? For years, a government dominated by racialist and pro-imperialists and a press and radio dominated by a few giant combines working hand in hand with the government had systematically propagated a distorted view of China. Absurd exaggerations of China's population growth rate – already entering demographic transition due to increased prosperity by the 70s - were promulgated by "respected" scientists. The alien nature of the Chinese was promoted in official publications. The military power of the Chinese militia was hysterically magnified. The Chinese invasion of SE Asia and the Himalayan states, seen by the Chinese as a righteous liberation of fellow Asians from European rule, was translated into a monstrous flood of invaders, aided by Chinese immigrants, somehow magically infiltrating themselves into areas Chinese were not liked and multiplying wildly like a disease. Even the move of Afghanistan and Bukhara into the "Chinese camp" was seen as part of this flood of super-fecund Asians, which would have greatly surprised any of the good townsfolk of Kabul, who rarely saw Chinaman one.

(Of course, on the other hand, the American people, or most of them, swallowed such tripe enthusiastically, ignored the small anti-racialist news associations who brought contradictory reports when they did not abuse them as fools and Chinese dupes).

(And on the gripping hand, the Chinese "liberation" of SE Asia, like that accomplished by the Japanese in universes more like our own, brought a new master, albeit one which considered the locals only slightly inferior to themselves).

And when the Chinese made loud and aggressive noises about massacres of Chinese in America, their aggressive intentions and purposes were much speculated on. When the Chinese talked of their own destiny in Asia, it clearly meant their plan to overrun everything east of the Bosporus. And when the Western nations massively built up their armament, and the Chinese responded by building up its own forces and supporting the Indian independence movements, hysteria reached new heights. It was at this time that Jacobus Laningdale, the greatest monster in history, visited Washington.

************************************************** *******

Simply because so many were sick or dying that the nations could no longer maintain a war footing, the conflict came to an end. Europe currently has about 1/3 of its pre-war population, although the spread of diseases means that most of their possessions in Africa and Eurasia have lost at least ½ of theirs. The US managed through heroic efforts to keep the spread of Bleeding Fever from Canada from turning into an epidemic, and have since aided surviving Canadians to decontaminate and restore their nation to working order. Other important nations to survive without too much damage were the Australians, thanks to their geographical isolation and their decision to quit the war in the last year, (although they still suffered some vicious rocket attacks, both manned and unmanned) and the strictly neutral United States of China, whose mixed culture, drawn from all parts of Europe and North America, could not take sides without tearing itself apart. In an amusing historical turn-around, in the later phases of the war a Chinese government would erect a military barricade along its borders against invasion by sick and dying Russians…

Huge swathes of Europe are too toxic for agriculture and will remain so for decades, unless improved decontamination methods are developed. Full-body chem-bio hazard suits are what the fashionable ladies and gentlemen are wearing in the "partially contaminated" areas that blotch the still inhabited parts of Europe. Revolution has established a spate of new governments, varying from Neo-Marxist to something that looks a lot like OTL's fascism. The venerable and ancient empire of Austria, long a peaceful federation, has been smashed to pieces. The mighty Russian Empire is itself split in three, albeit all still Slav-dominated. Even the few nations which managed to retain neutrality have been devastated by plagues. None are in any shape for a second round, but there is a widespread feeling of grim vengefulness only blanketed for now by sheer exhaustion. Among the wreckage, two nations compete for the soul of Europe: the United States of America, and the United States of China.

The USC is now 150 million strong, and rivals the USA in individual wealth and surpasses it in individual productivity, if still far behind in overall GNP. It is hardly Old China, in spite of its name and the fondness of the locals for loose silk clothes and ornamental gardens. It had after all been settled by Europeans and North Americans, and fully agreed with their racial and social theories, and the conventional view of the China War. After all, if it were otherwise, they were the beneficiaries of an abomination, murderers living in the house of their victims. Their rejection of guilt was automatic, and to the current day they publish the same old lies in their books. The schools teach the usual nonsense about the Chinese failing to know what was going on from the start, overblown fancies about the efficiency of the military blockade (it would not be till decades later that the tens of millions of disease deaths in India would come to light), and the description of the over fifty million surviving Han Chinese slaughtered by invading troops as a few bands of "desperate bandits."

They prop up the surviving White regimes in SE Asia (the death toll in the Genocide War, although not quite as bad as in China proper, shattered and shrank the local populations to the extent where European rule was easily restored) and are on good terms with the South Africans, which in spite of energetic eugenic efforts and efforts to attract immigrants (even from among second-rate white people such as light-skinned Latin Americans) are still outnumbered better than two to one by their African subjects. And wherever in Europe the new elites bemoan the loss of their colonies and perfidy of Americans and Australians, the White Chinese are there with a sympathetic ear.

In those countries which never had colonies or which have abandoned then with no great reluctance, sentiment tends to be more pro-American. The US preaches European unity and common purpose in rebuilding, and US aid reaches even the Radical Collectivist regime in Italy. Britain (Ireland has gone off its own way) is too resentful of the US "occupation" of Canada and their new alliance with the cowardly Australians to accept and US aid, and grows closer to the USC. France too is in the USC camp, while the rather peculiar new populist government in Germany (perhaps more due to anti-British sentiment than pro-US sentiment) is in the American camp, as is one of the three current Russian regimes.

************************************************** *********

Three major factors contributed to the collapse of the generally accepted story in the US. First, there was the Fourth Great Awakening, whose preachers were opposed to the eugenicist, "scienceist"[1], and racially stratified nature of society (the third rather less than the first two, admittedly). There was the spread of Vitavision and Free Aether, which weakened the news monopolies. Finally, there was the long, forty-year struggle of the black community to gain their rights as human beings, rights which in the 1970s had dropped to their lowest ebb since the end of slavery. (It has been estimated that there might be as many as twice as many African-Americans in 2036 without the coerced and secret sterilization programs). The story – the marches, the massacres, the assassinations of black leaders, the burning of the Mobile Sterilization Center – is a well-known one, and somewhere along the way America discovered that Blacks were human beings too. And if Blacks were people, what of Asians? All this made it possible for the "Preacher President" to attain office, and although William Jefferson Carter was assassinated in the end, he finally opened the door on what exactly had happened in China some four decades earlier. The attempts by the Eugenic forces to retain control, the "soft coup", the mass protests, the collapse of the "emergency committee" – all these followed.

************************************************** ******

The basic conflict between the USA and its allies on one hand and the Chinese States on the other is imperialism and racial hierarchy. While the USA is against 'em (if perhaps a bit luke-warmly), the USC is a firm supporter: not so much out of national necessity (there are very few non-Caucasians in China), but out of the fundamental need to adhere to a narrative in which the depopulation of China and its repopulation by their ancestors was a heroic tale, not a barbaric and savage one. The USA and its allies are against the re-imposition of European power in Africa and Asia, and indeed the USA has gone so far as to do the unspeakable: ally itself with Asians against the White Man.

An important purpose of the Genocidal War was its confirmation of European rule and European superiority, which had been so badly shaken by the rise of China from the 1950s onwards. China had brought hope for millions of Untermensch in Africa, in India, in the Middle East: indeed, had brought hopes for the humiliation of the US to the millions of Latin Americans toiling in US factories, picking US fruit, digging in US mines, going out for rigged elections in which only pro-US candidates ran, learning English off of US record players and being taught in US-financed schools about the need to be scientific, modern, white – and most definitely not Indian, Mestizo or "Hispanic" rather than Spanish/Celtic/Visigothic. Another thing that the textbooks left out in most European nations was the massive pro-Chinese revolt that broke out in India, and the brutality with which it was repressed, an orgy of destruction in which entire cities were gassed to death (it is suggested by some that the failure to contain the disease in the Himalayas was in fact deliberate British policy to help crush resistance).

For some decades, the implied message "even if you kick us out, we'll just exterminate you" was remembered clearly, but by the time of the Great European War memories had faded and a new generation of rebels arose. With the collapse of the European nations in'32, many seized the opportunity – and some succeeded, most notably India, where after a bloody struggle a new nation of 225 millions (post-plagues) shakily emerged on the international scene. The rump sultanate of Turkey remembered its glory days and overthrew its German protectorate, although the effort to recapture Constantinople went badly. The poisoned hell of the oil fields the war had in part been fought over was not claimed by any revolutionary movement, since the area had been largely scourged clean of life. Afghanistan arose, as did Persia, and Egypt, where the British governor took a monstrous revenge on the rebels. In vast areas of Africa, where the climate made settlement unattractive to Europeans, but extensive local development had taken place, the local populace was able at least temporarily take power.

The Alliance for Peace and Liberty, as the US calls it (the alliance for Mongrelization and Race-Suicide, as some Europeans and White Chinese call it), includes the US, Australia-NZ, much of South America (still under the US thumb, although in the last few decades the pressure has substantially lessened) and, to the horror of so many, the Indians, the Japanese, and several other Asian and even a few new African regimes. Under US leadership, it seeks to promote reconciliation between former colonies and Imperial powers, repair the terrible damage of the war, and develop international mechanisms to prevent the repetition of such a catastrophe. A lot of people aren't buying.

The US is still feeling its way into a new world. Many still want a return to the old days of racial hierarchy and a secure, clean, well-ordered White future. Others, however, especially among the young, find the new freedoms and a less planned and ordered society intoxicating. Nowadays only the _severely_ disabled or retarded are prevented from having children, and any healthy couple can marry without state approval. Blacks can now run for office, and there are a few in the House for the first time in over a century: social attitudes about race aren't much in advance of OTL's 1970s, but one of the few decent holdovers from the former regime is that in the US, everyone has a job (in some cases, whether they want it or not) which pays a living wage, so although American Blacks are still at the bottom of the social ladder, it's not as far down as OTL.

Japan's 110 millions are gingerly reentering the world stage: after their expulsion from the mainland by their erstwhile protégée, Japan has followed a policy of population control and heavily armed neutrality, trading high-quality, artistic finished goods for whatever raw materials its skilled engineers and scientists could not produce on their own. In a White-run world, Asian Japan has carefully kept its head down and cultivated a pacifistic and even twee outwards appearance. Even now, there are many who consider the alliance with the US too risky: what if the Americans were to relapse into master-race mode and turn on them?

The alliance between Hindu and Muslim contracted during the brutal struggle for independence amidst plague and economic collapse is still holding, if a bit shaky: the loud calls for the conquest of India on the part of the USC press, radio and Vitavision make a strong argument for the "hung separately" theory. In spite of wartime damage, India retains a formidable industrial plant developed over the last century of "Imperial Investment" and is indeed currently a bigger manufacturing power than still-struggling Britain, although most of its population remains poor by pre-war European standards.
Afghanistan has occupied much of devastated Persia, and although the Turks were driven back across the straits by Serbo-Bulgarian forces, the Extraordinary Committee for the Emergency still holds power in Anatolia proper: an Arab Man On a Horse has made himself the leader of western Arabia: given previous experiences in poking the hornet's nest of Mecca and Medina, most are uninterested in interfering. The European ruling classes came out on top in Algeria after horrendous massacres, but few Europeans remain alive and giving orders in the West African jungles from the Gambia to the Congo. (The various new revolutionary governments vary from fairly competent to "Unnatural offspring of Idi Amin and Robert Mugabe", which is why the US is still a bit tentative in recognizing allies in the area). A remnant of the former Italian regime holds out as a highland island in a sea of angry Ethiopians: the current Italian government has no great interest in saving their bacon, but supplies are arriving by air from the United States of China. The joint Dutch-German rulers of Indonesia saw the writing on the wall and surrendered to the Australians before things got too bloody.

South America – an economic extension of USA, Inc., where the upper classes at home speak English (and occasionally French or German) in preference to Spanish or Portuguese, is beginning to show a revival of ethnic pride, which first reemerged when the rulers of the US started to openly question the utter superiority of their race, and was rather strengthened by the European powers slaughtering each other over flimsy excuses. This has taken an odd turn in Brazil, the largest and most powerful by the far of the south American states, which is well known as being "more American than the USA", a squeaky clean one party state which has rubbed out all "primitive" forms of culture in its nation and considerably lightened the average skin tone over the last seventy years. Being told now that they had been Doing It Wrong all this time was not a welcome message, and the government has been alarmingly non-pliable under US pressures to reform itself: there is some worry they might bolt the US system (devastating as that would be to their economy) and join forces with the White Chinese.

In spite of the war, scientific progress marches on. It is reported that a new form of rocket, built through cooperation of Japanese and American scientists, powered by the new element Zenobium, may soon reach the Moon. Immense arrays of windmills float on the ocean, gathering power from sea breezes. New medical wonders arise from the terrors of the last war, and mechanical substitutes for limbs and organs have been developed. Will the rest of the 21st century be an era of recovery and new prosperity – or an era of new and even more terrible wars, powered by the advances of science? Biological warfare is clearly too uncontrollable to be used against other nations knowledgeable about its use – but what other terrors may arise? On this Remembrance Day, such issues are discussed throughout the United States, and indeed, throughout the world.

And in a Buddhist temple in Peru, the leaders of the Community of China in exile meet to discuss the future. Although the "Anti-Coolie" pogroms of the 1970s were horrendous, the US government wasn't quite up to mass extermination where everyone could see, so the majority were banished to the only places that the US could force to take them – Latin America. Although persecuted and occasionally killed in some places, and assimilated in others, a hard core of the Chinese people has under the leadership of a few remarkable men and women managed to preserve their language, their culture and their sense of self, carrying China with them like the Jews carried Israel with them in their exile. There only a few million of them in the world, but they are no longer shrinking in numbers, although they face increased hostility as people begin to murmur about a "Chinese conspiracy" to mirror the old and somewhat faded bogey of Jewish conspiracy. One speaker discusses the observations of Mars made by the giant new telescopes, which strongly indicate signs of vegetation, and then goes on to discuss the upcoming flight of the Moon-rocket: as the implications of what he is saying sink in, the lecture hall erupts into a near-riot…

[1] Some family resemblance to truthiness

131. Franken Fran meets Dr. Munoz

A little drabble. I felt sorry for the old cryogenic zombie, and here I show my hopeful side. (Anything is possible as long as you have enought determination... and mad science).

A sorta crossover between Lovecraft and the Franken Fran manga, ( en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Franken_… ) with just a touch of Bradbury.

The young writer looked on nervously as the strange woman hovered over the old doctor. Her two hulking assistants hovered nearby, ready to move equipment as needed. In spite of the jacket and gloves he wore, he shivered violently: the room was little better than freezing.

The peculiar quintet with which he shared the room weren't shivering, he noted. True, they were all wearing fairly warm clothing, but the doctor was sitting right in front of the massive air conditioning machines, getting the full icy blast: if the woman's long, slender fingers had gone numb in their thin rubber gloves, they failed to show any sign of it, manipulating tools and instruments with dazzling speed and skill as she concluded her examination.

A feeling of unreality passed over him. It seemed that he was in some sort of weird nightmare, forced to watch some strange conclave of icy ghouls at work, and when they finished with the old Doctor – in his way as ghoulish as any of them – they would turn in his direction and inflict some dreadful fate upon him. The woman in black already was keeping one gimlet eye on him at all times.

The day had started odd, and become odder. First the sound of voices and footsteps in the apartment overhead: a most unusual thing, give the almost total isolation his eccentric neighbor dwelt in. Even odder, the voice which accompanied the Doctor's sepulchral tones was a woman's voice, a young one at that. Then a great deal of heavy footsteps on the stair, and sounds as if heavy equipment was being moved upstairs. He had peeked out at one point, and saw a tall woman dressed in enveloping black, a broad-brimmed hat pulled down over her head, sweep up the stairs: but even as she moved upwards, she turned her head, and he glimpsed a piercing eye glaring back at him, and what looked like a terrible scar on the exposed cheek. Before he was able to gather more of an impression, she passed out of sight, and two huge men in overalls, carrying between them a crate that looked as large as a queen bed, lumbered upwards.

Both had oddly stiff, mask-like faces void of expression. One turned took look at him and giggled like a hyena, although aside from his mouth hanging open (and oh, that grayish, dangling tongue!) his expression did not change in the least. The author hurriedly ducked back inside and closed his door.

As the next hour went by, various thuds and clanks indicated the assembly of equipment, followed by a variety of peculiar noises and smells. In counterpoint the woman's voice and the Doctor's came in and out, occasionally angry or impatient on the part of the Doctor, calm and occasionally chiding on the part of the woman.

Curiosity overwhelming him, he left his room and drifted halfway up the stairs. The voices were now more muffled, and he was about to turn around when a horrendous stench rolled down the stairs, and a voice – the Doctor's? gave a moaning cry of what sounded like mortal agony. He ran up the stairs and stopped, hesitating, at the door. Perhaps the woman was one of his colleagues and some sort of medical procedure was taking place, which he could disrupt by entering? But shouldn't the doctor be sedated?

He was still hesitating, hand raised to knock, when the door popped open and a small hand grabbed his wrist in a vice-like grip and yanked him inside.

************************************************** **

He found himself bent almost double, his arm twisted painfully behind his back, as he was frog-marched into the icy main room. The brief glimpse he had indicated his captor to be the woman in black, who was loudly exclaiming in a foreign language as he was pushed into a bizarre scene. A terrible stink lingered in the air. Several obscure pieces of equipment, of a vaguely medical look, were arranged around an arm chair in which the Doctor drooped, bare from the waist up, his skin pale and discolored, with a sick, haggard look about his face. A large dressing covered half his torso. To his massive refrigeration device had been added a new, shiny piece of equipment, which added its own blast of cold air: the cross-currents stirred his hair and beard, giving him the look of some martyred king of the winds on his breezy throne. One of the hulking brutes stood to one side, apparently simply staring into space: the other was busy latching down a lid on some sort of metal pan resting on an electrical heater. A rack of carefully labeled bottles and test tubes rested on the table. A folding tray covered with curious tools and instruments, some of them vaguely disturbing in appearance, stood to one side: beside the tray stood a pale woman with blond, almost white hair hanging to her waist, wearing surgical gloves and a white surgeon's smock. Her face looked quite pretty, at first.

To the Amazon's exclamations she replied in soothing tones in the same language, and then said in English "I really don't think he's a spy, Veronica."

"He's from downstairs. Saw him looking at us out his door" grunted one of the brutes in a basso-profundo voice.

The woman turned to look at him curiously, and as her face caught the light a network of fine lines became visible, fine, pale scars making of her face a strange patchworks.

"He's…a friend" whispered the Doctor, who seemed to have just become aware of the writer's presence. "Or at least he was…I have not been good company these last few months." His voice was not only feeble but curiously muffled and moist, as if he were trying to speak through some sort of semi-solid obstruction: it also had an odd distance to it, as if it came from far off. The writer imagined someone buried underground, trying to communicate through a long, rusty and party water-filled pipe reaching the surface by winding ways.

"You see? Let him go, Veronica."

He was abruptly released, and staggered forward, pain throbbing through his arm. He massaged it and turned to look at his previous captor, who was favoring him with a suspicious glare. She would be attractive, he supposed, in a dark, moody way, if it were not for the nasty x-shaped scar bridging her nose.

"You must forgive Veronica, Sir, she is a little overprotective. " The pale woman drew closer: he noticed that the colors of her eyes did not match, and she seemed to have a most peculiar pair of hair ornaments, resembling a pair of metallic doorknobs sticking out the sides of her head. "I do hope that you will stay – it will be good for Doctor Munoz to have a friend by his side at this moment. I have a few more minor tests to make before I offer my diagnosis, but I am afraid they are unlikely to change my current conclusions."

The writer was far from sure whether he wanted to be by the Doctor's side, or anywhere near him: there was something very unhealthy looking about his pallid flesh, speckled with black discolorations, with livid red spots on the bony cheeks: not to mention his cadaverous features, or those sunken eyes which seemed as lively as the painted glass of a doll's. Still, this was the man who saved his life, the man of which for a while he had been a devotee. He nodded and said "if you want me to stay, Doctor Munoz, I will."

The Doctor stared at the woman for a few seconds and whispered "I'm not sure he would understand…"

"Oh, I'm sure he'll be alright – people nowadays are much more accepting of scientific advances that they were in my Grandfather's day, after all!" She turned and vigorously pumped the writer's hand. "You may call me Fran, let's not stand on ceremony. Dr. Munoz called me in because my family has done work which overlaps both his and that of Dr. Torres: frankly, I was quite fascinated with the prospect of taking on such a challenging case…how did the two of you become acquainted?"

As the writer gave his name and explained his history with Dr. Munoz, one of the hulks vanished downstairs and returned with warmer clothes for the now shivering writer. They were, he noted, clothes from his own closet: he wondered if his room would still have a door in place when he got back (if he got back, the unpleasant thought arose).

So there he was, watching as Fran of the unknown last name poked and prodded and attached wires to Dr. Munoz's head and apparently drilled a hole in his skull, but of course he must be misperceiving what she was doing with that rather sinister looking instrument.

Finally Fran came to a halt, with a sigh. She began to pack away her instruments, and the two brutes began taking apart the larger pieces of equipment. Veronica, with surprising gentleness, helped the Doctor get dressed again and combed his hair. In short order, the writer found himself in a chair forming a triangle with those occupied by Fran and Doctor Munoz.

"So, what is your prognosis?" whispered the Doctor.

"Total systemic collapse within six months to a year. Even the brain will undergo breakdown, and some degree of physical continuity is required for continued consciousness. My father had an interesting specimen from K'n-Yan that retained substantial animation in spite of lacking a head, but it was hardly a complete personality."

The writer shook his head, as if to dislodge the bizarre words from his ears.

"The only way to prevent further decay at this point is to freeze you solid. This of course would preclude any mobility but it should be possible to construct apparatus to allow communication with others. In the short and intermediate term you could use employ people as eyes and hands to continue your work, and in the longer term there are certain psychic forces which the brain can be trained to use that would…"

"I have no desire to become an oracular icicle, chica", the Doctor growled. "Are you saying that you give up on my case?"

Fran looked a bit annoyed. "Well, if you had called on me earlier, rather than relying on quacks like Dr. Tsien, I might have done something. A year ago, the tissues were not so decayed, and reanimation might have been possible. In their current condition, my grandfather's process would simply speed their collapse rather than revive them. You _saw_ what happened when we heated a tissue sample to room temperature: it simply would not remain stable at necessary temperatures, and it could not handle the energies involved."

"Freeze him solid??" Interjected the writer in a desperate bid to introduce a bit of sanity into the situation.

"And of course, piecemeal organ replacement will not solve the problem of the brain," Fran continued, ignoring him. "There are of course some alternatives – there is the technique described in De Vermis Mysteriis…"

The Doctor made a series of wet, barking noises which became a cough before the writer realized it was laughter. "According to Wali Sa'id, I'm no longer even fit food for worms. Anyway, I'm not sure I'd be willing to pay the price that would carry, just to keep existing."

"Well, there are some ways around the worst of the, hmm, "conditions" that normally apply. But I've heard of the Wali, and if he says it can't be done…"

Dr. Munoz seemed to shrink into his suit, and closed his eyes. He let out a sepulchral sigh: the writer caught a curious smell, which seemed a mix of rotten meat and caustic chemicals. What on earth has he been eating or drinking??? The author thought wildly.

Fran sprang to her feet, and struck a determined pose. "No fear! I have yet to have a patient die on me, and as long as you're in my hands, you too will survive!"

Veronica gave a small cough.

"Well, sure, but they died only after they left my care. It wasn't my fault."

Veronica gave another small cough, and made an odd gesture.

"Mistakes are inevitable in the development of new techniques and technologies! We learn from them and improve! ANYWAY, there are techniques in existence which have a solid record of performance! Tell me, Dr. Munoz, have you heard of soul capture?"

"Yes, yes. But I'd be…" here the Doctor turned a somewhat worried expression on the writer – "you know, yo iba creciendo malvas. And to get a new…one would require an even worse price."

"But that is where technology comes in, Doctor! I have been working with some members of the Eliiott clan, and with the assistance of a soul capture expert that I know in Kingsport…"

The writer could stand it no longer. He leapt to his feet. "You…you are preying on a dying man! I don't know what kind of snake-oil you are plying, but stop this nonsense! Freezing him! Magic! "Soul capture!" Dr. Munoz – you are a great doctor! You can't be falling for this …this…"

Abruptly, as if she had somehow crossed the room without passing through the intervening space, Veronica was standing in front of him, a truly murderous expression on her face. In a thickly accented voice, she snarled "Shut up, you maggot! Miss F. is one of the most brilliant minds of our, or any, time! How dare an ignorant nothing like you dare question her integrity…"

"Shh, Veronica" said Fran, putting a hand on her shoulder, trying to calm the woman, who was practically vibrating with anger. The two hulks were looking on with what seemed like anticipation.

"Howard…" Dr. Munoz whispered, an unreadable expression on his face.

Fran gently pushed between Veronica and the writer, pushing him back with gentle but surprising strength. "Howard. You care about what happens to Dr. Munoz, don't you?"

"Dr. Munoz saved my life, as I said, and his loss will be a great blow to the medical world. He deserves better in his last days than bizarre charlatanry…"

Howard heard an almost animalistic growl from the side, and noticed out of the corner of his eye that Veronica now was holding a huge knife in one hand. Where the hell did she get that from?

"Howard!" Dr. Munoz snapped in a voice of almost normal amplitude, if still wet and raspy. "I appreciate your concern, but you're being a fool! The lady you see before you knows more about the human body than I ever did! Her family…" here he broke off into a series of wet, hacking coughs. Something black and foul spattered his shirt.

"Veronica." Fran snapped. "See to the Doctor." She placed her hands on the writer's shoulders, and looked into his eyes. He noted that the silver doorknobs seemed to be attached to the sides of her skull with screws – was that skin they penetrated…no, his eyesight was not that good, they…

"Howard. I promise you, I can save the Doctor's life. I can make it possible for him to work again without the terrible burdens his present condition weighs him down with. And I want you, the one friend he has in this city to be part of this. Everything will take place before your eyes, nothing will be hidden, and you will see precisely what my "quackery" consists of. I will prove to you that I am no fraud, no purveyor of false nostrums and imaginary hopes."

"Well, I…"

"Howard. It is with your help that this will be possible: I have a vital role for you in this. And I promise this – when this is over, not only the Doctor, but you, too, will be in better condition than you are now."

************************************************** ****

So here he was, a month later, strapped into a chair, woozy from some sort of drug he had been injected with. He tried to protest, but his lips were too numb. His head was enclosed in a complex basket of wires and coils, and some of the wires appeared to be penetrating his skin. The pain was distant, though: he seemed to float a little in front of his own body, vaguely disassociated from it all. To his side Dr. Munoz was strapped into a similar chair, his head similarly enclosed. He was pale and looked dead, save for a feeble twitching of his hands. His eyes were bandaged: some sort of dark ichor seemed to be oozing out from under the cloth. The room was, of course, icy cold.

The metallic crowns were attached in turn to a mass of complicated apparatus. Fran and a couple of assistants busily rushed about, making adjustments, checking dials and indicators. The drug, he noted vaguely, seemed to be making him hallucinate: the assistants seemed to have hideously scarred, disfigured faces. One seemed to have an extra pair of arms.

Something that looked like a dog, but with an oversized head that seemed wrong somehow, trotted along the far wall.

A door suddenly swung open. A man in a butler's suit, which through the haze of the drug looked impossibly gnarled and ape-like, held it for an elderly man with a long beard and mane of white hair, wearing an old-fashioned captain's heavy pea coat. He held a bottle in one hand.

"Welcome, Captain!" Fran cheerfully called out. "I hope you found your ride comfortable?"

"A far smoother one than the old Ocean", the old man replied in a shrill, rasping voice.

"Well, you're just in time to get started, so if you'll just place it right over there and make your preparations…"

"'Twill be easy enough, lass" the old man replied, slowly making his way over to a complex webwork of wires that emerged from one side of the machine and carefully placed the heavy glass bottle at the center. He then pulled an ancient-looking book from one of his pockets. The bottle, the writer vaguely noted, seemed to have a pendulum weight hanging inside it.

He turned his eyes towards Fran, trying to catch her attention. "Wha…whazz thisss…"

"Oh, don't be worried, Howard!" she said without turning away from her instruments. "You'll be staying with the Captain for a while, but I'll be fixing you up with greatly improved housing in the meantime! I've had all sorts of new ideas for the design, and I dare say you'll be my best work yet!"

The old man, book in hand, approached Howard. His face was amazingly wrinkled, his skin almost translucent, his hands skeletal. He looked impossibly old. He cackled.

"Don't you worry now, boy. Me and the crew will take good care of you, no fear! Aye, you may find them a bit of a rough bunch, but their hearts are true. And they'll be glad to see you."

He cackled again. "After all, it's been a long time since we've had a cabin boy among us!"

His irises, Howard noted, were quite yellow. Must be the drug.

"Would you like to breath underwater? I can do some supplemental gills!"

132. We're in the Clover

Just a wee drabble. Having run into the tie-in Manga for Cloverfield, I felt like doing something a bit different in format...

"A Japanese naval submarine…off Coney Island?"
"Maybe they're also after what we've been looking for."
"But if what fell into the sea was a Japanese satellite or rocket, why would they keep it a secret?"
"Perhaps it has a radioactive power source. It would be an embarrassment to drop such a thing on an ally's beachfront property."
"In any event, Admiral, step up the search. See if we can get some sort of answer from the Japanese government – the ambassador claims he knows nothing."

EYES ONLY


"Wait…I can see something now."
"It's…a smooth surface, curving down towards the ocean floor. It extends as far as the sub's lights will reach in every direction. It has an organic, greasy look to it."
"Sonar cannot distinguish between this and the ocean floor rise Clover was heading for. We're going over it…it seems to be all one thing"
"What do I mean? The "hill" is not a hill. God only knows what it is…it looks in the lights like an enormous mass of grayish gelatin, party translucent. It seems to go on for a mile or more…"
"There's a shadow…a shadow in the substance…my God, it looks like…"

CENSORED CENSORED CENSORED


"No chance of an error. The wreckage has been quite carefully examined, and it is most definitely the Japanese comet probe."
"Do you think this has anything to do with Cloverfield?"
"Well, the satellite did lie right along its seafloor crawl path, and it apparently paused there and moved around in circles for a while. And, of course, it also is something quite outside of our normal experience."
"Could you be a bit clearer, young man?"
"Well, general, you can see it on the screen yourself – a complex crystalline shape, apparently a fragment broken off a larger structure, faintly luminous. It has an internal structure as complex as living tissue, while having a molecular structure unlike any form of material ever created on earth: it has thermal and chemical properties we are still in the process of working out. Its isotopic ratios are all wrong for any mix of elements found on earth, or for that matter for those samples we've brought back from the Moon. Oh, and that glow? We still don't know how it's generating it – it's not radioactivity, not phosphorescence, not a piezoelectric effect: as far as we can tell, it's coming from nowhere. If that thing originated anywhere on Earth, general, then I'm the queen of the sugarplum fairies."

TOP SECRET TOP SECRET


"Wait a minute. You're telling me Manhattan was torn up by…an embryo?"
"Well, I suppose you could call it that. It might not have reached its developed form yet - which might explain some gross peculiarities of its anatomy…"
"How many of them are there in that 'egg-sack' thing?"
"It's not an egg sack, general. It's a complex structure, apparently rooted in the sea floor – surrounding and nurturing the individual pseudo-placenta in which…"
"Cut the lecture. How many?"
"We won't know for sure until we get some seismic meters to get a good view of the interior, but we're pretty sure there are at least seven more in there aside from the original…"
"Fucking Christ. General, get the biggest nuke you've got pointed at that thing, immediately. No, wait, it's under several thousand feet of water, isn't it? Well, aim it anyway, but also get the navy involved…"

DO NOT DISTRIBUTE


"As you can see from the satellite photos, the devastation was incredible. And ability to absorb punishment was beyond expectations – it survived a heavy bombardment with fuel-air explosives, although it did seem to have driven it back into the sea. Clearly, Project Kaiju has all the potential we had hoped for."
"One minute! The US government may have found the fallen satellite by now. Will they not put pressure on the government? We might be left to "take the fall" for this, you know."
"The government is quite aware of the importance of Project Kaiju to our future as a great power. They will admit nothing. What will the Americans do? Invade Japan? Accuse us in the UN of unleashing giant monsters on them? They have no meaningful proof of anything."

TOP SECRET TOP SECRET


"We've only identified a few of the bodies as Japanese nationals…"
"They're all east Asians, aren't they? Presumably they're all Japanese: goddamn it – get the Japanese prime minister on the phone, Parker."
"What are you going to say to him, Mr. President?"
"I intend to go all Nixonian Raving Madman on him until he coughs something up, George. Ah – when did life turn into a bad science fiction movie, George? First New York gets ripped apart by a monster Giger would consider ridiculous, a fallen Japanese satellite containing a thingy from another world is fished up off Coney Island, and then a US scientific facility is attacked by a band of heavily armed suicidal Japanese cultists trying to retrieve it. This is not doing my blood pressure any good – not to mention that if I don't come up with a monster head on a stick soon, the Democrats are going to trounce us in the election. [1] Just how many of those things do they estimate now they have down there, McManus?"
"Fourteen, Mr. President."
"Parker – along with the prime minister, get me my pills."

CENSORED CENSORED CENSORED


"Your name is?"
"Dr. Hiraku Aiba. I am, or rather now was, a senior researcher for the Taguruato Corporate Group"
"And why have you contacted us?"
"I have decided you need to know the truth about what happened in New York – and the Kaiju project – before anyone does something monumentally stupid."

TOP SECRET


"Ok, what am I looking at?"
"This is a picture taken half a mile from CLOVERNEST. It shows a stone slab, rectangular, about one hundred by one hundred fifty meters. If you will look closely, in those few patches clear of silt, you can see what appears to be some form of writing cut two feet deep into the surface…"

EYES ONLY EYES ONLY


"We found the first one – what do I mean? Later, later. We found the first one on an experimental deep-drilling mission in the west Pacific – we weren't expecting to find anything, much less an oily grey goop with chemical properties unlike anything we'd seen before clogging the pipes. It was a while before we grasped what we had found…"
…..
"We had to go to the government, in the end. This was beyond the resources of even one of Japan's largest holding corporations, and it was beginning to badly impact the bottom line. And who besides a government was likely to want a giant monster of its own, while still being able to pay for it? Terrorists, after all, rarely have trillions of Yen…which would be billions of dollars, to throw around."
…..
"Why, to _control_ them, of course. They've been making animals do things by sticking wires into their heads for a while – my superiors were of the opinion it shouldn't be that hard to scale things up, so to speak."

EXTREME TOP SECRET


"It translates as the cult of the monster-God. They popped up in Japan a few years ago – as whacky as Japan is, nobody paid much attention. They talk about some terrible penance that will arrive before long, monsters arising from the depth to "cleanse" the world of its corruptions – translate, 99% or so of the human race – all rather Lovecraftian."
"What-tian?"
"They seem to have had a serious spike in activity a few months ago – as if they saw something coming."
"Sounds like they might know what they're talking about. General, get in touch with Special Forces, the CIA, whatever, and see if we can get ahold of any of them alive. Any news on that…message that they found?"
"The Navy is still clearing silt – working conditions at that depth are pretty horrendous – and the writing – if that's what it is – resembles no known writing system. But we've found something rather suggestive, given previous events – there's what looks like an orbital diagram carved into it. A cometary orbit."

DO NOT DISTRIBUTE


"Yes, a power drink. It turns out that one of the components of the "growth matrix", in small quantities, makes for a remarkably effective stimulant and produces a sense of exhilaration. The penny-pinchers in the Diet were trying to avoid paying us anything above the operating costs: the Old Man – the CEO, that is - felt we were entitled to a small profit, and in fact it sells very well."
"I don't know where the Old Man got 'Slusho' from. He was an odd one – he also named the "Kaiju Project." You know what a Kaiju is? No? 1950s movie monsters in Japan – really silly stuff, actors in cheap rubber suits knocking over model buildings, but popular enough at the time. You ever see Gojira? I don't know if it ever got released in the US – anyway, he was a fan as a young man…"

TOP SECRET


"Welcome to the Monster Shop, Hiro. I'll be showing you around the main floor here."
"Yes, that's it. You can't see more than the top of the head coming out of the "slush" – but it does in fact fill the whole pool. Big enough for you?"
"No, it won't wake up as long as we keep pumping fresh "slush" in. The tanker comes in monthly…oh? No, we can't anaesthetize it – its chemistry is too alien. But it is a sound sleeper. We did lose Chuai Station during one of the earlier stages of experimentation – a little too eager to drill a hole right into another one's brain – but as long as we take it slow, we can cut all sorts of holes into it without disturbing it at all."
"Not much harder than cutting through steel. They've got some real pretty toys here – see that under the ceiling? Heavy-duty industrial laser, my man. We got into the central nervous system a while ago, and they've pretty much killed off its higher brain functions by now – we think."
"If it does wake up or we try to "puppet" it and it turns out to be, shall we say, unresponsive? Well, that's what the five hundred tons of high explosives are for. Things go entirely out of control, the monitoring team in Tokyo flips a switch, and the whole mountain comes down on top of the critter."
"Well, sure, we all die too, but really, Hiro, if you're going to be working in the Monster Shop, you really need to look on the bright side. For instance, free Slusho!"

DESTROY AFTER SECURITY CHECK


"Chemical traces in the water. Yes, hard to detect at any distance – but over the last eighteen years we've managed to find three other growth matrices at various depths of the ocean, none above five thousand feet."
"Total? Frankly, we have no idea – much of the ocean is simply too deep and remote to spend the time and effort to search. There could be dozens – or hundreds."

TOP SECRET TOP SECRET TOP SECRET


"Latest reports, Mr. President. It seems that the new platform at the former Chuai station, whatever it is pumping, it is not oil."
"And the Japanese prime mister? Still refusing to take my calls?"
"Supposedly he is still "indisposed."
"Ok. They want to fuck with us? Ok. Get me the Secretary of the Navy. We're going to put some heavy metal to sea and go preemptive on their asses."
"But Mr. President, we don't know Chuai station is actually part of this. Yes, the circumstances of its destruction were suspicious, but we can't be sure…"
"They've been stalling us for weeks, Parker. At least this should guarantee some sort of reaction."

EYES ONLY


"The cult started out as a kind of joke, really. It only slowly became serious as we found out more about those things – messages carved in giant letters in five million ton slabs of rock, biological insanity – do you know that the "Kaiju" incorporate some human DNA – among other things?"
……
"They had protection: one of the higher-ups in the government was a convert. Or perhaps he saw them as another lever to use against Taguruaro: the Old Man was always too independent minded."
…..
"Power struggles. Government, the company, the cultists. My wife was a cultist, you know? Frankly, I think she just was in it for the…what is the American? The Lulz? It still killed her in the end."
…..
"It wasn't until we got the pictures back from the comet – some eighteen months ago now – that the cultists went entirely batshit."

TOP SECRET TOP SECRET


"We have failed to obtain the Flesh of God: we cannot awaken them."
"There are other ways, my brethren. Perhaps this is not the appointed time, but we cannot stand idly by if the arrogant fools in America try to destroy the Children: they cannot ultimately succeed, but if they were to slay some of them, the punishment would fall on all mankind."

SECRET FILES


"Apparently, General, he managed to get on a flight to the US on a false ID: he is probably in US government hands by now."
"Shit on a stick. Any possibility of an extraction?"
"We currently are in the dark to his location. In any event, we can assume that if Project Kaiju is not fatally compromised, it soon will be."
"Compromised? This is our baby – the Americans aren't taking it away from us."
"The Prime Minister thinks…"
"Fuck the Prime Minister. I've seen my country going steadily downhill since the early 90s, and I am not going to stand by while the government bends over for the Americans, and the new head of Taguruato is in agreement with me…"

ERASE DO NOT EXAMINE ERASE


"We've had a top-level informer for that long, and I wasn't notified? Last I noticed, I'm the god-dammed President!!"
"I know, sir, but intelligence had to confirm some of what he had to say – it's really pretty unbelievable…"

CENSORED CENSORED CENSORED


"Comet Meer – yes, we also came to that conclusion. And the probe designed to take a sample from one comet was "lost in space" and redirected."
"….I don't have the video for that. All I can do is tell you what I saw…"
"….A nightmare. Nothing that should exist in a sane world. Miles long. Withered like a leaf, an ancient mummy, wrapped around the core of a comet. Covered with a fuzzy shroud of glowing sickly green, like fungus on a corpse…"
"….The cultists claim it moved. I looked at the pictures, afterward. Was its head not in the same position as in the earlier shots? I cannot be sure. What will we see when the Comet returns in another hundred years? Will the Kaiju emerge from their cocoons at last? What will they be by then? What will we be by then?"

ABOVE TOP SECRET EXTREME


[1] No, not George Bush. Butterflies!

133. Sans Ryan

OK, an updated version of a world in which Tom Clancy's Jack Ryan dies before he becomes *J*A*C*K *R*Y*A*N and things go often pear-shaped. (And yes, there are still too many Nazis, but lets just say they're there to balance out the Islamic terror fantasies a bit.)

It is 2018, and a grim-looking prospect for Christmas and the New Year.

Since the 1980s, terrorism has been an existential threat to meet the expectations of the most motivated internet ranter. There have been multiple nuclear and bioterrorism attacks, the worst of which – the brainchild of Deep Greens of the “we must thin the human population” school – ended up killing over a hundred million people worldwide with mutated ebola. Neo-Nazi, Islamicist, hardline Maoist and Christian Dominionist terrorist groups are all active worldwide.

Not that international relationships are particularly pleasant either. The USSR and the US almost nuked each other out of existence in 1991 as a result of a nuclear terror attack on Denver, Colorado (the US ended up backing down when the USSR demonstrated superior anti-missile tech by shooting down the US “tit for tat” nuclear missile).

The Soviet Union collapsed as OTL, its triumphs – killing a Pope, keeping their latest high tech weapons out of US hands, making the US back down in ’91, etc. – having done exactly nothing to keep its economy from going to shit. Indeed, all that spending on new ABM systems and stealth submarines helped tank the economy faster: the Evil Empire lasted just one year longer than OTL, falling apart in ’92 when things reached the “troops shooting food rioters in the streets” level of bad. The best that could be said was that national pride was a bit less dented than OTL - Andrey Ily'ch Narmonov, the last General Secretary of the USSR, is remembered as a man who gave the US a good slap across the face when it was going hysterical, rather than a western stooge who gave away the farm.

 Japan and India came under the control of anti-US nationalist hardliner groups in the 1990s, and there is a US-Japanese war in 1995. Japanese secretive building of their own nuclear missiles turns out to be insufficient to deter the US from putting a stranglehold on the Japanese home islands, and Japanese leader Hiroshi Goto is assassinated by the same Zaibatsu cabal that put him into power before he can indulge in any From Hell’s Heart Stabbyness or any shattering of millions of jewels. (The Chinese, who had secretively backed the Japanese in hopes of exactly that outcome, were disappointed.)

In 1996, after the war ends, a Japanese pilot embittered by the death of his son and brother and second cousin once removed in the war flies his plane into the US Capitol during a joint session of Congress, taking out most of the US federal government. Iran took advantage of this distraction to take over Iraq (the OTL first Iraq war still took place and Iraq wasn’t in a good position to defend itself, especially after Saddam was assassinated).

Iran then overreached itself, using bioterrorism as part of a plan to distract the US from an Iranian invasion of Saudi Arabia. They also assassinated the new, waaaay down the line of succession temporary President of the US (thus leading to the US going quickly from its first Mormon president to its first gay president). Unfortunately, this simply led to the US developing a Terrible Resolve and an invasion of Iran which involved the tactical use of nuclear weapons (the US, after all, having been the target of WMDs itself both by Iran and others, felt that taboo had been thoroughly broken).

Iraq was liberated from Iranian control, and since the Iranians had already wiped out the former Sunni government and military leadership, the US found it simplest to work with the Shias which the Iranians had promoted, although they did work out a deal to keep the Kurds autonomous. A Sunni revolt against Shi’a oppression broke out within a few years, leading the US to divert some troops from Iran back to Iraq.

 The occupation of Iran would require the reinstatement of the draft and would last fifteen years. When the US forcibly removed Ayatollah Mahmoud Hajji Daryaei from power, they weren’t satisfied with that: the Return of Militarist Japan “proved” that not doing a thorough jobs of removing the Old Guard from power would come back to haunt you. A full occupation, with all the accompanying ghastly grim gore you’d expect, followed, and dragged on year after year as the US tried to find someone, anyone, who could take the reins of Iran as a democratic leader without immediately being condemned by all and sundry as a US stooge and traitor. It took in the end over a million and a half troops to finally stabilize things at a “low murmur of terrorism” level, and the US finally found a democratic politician who clearly disliked the US enough to hand power over to without him being torn to pieces the moment US forces left. [1]

And then the Eco-terrorists struck.

Although the plan to multiple the effect of the disease through faked inoculations proved ludicrously impossible to carry out in a world so “inoculated” with paranoia, the Ebola plague of 2000 (sometimes referred to as “the Red Death” – whether this originated with a Poe fan or not is unknown) swept across the globe, with the heaviest casualties in poor, crowded countries with weak medical institutions, destabilizing already weak states and precipitating more chaos. Osama Bin Laden’s strangely out of place attack on the US in 2001 was considered more “insult added to injury” than anything else at this point, although the US used some of the massive forces holding down Iran to move in and flatten the Taliban as a demonstration of their new “zero tolerance for terrorist refuges” policy (nuclear-armed states excepted).

(Environmentalist became so strongly identified with insane anti-human ideals that the Sierra Club almost went out of business, and PETA was outright classified as a terrorist organization, much to the pleasure of some pet owners. It has also been a serious burden on those trying to get people to take global warming seriously).

China would try to overcome economic woes by invading Russia in 2002 and annexing a large chunk of Siberia. The only reason this has not led to a strong US-Russian anti-Chinese alliances is that as of 2018, Russia is being led by a psychopath.

There are further terrorist attacks on the US in 2006 and 2007, with one group of Islamicists infiltrating through Mexico to attack malls in border cities, and another one setting off a nuclear device “liberated” from Pakistan’s nuclear program in an underground nuclear waste disposal site. Their plan to poison the western US’s water table turned out to be based on deeply bogus science, but this all was unpleasant enough to make building a Wall a deeply bi-partisan proposition by 2008, although nobody was dumb enough to think the Mexicans would pay for it.

The US’s tracing back of the nuclear device to Pakistan led to the discovery of a corrupt general with terrorist allies. The Pakistani nuclear program went up in smoke – shortly after the Pakistanis began shuffling their feet at demands for full US access. This is a cooperative effort at this point between the US, India and NotYeltsin, absolutely nobody wanting to see Pakistan’s warheads in terrorist hands. Alas, such cooperative attitudes prove short-lived.

The US, still transitioning from Middle East occupation (troop withdrawals began in 2007, but Iran isn’t fully evacuated till 2012) loses a 2009 fight with China, which annexes Taiwan, thanks to superior Chinese electronic warfare.

Hardliner Valeri Volodin, who is basically who Putin fantasizes himself as, comes to power in Russia in 2010. His main desires are to rebuild the old Soviet empire and totally fuck over China: he’s happy to see the US suffer too, but is willing to let them be if they don’t stop him from Making Russia Great Again. Over the next few years, he will stage the Russian re-annexation of Belarus, Lithuania, the Crimea, and the Donbass, and clash with the US in stealth warfare and espionage games over the fate of the remaining Baltic States and Georgia.

A new wave of eco-terrorist attacks against oil and gas facilities, which pushes up the price of said commodities, turn out to have been Russian-backed. Relations go even more sour, and a bloody split takes place in the green-extremist circles, between those who think “tactical alliances” with the Russians in OK, those violently resentful of being used, and those who refuse to believe the green-extremist movement was actually used and this is all US government propaganda. Being anti-carbon gets even harder. (Global warming is finally acceptable in 2018 as a subject of discussion, but is pretty much always discussed in terms of its effects on human well-being and prosperity, never its damage to the wild environment.)

A wave of deaths, assassinations and arrests hit the US military and espionage forces abroad starting in 2016, as a Romanian hacker makes big bucks off of a stolen US intelligence database. An effort by a Saudi technocrat to draw the US back into the Middle East quagmire fails, since by this point even with no Jack Ryan the US is getting wise to this sort of shit, is deeply paranoid, and really really don’t want to invade the area again. The new “reformist” Saudi prince performs the traditional act of giving the overlord the criminal’s head and has the technocrat quietly “short while trying to escape”, but the US-Saudi relationship, already strained, became even more shaky.

The Middle East as a whole is messed up, but in different ways than OTL. Syria like OTL has seen destabilization, but a heavier Russian intervention has managed to contain the damage, comparatively speaking. The US, after sending troops into Iraq the third time, pulled out to deal with the fallout of the plague of ’00, accepting the division of the country into a Sunni north and Shi’a south, plus a Kurdish “safety zone” with open borders to the Kurdish “safety zone” previously established in Iran (Turkey, still considered a reliable US ally at the time, was vehemently opposed to their union as an independent Kurdistan, as some proposed). US troops continue to maintain a Cordon Sanitaire between north and south: since 2012, when north Iraq went genuinely Islamofascist, US forces have built up considerably, not just due to north Iraq going genuinely islamofascist, but due to perceived increasing unreliability of Turkey and post-occupation Iran as allies. All the oil lying to the south requires a vigorous front defense (offense?)

US relations with south Iraq are strange and often contradictory. Although a long-term US ally and the main US military base in the area, the US generally detests the near-theocratic regime the Shia’s have put in place, while the Iraqi Shi’as consider the Americans a corrupting influence. Although there is still some gratitude for the US role in their independence and the gifting of Iraq with a big chunk of Arab-speaking Iran, most blame the US for the division of Iraq and continued poor relations with the Republic of Iran: still, surrounded by hostile neighbors, they need the US to stay, so they remain locked in a love-hate embrace of mutual necessity.  And that’s not even bringing up the long, sordid history of Iraqis helping Iranian rebels against the US while their government pretended not to know about it and the US pretended they didn’t know they knew so they wouldn’t have to militarily occupy Iraq.

There is more respect for Iran, in spite of their long history of bloody struggle. The first Prime Minister of post-occupation Iran at least genuinely believed in democracy, and although he often ascended to soaring heights in denouncing the US, he didn’t support terrorism or push for avenging the losses of the war, instead doing his best to establish democratic institutions and build up the economy. Unfortunately, he didn’t live very long, and the current Prime Minister of Iran has been using cozying up to various extremist elements in attempts to increase his political power and keep control over his office. There have been various “incidents” of Iranian violating the autonomous Kurdish zone, testing US resolve to defend the area, whose inhabitants, he claims, yearn for full reincorporation with Iran. This will probably not end well (see below). Still, Iran isn’t allied to any of the US’s enemies, and actually cooperates with it in helping keep Sunni fanatics firmly squished, in Afghanistan and elsewhere.

In 2018 Turkey, under a fascistic-Islamicist regime combining the worst elements of OTLs Turkish leader and his chief opponents, is steadily moving away from the US and contemplating a Russian alliance of convenience. The US’s lack of cooperation in suppressing the latest Kurd uprising is not helping at all. But then the US has too many years invested in protecting the “Kurdish security zones” to allow Turkey to bomb and cross the border in pursuit of terrorist groups.

Israel temporarily suffered from a Ghandi-type problem, with a peaceful protest movement dedicated to seek martyrdom while being strictly non-violent focusing much hostile attention on the country. Unfortunately, aside from making the Israelis look bad, the movement didn’t yield much in the way of results, since the concessions the Israelis were willing to make always stopped well short of what most Palestinians would find acceptable, and the men of blood eventually returned to prominence, much to Israeli relief.

With Israel not behaving worse than OTL (indeed, generally less brutally: Rabin avoiding assassination had some positive results, although not enough to generate an independent Palestine, even a rump one), the US-Israeli relationship remains strong: with Islamic terrorism being much more broadly seen as an existential threat, harsh Israeli measures to defend themselves are seen in a more positive light, and the US and European left are rather less critical. One difference is that in this world Israel is open about the fact it has a nuclear arsenal: indeed, it has made quite clear its ability to devastate the middle east if attacked.

Saudis still Saudis. House of Saud still a bag of assholes.

China is not a happy camper. It’s a much better armed country than OTL, but overall it lags behind our China in GDP. Territorial expansion and increased influence by means fair or foul abroad have not compensated for an end to “most favorable” trade status with the US and elsewhere in the wake of the south China sea war, and the military buildups since the early nineties have also been a drag on the economy. Efforts to grow the internal market and create the educational system necessary for a genuine high-tech superpower have lagged (not to mention many Party men have questioned the value of creating a vast new population of highly educated young people when it is unclear if there will be appropriate jobs for them). The economy is expanding, but the true boom times of the To Get Rich is Glorious days seem to have departed, perhaps not to return. Japan, India and Russia have joined forces to contain further Chinese expansion, a goal pursued by the US as well, although separately: many Chinese greatly fear a triple anti-Chinese alliance may become a quadruple one, and consider a reconciliation with the US a top priority, seeing Volodin an excellent scare-figure than can drawn Washington and Beijing together. (And then there are hardliners who see the way forward in further expansion, in bringing the economy of Asia as a whole under Chinese dominance, and wiping the Japanese off the face of the earth. Fortunately, unlike Russia – or OTL China, for that matter – China is still run by elite consensus rather than one-man rule).

China is looking for allies abroad, in Asia and elsewhere, benefitting from fear of Russia and hostility to US power, and as OTL is increasingly influential in Africa. China is also trying to detatch India from its Russian and Japanese allies, suggesting a “united continental Asia” and investing in the Indian economy: the Indians are being a bit coy (they don’t trust the Chinese. Very few nations trust any former enemies in this world), and China letting India know by back channels that it is no longer supporting Maoist rebels in India probably has done more harm than good (“look, let’s be friends! I’ve even stopped punching you in the groin!”)

Volodin would also like an alliance with the US, or at least an apocalyptic US-Chinese war he can stay out of. He suffers from conflicting goals: while he very much wants to liberate eastern Siberia from the Chinese, any genuine cooperation with the US is badly hampered by his monomaniacal determination to rebuild Russia into a new USSR, and eventually regaining the Ukraine isn’t really negotiable. But he’s willing to lie a lot in the short and medium term. He’s unfortunately also a bit of a megalomaniac, all too fond of his role as a master manipulator and fond of Brilliant Plots while seemingly incapable of grasping the concept of blowback. Unfortunately, he really is a master manipulator, so his plots span the globe and when things inevitably blow up in his face at some point, it might take everyone else out as well.

The Japanese relationship with the US is in bad shape still, and there is no pan-pacific trade alliance to be had, although wartime trade and technology embargoes have been relaxed. Relationships remain prickly, and any politician who allowed Japanese business and capital full access to US assets (buying up parts of New York, say) still would be in danger of being crucified by the political opposition. Japan is not allowed to have any space or ICMB capacity, but it has been getting around that by hiring Russian rockets to put satellites, etc. in space, and that Japan retains “bomb in the basement” or even actual functioning warheads remains widely suspected. The economy is not much worse than OTL, indeed stronger in some fields (loss of access to a lot of US tech and some European stuff has led Japan to develop high-tech manufacturing capacities it lacks OTL, for one thing, and it has been getting around limitations on its military by focusing on maximal bang for the buck tech), but the population crunch remains severe in spite all sorts of intrusive legal strategies to increase reproduction (the Bachelor and Bachelorette Taxes are only one of the best known), given that Japan is even more allergic to the notion of dirty foreigners polluting their soil than OTL.

With concerns about security, terrorism, and scary brown people, it is unsurprising that right-wing wackery is doing even better than OTL, although the existence of a genuine Fascist International of sorts (these people network)is scary enough that right-wingers generally try to put a bit of distance between themselves and out-and-out Nazis, although their policies may not greatly differ. As OTL, there is fascist activity in Eastern Europe and things have come to a head with the election of an actual fascist in Italy, although he lacks the votes in Parliament to put through much of his program (anti-Fascist activity OTOH is strong in the UK and France, where it is generally felt that this is an existential crisis for the very existence of any real unified “Europe”). Fascistic groups haven’t been very successful politically in Germany, but are prominent in terrorist acts, blackmail, etc. (There is some doubts about letting the Federation of Croatia and Bosnia into the EU [2]: sure, all that shouting about “fascists” on the part of the Serbs and their Russian sponsors is propaganda, but there have been some … political peculiarities).

Brazil and the Philippines are not run by right-wing freaks in this world (although Brazil’s left-wing government is showing some disturbingly authoritarian tendencies) but Bolivia, Argentina and Turkey are. Japan has it’s neo-fascists, but the corporations which are the real rulers of modern Japan keep them on a fairly tight leash and don’t let them run the show. Then there’s the Neo-Boer revolt in South Africa, which claims it is exercising its right to self-determination and carving out a homeland for itself. Although supported by right-wing white groups worldwide, there is some sympathy for it, with the South African government having begun to drift into Mugabwe-ish large scale dispossession of white farmers and land owners before the rebellion broke out: admittedly, it would help their case if they weren’t trying so hard to take over important gold and diamond mines and so darn enthusiastic about expelling blacks from their “national” territory.

Not that leftist terrorism isn’t an issue. The Naxalites in India, various extremist anti-capitalist groups in Europe, and then there’s the rather horrible Shining Path regime in Peru: as support drops from an increasingly embarrassed China, the regime is going on a bunker-building binge in preparation for a Capitalist Invasion, and parts of the Andes are beginning to resemble late communist Albania * 10. Volodin wants to recreate the old Soviet empire and is an admirer of Stalin, but he’s an economic pragmatist (Not that he isn’t happy to send off enemies to build roads through the Siberian Taiga) and supports terrorists left and right as convenient. The rash of anti-capitalist anarcho-terrorism starting in the US in 2011 only lasted for a couple years before largely dying out, although a few bankers got blown to bits.

The most hated left-wing terrorists are, however, eco- terrorists: although the US and USSR came within inches of nuking each other off the face of the earth, and millions died in the Russian-Chinese war, nothing had been as existentially terrifying as the modified Ebola plague of 2000, which has left people with a deep paranoia about disease in general and a deep hatred of anything resemble Deep Green philosophy. The much harder time environmentalists have in this world has, as these things do, radicalized many, and a new crop of radical green terrorists are springing up among those too young to really remember the terror of ’00. 

Islamic terrorism as a source of paranoia remains evergreen, and with an Islamicist attack on the US (with a frickin’ atomic weapon, to boot) as recently as 2007 [3] and the Sunni North Iraqi regime going Wacky Religious in 2012, it is currently the main paranoia-generator in the western world (admittedly rather more justified paranoia than OTL), although that may change if eco-terrorists get into the swing of it again. Low-level attacks continue, and the French only recently stopped a plot to blow up the Eiffel Tower. (There have also been attacks against the Chinese and the Russians, but such things are never mentioned on Chinese and Russian TV or radio or internets). After the annihilation of the Pakistani nuclear program, atomic capacity at least for now seems out of Islamicist hands, but people are still fearful of the possibility of biological attack. Afghanistan has descended into chaos again, and some are calling for an invasion of north Iraq before it does “something”, but with the Saharan crisis heating up, the US government really doesn’t want any extra commitments.

Third world chaos and instability is worse than OTL, not at all helped by the destabilizing effects of the plague, which hit third world countries lacking a developed medical system particularly hard: the Congo, Burma/Myanmar, and Zimbabwe pretty much fell to pieces, while other countries suffered from civil wars, revolts, and turns to dictatorship they did not OTL. Islamicist activity spiked, especially in the Sahel, where the Islamic Union grew from a parasite preying on the ruin of Mali to a universalist Jihadi state with ambitions to unify all Islamic north Africa under its flag, and now fully commanding the attention of military expeditionary forces from Europe, Nigeria, and now the USA.

The world economy as a whole is worse off than OTL, much of the Neo-Liberal paradigm of the post-Soviet era OTL, the gospel of open borders and globalization, having run hard into international conflict and more severe terrorist activity. Trade and technology transfers between major powers, or at least between China, Japan, Russia, and much of the Islamic world, is heavily hampered by legal barriers, and international travel is even more troublesome for people coming to and fro the US OTL, and a lot more so for other countries which OTL still offer a relatively relaxed airport regime. There has been something of a Keynsian multiplier effect from non-OTL military buildups and the development of new technologies.

 The Ebola Plague has had both negative and positive effects on the development of biotech. The need for developing more effective defenses against biological attack (and in some places, developing more effective biological attacks: China’s probably going to end up overrun by zombies or something) has driven heavy investment in genetic engineering, new antibiotics, gene therapy, etc., but it has also made government control and supervision much more onerous. No biotech companies are allowed the sort of freedom that the Horizon Corporation had to develop the bioweapon used by the eco-terrorists. All bio-tech companies are either run by governments or as “close partnerships” with the government, and even the US embeds spies within any company it does not fully control as a matter of course. Many entrepreneurs that otherwise might go into the biotech field are discouraged by the notion of the government constantly breathing down their necks.

Government health agencies are more influential, with the CDC being a much more muscular organization while the World Health Organization is also a lot beefier – if, like every other international organization, hampered by the atmosphere of distrust between the major powers aside from the US and Europe.  (There are of course, this being the Clancy-verse, people within both organization plotting to use these enhanced powers for sinister purposes: fortunately, they remain currently fairly ineffectual).

Remember, people who aren’t vaccinating are helping the terrorists!

One might say the world is globally more divided but also in some places more regionally united. The US and Europe are more closely tied in their ongoing struggle against various and multiple threats. Europe is more united than OTL, out of fear and hostility towards Russia and the Middle East if not for better reasons. It has responded to US pressure to build up its own military capacity, and a joint EU army, a “Eurocorps”, if you will, is a reality. France has been particularly active abroad, although some accuse it of being more concerned with strengthening its own influence in Africa than in cooperation with other European states for the good of all. There has been no Brexit, although British politicians still grumble about the sinister designs of Brussels and banana shape regulations.

Britain is currently under the rule of King Andrew, next in the line of succession to Charles, who was assassinated along with his wife and child in 1981. Under extra stress (like everyone else in this TL) Queen Elizabeth II passed away at the age of 90.

Northern Ireland suffered from a massive uptick in the Troubles following the assassination aforementioned and the UK response. Eventually it was discovered that the hard-Marxist ULA, not the IRA, was behind the killing, but the British were in too deep at that point to make peace with the IRA. The ULA was largely wiped out, (and Libya got bombed earlier than OTL), but the Soviets made hay keeping the conflict going and what was left of the IRA was radicalized. The political conflict spread to the US as “pro-IRA” Irish-descended politicians were attacked opportunistically (it did Teddy Kennedy’s career no good at all), and terrorist bombings and murders far beyond Ireland. Tony Blair never ascended to the Prime Minister position, having ascended explosively to the roof of a Parliament washroom in 1992. Today the IRA is largely a spent force, at the cost of billions of pounds, ten thousand more Troubles-related deaths, violent political troubles in Eire,  and a quarter of a million Catholic refugees in said country still too afraid to come home.

Latin America suffers from both right and left wing dictators and rebels, not to mention eco-terrorists in the Central American and Amazon basin jungles. The US works to keep foreign influence out of its back yard as much as possible, although China has managed to establish a new foothold in Central America. Some US nationalists call for a US annexation of vital areas. Mexico is very much under US hegemony, it’s rather poor performance in helping the US keep immigrants, terrorists, and drug dealers from leaking across the border having led to an effective US occupation of the northern borderlands. This has in some ways benefitted the Mexican government – the current president of Mexico’s effort to break the drug rings, backed by the US military, has had considerable success – but also undermined it, as many see Mexican sovereignty being sold down the river, and the rights of individual Mexican disregarded as the War on Drugs/Crime/Terror/Whatever racks up every increasing numbers of innocent bystanders. The Zapatistas are on the rise again, although the US is helping with that, too…

Nuclear weapons aren’t what they used to be, some say. The nuclear taboo has been broken multiple times at this point, and they have been used aggressively, if in limited numbers, in several conflicts. Nuclear defense systems have become fairly effective: between massive lasers, anti-missile missiles, and a growing arsenal of orbital weapons, intercepting a nuclear missile has become fairly easy, and the enemy in a conflict having atomic weapons is no longer sufficient as a deterrent. The thing is that people have been essentially been playing nuclear chicken: no power has good enough anti-missile tech to stop a genuinely all-out attack from another major power [4], especially considering things like nuclear stealth bombers, short-range attacks from nuclear subs (the US, Russia, and China all have ultra-stealthy “chain drive” subs by now), and low altitude “cruise missiles”). The trouble is that if one side makes an all-out attack, so many people are going to die regardless that there’s no point in not going for all out retaliation: MAD comes back into play. So far, conflicts have remained below the “existential fail’ degree of crisis – so far. But chemical, biological, and tactical nukes (say, cannon-fired atomic weapons or atomic mines) are now on the table, so to speak (the Russians finally stopped the Chinese advance by creating a barrier of chemical and radiological death from Mongolia to Lake Baikal, poisoning their own land for the next hundred years and seriously unnerving Chinese troops).

Things remain tense along the crumbling edges of Eastern Europe. What with wars and plague and terrorism, the expansion of NATO and the EU were slowed compared to OTL, and since Volodin came to power, he’s used every dirty trick in the book plus blunt downright threats to stop any further approach to Russia’s borders. He’s been unable to prevent the US from making a separate alliance with the Ukraine, and while no US troops are threatening Russia from Ukraine proper, the Ukrainians are armed with a lot of shiny new US equipment, and the massive US buildup in eastern Poland is ready to move into Ukraine to counter a Russian invasion as well as repel any Russian attacks on Poland. Since outright military confrontation is likely to end badly, the Ukraine seethes with Russian agents trying to destabilize the country and putting pro-Russian stooges in power.

There are a few bright spots in this world, compared to OTL. A gene or two diverged from OTL, and the second Kim actually came to think of the interests of his people ahead of the interests of the Kim family, and slowly, painfully, but peacefully, Korea moved towards reunion in the later 90s and early 2000s. Korea is still struggling in 2018 with the costs of bringing North Korea “up to code”, not helped by the fact that nearly 50% of North Koreans moved south, and only by heavy bribery was the South able to keep the rest of them at home. The north-south cultural and prejudice divide is rather worse than the German “Ossie-Wessie” divide, and each side proclaims itself More Korean than You. Still, it remains a functional nation, and both groups find some unity in hating on the Japanese and making suspicious noises towards the Chinese, whose efforts to bring them into some sort of East Asian Happy Shiny Alliance are looked upon with considerable suspicion after their attacks on the US and Russia. The Yalu is increasingly fortified, and some joke the DMZ hasn’t gone away, it’s just moved north.

Other places doing better than OTL are Yemen, which has avoided civil war, Venezuela, which is doing better than Colombia nowadays, Syria, which had a less bad civil war, and Somalia, which has a unified and non-awful government in the north, and a functional if unpleasantly Islamicist government in the south, rather than a warlordy mess.

Killing John Paul II may have taken the heart out of some Poles, but did nothing to arrest the decay of the USSR. It did lead to a rather different succession of Popes, and without the long reign of John Paul II, the Catholic Church is a somewhat more liberal institution OTL: the current Pope is pondering a papal bull making married priests acceptable, as a part of getting rid of all those embarrassing pederasts in the church. (Female priests? Well, maybe in the next century).

The modern US is angry, paranoid and heavily armed. It’s poorer than OTL, as is the world as a whole after the wars and disasters of the last three decades.  Islamophobia is entirely mainstream, as is an existential outlook on the War On Terror, which is so obviously ongoing it doesn’t really have an official name. Religious apocalypticism is bubbling, and the Left Behind movies had much bigger budgets.  Curiously, a good social safety net is much less politically controversial in spite of all the right-wing elements of society, since after nuclear bombings and plagues people really feel the need for good healthcare and emergency services run by people who are actually competent rather than loyal political stooges. (There still are politicians railing that socialized healthcare is the road to Stalinism, of course).

The draft is back, and total military forces are close to three million, although at least this provides employment. Having served in "Eye-ran" is the common experience and bond of a generation of Americans. Sale of germicidal sprays and toxic cleaning chemicals are up, up, and the Japanese habit of wearing a face mask when ill has caught on in the US and almost worldwide, although it has been long enough since the Ebola “Red Death” that people aren’t much at risk of being violently assaulted for sneezing on other people. 

As mentioned, there is a growing military presence in space driven by these issues, and single stage to orbit is an everyday workhorse of the US militarized space program rather than the struggling brainchild of a brilliant techbro. The US has a genuine spaceplane, there are Shining Pebbles and sat-killer satellites waiting for the word in orbit, and bigass laser weapons aplenty. (Reagan failed to make it past one term, having health problems relating from a more serious injury during his assassination attempt. His “Star Wars” program is now seen as prophetic and visionary rather than pop cultural goofy.)

What with the Japanese collapsing the US stock market in ’95, the Chinese electronically running circles around the US navy in ’09, and a goddamn Romanian hacker making off with top secret government files in ’14, paranoia about computer security is extreme. The Internet is filled with walls and barriers and gates by our world’s standards, and is hardly neutral. Identity theft by terrorist agents is a big concern and the development of Social Media has been slowed by security concerns as well as the generally poorer economy. The fact that this may have helped keep struggling democracy afloat a bit longer in the US and elsewhere is entirely unintentional, and some authoritarian types would be kicking themselves if they knew how useful such services as Facebook could be.

The US political situation is…tense. The 2016 election was a heated one, with the Democrats for the first time in a long time putting up a genuinely left-wing candidate. Since the war with Japan over two decades ago the economy had swung violently up and down, down more often than up, and the stock market had seen so many disastrous plunges that people hardly paid attention to them anymore. (Economic volatility has made banks and financial institutions rather more cautious than OTL, and the government has been similarly concerned about keeping any dubious financial bubbles or stock market jerry rigs from being constructed. This has helped, but nuclear attacks, wars and plagues do not respond well to government regulators). OTOH, an increasing share of new earnings and productivity taken by the top 10-1%, a trend beginning in the 1970s, continued as OTL. The time when steady economic growth and a better life for your children were guaranteed to many seemed to be receding into an increasingly remote past. Many called for a new New Deal, a genuine transformation of the economy.

OTOH, fear and loathing of Commies remained strong, and the Reagan Boom had even more of a rosy aura over it than OTL, with the 1990s boom cut short by the war with Japan and subsequent events. The other candidate stood foresquare for capitalism, and while he was a terrible racist dick even by the somewhat grim standards of this world, and often espoused frankly fascist ideas, he was favored to win. Until evidence came to light that his campaign was receiving, through various shell companies, aid from the Russians, both financial and disinformation campaigns against his opponent.

In this world, being backed by the Russians was not forgivable, and although it was a narrow loss, he lost, and the Angry Old Socialist came to the White House. Since his inauguration things have become increasingly explosive. The conservatives in Congress and Senate have tried to block him at every turn, while he has used Presidential executive orders, signing statements, out-of-session appointments and other legally dubious maneuvers to pass his radical (well, not really, but that’s the reaction) agenda. Meanwhile, on the right many howl about a presidential dictatorship, call for the annulment of the election, and claim the entire Russian connection was actually an elaborate fraud.

They are in fact correct.

President Volodin is frustrated with the stalling of his “rebuild the USSR program”, and wants the US good and distracted. He threw his support behind the right-wing candidate without his ever knowing who was actually supporting him (he was kinda thick) precisely because Volodin wanted him to lose.

His analysts tell him that the Angry Old Socialist being elected was a good deal likelier to bring about severe social unrest. Possibly even a US civil war, although that wouldn’t be clear until the fall elections.

The Ukraine shall be Russian.

[1] The experience rendered the US so sick of occupation duties that US forces sent into Afghanistan in 2001 were replaced by whatever allied forces the US could scrape up as quickly as possible.

 [2] For various reasons, the Serbs didn’t do as well in this version of the Yugoslav civil war, but the Bosnians had an even worse time and ended having to accept a subordinate role to the Croats for sheer survival. Major powers kept getting distracted in the 90s.

[3] Fortunately with few casualties, although millions believe they will die early from radiation, in spite of government assurances otherwise.

 [4] The Chinese stacked the odds in their favor before the war of ’02 by carrying out an elaborate disinformation campaign beforehand to convince the USSR they had a lot more new-model (solid fueled, quick launch) ICBMs than they had (lots of fake launch sites and silos, trucking around empty shells of missiles, etc) to convince them their ABM system would not be enough to prevent massive damage in case of a nuclear exchange.

134. Welcome To Toontown

A commission by thatghostmasguy and gillburger, based on Who Framed Roger Rabbit and Chip ‘n Dale: Rescue Rangers (2022).

 

It all started in 1919, when Earth’s reality intersected with certain extra-dimensional fields of energy. It was, on a cosmic scale, a very, very minor event but the effect on physical, human reality was both very notable and oddly specific.

 

In the early stages of production for the animated short film, Feline Follies, the characters manifested, exactly as they would appear on the film frames, albeit in 3 dimensions, fully sentient and independent, though with the personalities that the artists envisioned for them. What followed was chaos, as no-one, not even the newly manifested Felix the Cat, really knew what to do. It took a long time before things calmed down (and miraculously didn’t involve any authorities beyond the production team). It took a while but an understanding was achieved that would define this brand-new existence. They put this new entity, the first toon, to work, which Felix was ecstatic about.

 

From there, more and more toons began to emerge. No-one was sure how it worked at first. Then a fortuitous repair job on an animation camera was done one day, discovering a bizarre filter over the lens that hadn’t been noticed before. The manufacturing wasn’t clear but the mechanism was clear. This was where toons were coming from. Where the lenses were coming from was as clear as mud, unfortunately but whatever the source was, they seemed to be distributing them during the assembly process for cameras and more were being found as the machinery was taken apart to investigate.

 

Needless to say, people rushed to take advantage of this, however they could.

 

The animation industry of the 20s and 30s ended up being not too different from conventional Hollywood. Experimenting to create the right atmosphere (read as: cartoony) meant that most early toon performances were short and therefore not that different from OTL cartoons but things would obviously get more sophisticated with time.

 

When WWII started plenty of established toon actors would end up staring in propaganda pieces. More tragically, a lot would be created for propaganda pieces. Toons getting invited to perform on the front lines for the troops would lead to the first suggestion of whether toons could be weaponised. Some toon volunteers would be allowed to fight but they proved to be too unserious for the business of war, unless they were cast as villains, in which case they often ended up being a tad too sociopathic (a certain quintet of weasels would be disappointed they missed their chance before the war ended).

 

The invention of dip changed the relationship between humans and toons and the brief period of total immortality/immunity the toons had enjoyed (though it wasn’t in their characters to really abuse it at first) would end.

 

Post war, HUAC and the ardent McArthyists would demand more toon propaganda pieces, in this case, anti-communist ones, and would get some of their wishes granted once war began in Korea. A lot of the Yellow Peril toons would get recast as evil ‘Red Korean and Chinese’ villains. Toons weren’t too interested in politics, unless they were made to be, so they took the work the studios gave them all the same but they did notice the increasingly worse treatment coming from many human authorities as the 50s moved on into the 60s.

 

America’s toon population would have a contentious relationship with the Civil Rights movement (on the human activists and theorists part, that is). The toons were marginalised to a high degree. They didn’t even have the vote. They also weren’t actually human, however, and a lot of humans didn’t actually like to be compared to toons, which led to a bit of a split between these hardliners and those who promoted solidarity regardless of human or inhuman status.

 

Toons would also proliferate in other nations. The question of how these other nations got their hands on the special camera lenses that manifested toons would lend some credibility to the “toons are un-American,” crowd through the early days of the Cold War.

 

Both sides of the Cold War would create toons for propaganda purposes but quite a few of them would end up recruited for military purposes – and be designed to be more serious (or, at least focused) in their attitudes. Some countries that were battlefields in the Cold War proxy conflicts would also make their own, though a lot of them would be super-soldiers first and propaganda actors second, which the special camera lenses tended to have an odd reaction to. Toons made for entertainment that signed up to fight would prove to be more effective than those made for the express purpose of fighting. Either way, they would be indestructible to everything other than dip.

 

The decades would see the other animated beings develop. Claymen would emerge soon enough, after stop-motion puppets were filmed with the special lenses. Muppets, the result of filming puppets with the lenses, would not be created until much later, however – no-one’s sure why. The former, being quite small, would see some use in maintenance jobs but the latter would seriously change society, as a source of easy automated labour, even if they didn’t have the versatility of toons.

 

Needless to say, once the presence of these more mechanical beings made it out into mainstream society, things really changed.

 

The Western World, having a greater concentration of all three forms of animated being, would change first. Toon rights would also clash with other civil rights and a growing social movement upset with being replaced by inhuman beings (imagine the modern automation debate but decades earlier). This world’s rise of neocon politics would see a greater wealth disparity at the beginning that they would make worse. It would, at the very least, prompt the unionisation of disgruntled toons and the gradual growth of solidarity between them and human civil and worker rights groups.

 

The Warsaw Pact would try to take advantage of the unrest in America in the 80s and 90s and also try to alleviate their own economic decline by trying to expand their influence in West Asia. America’s response to this would ultimately destabilise the region for decades to come and ruin the reputation of toons there – not that they were regarded highly to begin with.

 

Video games wouldn’t produce any toons at first, despite some concerns from anti-toon groups. Then in-game cinematics would become more common, producing the first game-born toons. The industry would shrug its shoulders, given the popularity of game storylines, accept what was happening and try to deal with their new toon characters the same way the movie industry had been for decades. For the toon community, there wouldn’t be much of an issue. They saw no serious distinction regarding these new characters’ origins, only really categorising them by art-style if they saw the need.

 

When the USSR collapses in the mid-90s the US would be in quite a bit of a mess back home and focus on trying to fix its own issues, leaving the world in a more multi-polar state. Technological advancement, the easing of international tensions (even with multiple locus now competing for global power/influence) and the attempt to match America’s cultural influences in the West would see a proliferation of new toons and similar entities. The consequences that America was already grappling with due to attempting to redeploy toons in different occupations would also spread as well as other nations tried to do the same thing, create the same problems and respond in roughly the same poor way, or worse.

 

Things carry on from there.

 

The last decade has seen the ongoing development in a new era for toons. New technology has allowed the world to connect closer than ever before and is prompting a new Cold War (or maybe it’s a new Great Game). Cultural competition is fierce and, as expected, toons have gotten mixed up in the mess humans have made of the world.

 

Probably the biggest change has been a new development in the animating lenses. It’s not clear how it happened but some kind of intangible version has made it online, as evidenced by webtoons coming into being. This democratisation of toon animation has seen countless new characters be created with an even greater diversity of characterisations and, most importantly, abilities. Also, even with the varied degrees of regional control over the internet, toons have now become commonplace across much of the world to a degree never seen before, which has seriously challenged what was previously seen as an American/Japanese animated being axis.

 

The international anime boom still happened more or less on schedule, which has given many toons created since the 2000s an ‘anime’ aesthetic well into the present. ‘Flash animation’ toons also had a strong proliferation in the late 2000s and early 2010s. The biggest change of the 21st Century has been the development of toon CGs/seejees.

 

Though CG toons have been around for decades, they’ve really proliferated since the turn of the millennium/century and the advancement of CG animation technology has only made them more common. CGs suffer from a serious case of ‘uncanny valley’ making them rather unpopular to interact with outside of filming sets, which has impacted their popularity compared to older, more conventional toon types. They also remain the recent strain of toon that is still almost exclusive to studio production, though in the last few years that too has begun to change.

 

A big social issue has been the potential employment of toon entertainers in new contracts. Since the legal status of toons is made questionable by also being the creative properties of their artists, studios, etc, there is a big grey area regarding toons’ abilities to get work outside of their original employers. Fan animations online that feature toon characters have caused a lot of mental distress as toons now have conflicting memories over where they were and what they have acted in due to bizarre metaphysical interactions between the manifested toons and the drawn/digitised copies made by fans and amateurs. Some toons have called for more flexibility in their contracts, simply to alleviate these existential crises.

 

There have been tensions between different toon generations. The anime boom of the 1990s and 2000s actually led to a split in the toon community as East Asian toons moved over to be dubbed. This issue has been resolved now but it took a long time and a critical mass of anime-esque Western shows for the new generation to be accepted. Toons not being the type to hold generational grudges means that now that the issue is gone, even the older generations have no problem with the ‘new kids’.

 

Cosmetic redesigning, that keeps up with popular aesthetics, is also not uncommon in the toon community but with the proliferation of digital artistry and the technology to produce it, a new controversy has emerged: knockoffs and bootlegging.

 

Creating cheaper copies of toons has been around for decades and has only really caused issues for human animators, artists and producers who don’t like seeing unlawfully manifested copies of their licensed actors/entities (with very little to differentiate the knockoff from the established character they’re copying). Toons themselves tend not to be as irritated, even if some knockoffs have been so blatant they cause misidentification. After so many decades the toon community has just accepted it as an inevitable fact of their existence. It, at the very least doesn’t cause internal existential crises.

 

Bootlegging, however, is a very different problem. Individual toons are no stranger to cosmetic changes as the animation medium they’re presented in changes. Many older toons have changed their looks several times over in their lifetimes. The forcible kidnapping and physical warping of toon’s bodies into a new ‘original character’ is something else. After the thwarting of a major bootlegger operation by toon actors Chip ‘n Dale (naming them that way is important to them in all press releases) action has been taken to try to stamp out similar operations that have sprung up since then. Bootlegged toons can have their appearances restored but many have reported mental trauma from their experiences. It remains a minor but irritatingly persistent problem and many toons are discouraged from vacationing or otherwise visiting developing nations for fear of placing themselves at greater risk of being kidnapped.

 

America remains the spiritual heart of toondom and continues to have one of the largest toon demographics in the world by an immense margin.

 

After an especially turbulent 20th Century the USA is quite a bit more leftwing than OTL. The 70s and 80s actually saw a period of even more extreme Republican rule under proto-neocons and then actual neocons, along with a renewed Red Scare attitude caused by the more chaotic (and aggressive) Civil Rights movement and their extended period of angry activism and infighting. That form of conservatism has been effectively discredited, outside of an extreme fringe and the reconciliation of America’s progressive left, partly in reaction to the unpleasantness of the conservative and reactionary right, has seen various kinds of leftwing politics not only enter the mainstream decades ahead of OTL but define it in 2020s US politics.

 

Universal healthcare is now standard for the entirety of the US, though quality of service can vary from state-to-state and the priorities of the government each election cycle. Whilst there were even more disastrous military commitments in the 70s and 80s, the US has also avoided any recent debacles like the War on Terror, outside of a brief return to Iraq that was more like the Gulf War than the Iraq War. Gun control isn’t that different to OTL and toons have actually made the issue somewhat worse since they’re more blasé about firearms even to this day.

 

The question of just how big the US welfare state should, whether it should prioritise certain demographics and how much are the big three questions that always come up in politics. With the disgrace of what OTL would call neoconservatives, the civic nationalists, who are pro-welfare, pro-gun, pro-America, pro-education but not particularly multicultural (since everyone should want to be ‘American’) currently helm the Republican Party. What would probably be described as ‘moderates’ in OTL US politics also make up a considerable portion of this TLs conservatives, with a more significantly leftwing bloc, currently loosely united under the Democrat Party, challenging them. A new warhawk movement, who think America should take a more overt effort to return to their position of prominence in the Free World, is also gaining popularity and, distressingly, its support base is proving to be quite bipartisan.

 

The long period of repressive policies in the 80s in particular, along with the reaction against it by progressive communities led to other consequences for America’s political make-up. Many neighbourhoods and townships filled with racial, ethnic or sexual minorities, facing strong discrimination during the 80s, effectively broke off from their governing municipalities. These autonomous townships have managed to survive to the present and whilst they are a part of the United States, they do not follow the governmental policies of the cities or states they are within and often disregard federal authority as well. Rules involving municipal, state or federal services and how they interact with the local governmental systems (some of which are borderline ‘socialist communes’) are very complicated and many issues involving vital/emergency services being delayed have happened over the years, with little real chance for resolution. Quite a few unflattering remarks compare them to toontowns which, even in the present day, are not taken kindly as a comparison.

 

America is a leader in automating industry, since the muppets and similar utilitarian toons they made have since argued for their own worker’s rights.

 

Japan, the other major toon mecca of the world has always had a somewhat different relationship with their toon community. They transitioned from shorts to serialised stories (or at least ones that are specifically franchised) much sooner, meaning they have comparatively fewer generic skit-actors. It has led to a lot of toon actors ending up out of work once their shows ended and a much larger celebrity culture dedicated to keeping them active and relevant to fan communities, which need to be renewed every few decades. It all helped perpetuate this TL’s version of the Bubble Economy (which started and ended sooner than OTL) and its subsequent popping.

 

The retraction of US influence led to Japan tentatively rearming, first with an expansion of the JSDF and then the eventual formal recreation of a proper Japanese military. Modern Japanese politics is going through something of a cultural revolution as people have moved away from the borderline cyberpunk societal system that dominated the 80s (big business, low regulations, devoted workforces, consumerism, etc) but even a generation later still haven’t found a new alternative. Japanese toons are involved in this process and are often seen as a much more serious bunch for how involved a lot of them get in politics – this is all a relative measurement, however; most don’t care any more than human Japanese citizens.

 

Japan’s celebrity scene is much, much bigger than OTL. Idol culture has been expanded by countless toon characters, particularly those from shows based around the music genre. A lot of resentment has even been piled on toon idols by their human peers who often struggle to match the exaggerated aesthetics and appearances of popular toon musicians, singers and influencers (and the whole, “they don’t age,” thing is an especially bitter pill for the veterans who inevitably age out of the industry).

 

In addition to the aesthetic influences Japan’s toon community have had on other toon manifestations, Japan has also become well known for toon-human relations, up to and including marriage. This reputation is exaggerated, especially since a lot of the ‘idol purity culture’ has also been applied to a lot of popular toons by their fans but prominent toon-human relationships are featured by activists in other nations. Of course, no one points out that, as the country who produced toons first and the longest, America has had inter-species relationships for much longer.

 

Though Japan is still a regional power and one of America’s biggest proxies in the West Pacific, the South Koreans ignore them and go to America directly as much as possible. In this more divided time, the South Koreans are even more tense than OTL and pursued more advanced (and often questionable) technology programs to boost their economy and military. Funnily enough a lot of America’s more recent ‘animesque’ toons are actually Korean in origin, having been designed and filmed in their studios and then repatriated to America.

 

Europe is a complicated place. The Eurosphere, as it is now called, is a complicated system of different alliance networks and sub-organisations under Brussels’ umbrella. With America less involved in Europe, Russia still a threat and the Middle East going from chaotic hostility to organised hostility, Europe is much more militarised than OTL, with the EC itself having a single, European army and the other member states all serving under a centralised command structure that integrates their individual armed forces – along with a single, standardised set of regulations for the quality of training and equipment. This has made the national economies of the West European member states poorer than OTL, which is why the EC economy is much more integrated to compensate.

 

With a weaker alliance with America and more international interests (thanks, mostly, to French and British political legacies) the Europeans have a lot of commitments overseas, mostly in Africa. Using their own geopolitical systems as a template, the Eurosphere is trying to set up its own subordinate ‘Afrosphere’. Progress is difficult, especially with China and Russia supporting nationalist and socialist (in the case of China) sentiments across the continent.

 

To offset their aging population, labyrinthine political process and reluctant amenability towards immigration from West Asia and North Africa, Europe is trying to make itself into a centre of technological innovation. Research into the (legal/approved, such as it is) application of ‘toon devices’ and materials is at its forefront in the EC.

 

Whilst the Free World, such as it is, is disunited, it is not as divided as the other major powers and wannabes outside of it.

 

Russia still suffers from post-communism despondency, economic oligopoly and a belligerent, expansionist government but the details are much less different from OTL. Without an obvious winner of the Cold War and different leadership, Russia did bounce back a little better compared to OTL and isn’t an outright dictatorship but more of a semi-fascist state with a better grip on actual Machiavellianism. A lot of rumours abound that there’s a series of specially designed toons originally created as propaganda pieces/super-soldiers/actual New Soviet Men, who run things behind human proxies and puppets. They didn’t work out as their designers had intended (few toons that aren’t made for entertainment purposes ever do) but have enough inhuman skills - particularly high intellect - to actually set up a model of more-or-less functional fascism (with more, always more, tweaking to be done).

 

Russia is still working on its Pan-Eurasian Initiative and is struggling, particularly in most former SSRs that aren’t Russia, but they have seen success in other areas.

 

The New Arab League that formed out of the chaos that effectively defined the Middle East through the 80s and 90s has partnered itself with Russia and the PEI but isn’t a formal member and is definitely not subordinate to Moscow. They are equal partners, if they even consider themselves that committed to PEI interests at all. Most of the alliance is built upon a mutual hostility towards the West but the Middle East hasn’t forgotten the Soviet invasions of the 80s that kicked off their darker years.

 

After the involvement of certain militarised toons the entire region is hostile to all forms of animated being. Most forms of Western entertainment media are completely and totally banned. The Islamist rhetoric denouncing toons as anti-Islamic, as drawn images has been dropped but propaganda does still highlight their inhuman nature. Literacy is also encouraged in place of moder media as well and education has become very important to most NAL members, as long as they aren’t disruptive to the authoritarian governments.

 

China never ended up under Deng and didn’t reform like it did in OTL, remaining more conventionally Maoist for much longer. An eventual opening up took place, especially in the Late 1990s with the USSR collapsing and the Free World fragmented. Modern China is, like OTL rather state capitalist/“communist with Chinese characters,” but it started much later and with a different base economy in the opening stages. A greater emphasis was placed on education and building up the rural provinces rather than specifically focusing on the cities. They also avoided the One Child Policy, giving them healthier demographics and even higher population, though they did pass the demographic transition decades ago. Pollution is still a massive problem as China’s post-opening industrialisation was done even more quickly than OTL.

 

China’s efforts in building their own alliance network are either opportunistic or based on denying the Russians a chance of rebuilding the USSR’s sphere of influence. Their promises to help many of the developing nations they coax into joining them have actually been fulfilled but they come with a lot of caveats and stipulations.

 

They may not have a secretive toon cabal running the Politburo from behind the scenes but China made many efforts to animate their own superbeings. Quite a few were dipped but others were repurposed however they could be. The recent economic shift has also seen a large program of producing toon workers, mostly muppets like America has, to expand the workforce without comprising their promises to the population to improve living standards without relaxing authoritarianism. Hong Kong’s lease ending has seen a marked increase in more conventional toons, particularly the anime style variants.

 

India did an even worse job than OTL of transitioning from socialist economics towards something more effective. They’re now working towards a greater position of prominence using tactics not too dissimilar to OTL China, post-opening up/switching to “I can’t believe it’s not state-capitalism.” There’s a lot of political tension, especially with the radical Naxalite groups, who are growing in number and just short of openly rebelling against the government, if many local and foreign political theorists are to be believed.

 

After the Americans used an even heavier hand than OTL in combating ‘communist influence’, most of Latin America is all but openly hostile to the USA. It took a while for power brokers to emerge that could actually openly challenge the US, especially as they did a very good job of keeping the socialists out of power. Brazil is building up its own alliance system and has been hard at work trying to give itself the foundation it needs to become the “superpower of the 21st Century.” They’re not openly hostile to the US but are also openly divergent from Washington’s ambitions. 

 

Captain Planet is still banned from the country for embarrassing reasons that he doesn’t like to elaborate on.

 

Globally, toon rights are a mixed bag. Being primarily created in Western nations, most treatment of toons is usually defined by how they are treated in the US (and Japan, but their toon community and culture didn’t really get much international attention until the 90s). it has actually only been within the last fifty years that toon rights actually reached roughly the same position as human rights in the USA. Toons are technically still owned by the studios and artists who created them, as they are an intellectual property, but these entities are subjected to strong governmental and UN oversight to ensure toons are treated humanely in their contracts. In more authoritarian nations, the issue of toon rights is generally not seen as an issue. They are basically property to these governments; they just don’t admit to it.

 

Anti-toon nations refuse to entertain the idea of toon rights. They’re not human. They’re not even animals. They’re not real, living beings and these societies consider it offensive to even suggest toons should be regarded as such.

 

Toons who previously only had work in video game cinematics have found more relevancy as cinematics in games not only become more sophisticated but higher budget video game movies become more common in animation. Early sprites didn’t seem to manifest even when observed with the lenses which fed into the wider issue of just what qualifies for animation to these devices.

 

Defunct, or ‘unemployed’ toons are another common issue. Quite a few can expect to be reemployed for reboots or new seasons of whatever they star in (the cast of the Simpsons are particularly infamous for this) but toontowns everywhere have out-of-work actors lurking around their communities. Some have turned to other forms of media, staring in theatre productions, radio shows or, more recently, as online influencers. Others have sold their stories as books, though the less serious toons tend not to do too well in meeting the standards of publishing houses. Many have tried to expand their skillsets and find work in other areas aside from the entertainment.

 

That last group were responsible for one of the most controversial moves made by humanity and toon-kind; toons in the armed forces. Most toons obviously don’t have the right mentality for the army, being too madcap or spontaneous in the case of older generations in particular – and even then, the ones who aren’t are entertainers and actors not people interested in being actual soldiers. A number of military themed toons were actively recruited by the armed forces, usually after their shows were finished but sometimes during production too (they usually prove to be more effective than purposefully made toon super-soldiers if they commit to the job). The G.I.Joes saw active combat in the final days of America’s campaigns in the Middle East and were responsible for completely poisoning local attitudes towards toons. After that most toons distanced themselves from actually joining any army but some occasionally slip through the gap.

 

Pyrrha Nikos is probably the most infamous example of a recent toon celebrity that has joined the US army and many rumours of her being manipulated into signing up by less scrupulous recruiters, once her role in RWBY ended, continue to circulate.

 

Toons whose shows depict them with special powers do actually manifest supernatural abilities. They’re always never as impressive as their shows make them seem, with extensive special effects enhancing them but much more modest versions are very possible. Actors like Son Goku may not be destroying planets, or even levelling large buildings but he can bench-press a loaded lorry with some effort and shoot out enough qi energy to blow a hole in a brick wall or tank anything short of an anti-tank round without too much trouble. Needless to say, many attempts were made by unscrupulous groups to try to create special weaponised toons with supercharged powers. They tend not to produce promising results.

 

Toons who enter the police forces (in Western nations, anyway) are scrutinised carefully. Awareness of police brutality has made the rather lackadaisical attitude a lot of toons bring to their work especially inappropriate these days. A lot of animated superheroes have been encouraged to get into crime-fighting, however. It’s usually by fans who don’t think through the reality of doing so as the version of Superman who did sign on with the NYPD in the 80s will tell people that its not remotely like what they think it is.

 

Despite the weaponisation of toons, dip was illegalised as a chemical weapon. Judge Doom’s use and abuse of the substance as a weapon of terror soured most people to it. Dip is still kept stored as a means of execution for genuinely dangerous toons and anti-toon nations do threaten to produce it but it is officially an internationally condemnable act. Some infamous dip-attacks have joined acid-attacks as a horrific means of mutilation and intimidation by terrorist groups.

 

At the very least, there is a means of reconstructing toons injured by dip if they haven’t been immersed in a lethal amount. It uses the same technique as cosmetic alteration and is effectively unnoticeable if done properly.

 

Those toons with racist connotations also suffer from chronic unemployment. In fact most of them can’t even leave their resident toontowns without, at best, getting side-eyed by most humans. Toon Nazis (which are a different thing from ‘Nazi toons’), especially those that aren’t from WWII propaganda pieces also suffer serious harassment for their designs and past roles. Several animated renditions of Adolf Hitler form a supportive ‘family’ of sorts but even then, they avoid contact with most humans; iterations of The (actual) Devil are less likely to receive abuse than them.

 

Then there’s the more modern forms of CG, which are getting increasingly photo-realistic. A lot are being made for espionage purposes. They’ll never pass for human on close inspection but they’re still effectively immortal and easy to miss in a crowd. Outside of cloak-and-dagger circles, these CGs have also become a source of controversy for being designed to resemble real-life actors. A lot of people are worried this will begin the phasing out of human actors, or severe restrictions on toon acting roles, like they have with toons who try to make careers in sports.



Some toons with specific voices have actually gotten work dubbing roles that dead human actors might have filled. Mermaid Man, for example, makes a decent living doing Ernest Borgnine impressions when he's off the Spongebob Squarepants set.

 

Toon activists are also another common and slightly controversial issue. Though the toons who do take up causes like anti-racism (for humans as well as toons), feminism, environmentalism, pro-peace, pro-choice, pro-life, etc, are entirely sincere in their support, their, often unserious, personalities tend to hurt the images of their chosen movements. The over-the-top nature of a lot of toons, even out of whatever role they were made for, also means they can and often will make mistakes when trying to interact with humans in tense situations (like in the aforementioned – and very confidential – Captain Planet incident in Brazil). Also, anti-toon communities will often rally against whatever activist group a toon has become a member of, even if they support that group’s cause.

 

Like OTL, mental health is becoming a concern for Western societies and toon mental health has become a part of the discussion. The idea that toons could even suffer from mental illness was unthinkable for a very long time, partly because the standard toon personality was often already rather extreme and manic. Over the decades several older toons have suffered mental breakdowns and injuries from a variety of different causes. The infamous Judge Doom had since been re-evaluated in some circles after the incident that led a severe identity disassociation was brought to light – though most people don’t forgive the countless crimes he committed whilst under the influence of his murderous persona.

 

Some toons do live amongst humans but the majority of the world’s toon population live in some form of toontown. Connected to conventional reality in many ways, these communities are technically pocket dimensions and parts of the real world at the same time. Entering a toontown’s boundaries, the first thing that should become clear is that they’re much, much larger than their borders and real-world footprint would indicate. Satellite images are oddly scrambled when analysing toontown’s from orbit, with conflicting pictures and videos being transmitted. Finally, toontowns seem to have their own weather and even their own airspace that real-world aircraft and weather patterns don’t interact with and vice-versa (though toon aircraft can and often does pass in and out).

 

Outside of toontowns, which can only be constructed by materials provided through animation, the use of toon materials is another globally contentious issue. Toon explosives, which can be made sentient, often prove to be much more reliable than guided munitions or drones, though getting the personalities right for them is difficult. Toon materials, which are also as indestructible as sentient toons have also been proposed for construction projects, especially since they don’t require extraction, processing or use of raw materials beyond ink, which certain environmentalists relish. A few new, state-of-the-arts megastructures in countries like the UAE, China and Thailand have used toon steel in their construction, though their governments would never admit this.

 

The older examples of semi-toon, semi-normal buildings were very controversial. Especially since improper animation made a lot of materials rather rubbery or self-aware and therefore temperamental. Many of them ended up becoming the entrances to segregated toontown complexes after they were deemed unsuitable for regular human habitation.

 

Toon driving is another area of frequent discussion. Most countries demand toons get taxied everywhere since older toons tend to be reckless drivers, particularly those who actually are vehicles themselves. With more sensible personalities being made, who can actually pass a basic driving test, these opinions are beginning to change but as long as older or less serious toons continue to exist, they will not be allowed on the same roads as humans.

 

Human-toon relationships will probably never not be controversial. Even disregarding the people, both human and toon, who consider such relationships to be sick, unnatural or otherwise perverse, many think that the people in these relationships to be, at best, pretty pathetic (they’d have to be losers who can’t get a proper relationship if they’re resorting to a human/toon – depending on which side of the equation they’re talking about). Most nations actually haven’t legalised relations between humans and toons (gender doesn’t matter, they consider any variation sick and unnatural) and even those that don’t consider it illegal don’t acknowledge any of them. Marriage is certainly not going to be allowed any time soon. Needless to say, even after so many decades, a lot of the anti-racism movements, LGBT communities and anyone else that would be focused on relational justice don’t want to touch this topic.

 

The toon sex trade has actually been going on for as long as toons have existed. A decent minority of toon characters were designed to be sexualised to some degree and, particularly in recent years, were made for filming pornography. Efforts to rescuing toon victims of sex-trafficking are quite extensive these days, especially since a lot of these rings are involved in other kidnapping operations that focus on toons for whatever reason. Needless to say, lots of toons with sexualised designs suffer from sexual harassment.

 

Some toons have come under scrutiny for sexual harassment charges of their own. Being much stronger and more durable than humans, a lot of female toons, particularly those with ‘boy crazy’ personalities have also been included in this mix, which led to controversies of their own in this TL’s development of the anti-sex-crime movement. Many toons whose roles involve being sex pests are beginning to protest their writing, to avoid being associated with this issue.

 

Baby Hermann’s allegations in the 90s caused a lot of head-scratching simply because what looked like an infant being convicted of several counts of sexual harassment left people instinctually confused. He did find work after this but was under proper supervision after that, which also brought his smoking habits under scrutiny.

 

Many toons have developed multiple iterations of themselves; rather than simply being cosmetic redesigns of their original persona (Batman, Superman and Spiderman are prime examples, as are the more prolific Looney Tunes). They generally view one another as siblings, or, at the furthest, as cousins. It helps that they usually either have the sorts of personalities that don’t care about the implications or enough personal differences to not suffer from existential crises.

 

Disney has an entire industry branch dedicated to taking their iconic characters on tour around all the parts of the world that haven’t outright banned them. This has reduced Disney’s reach in much of the developing world, however. It has led to a lot of knock-off studios across Africa, Asia and Latin America, who take extra care to not acquire any of the special lenses, in order to keep their characters from becoming manifested toons.

 

Animation media is, of course, quite a bit easier now that not everything has to be done by humans. The animated sets are still a lot of work to make but creating animated shows and films is almost as cheap as indie live-action media. Animation is still considered more appropriate for TV when it comes to franchises, compared to live action but exceptions are changing that. Animated cinematic universes have been attempted roughly as often as live-action ones; DC’s animated cinematic universe is about as big as this TL’s live-action MCU – and has obviously outpaced both the OTL and ATL DCEU.

 

Outside of entertainment, toons struggled to win acknowledgment for workers rights in other industries. In the final days of fully exploited claymen and muppet labour, millions were being animated with personalities dedicated to working tirelessly and without complaint. This generation of slaves just served to cinch the issue and they are now being rehabilitated by various volunteer organisations trying to help them actualise themselves. Toon workers are still being made but have full rights afforded to them, even if they are animated with genuine love for their work. Countries that still use toons but don’t care much for worker rights still treat them like pre-1990s America and Europe did.

 

Tensions between human and toon workers do still exist and plenty of anti-toon movements bank on resentment towards toons who do not have conventional human limitations. Corporations in the Free World are required to enforce working standards, even on toon workers who have no problem going above and beyond what their human coworkers are capable of but there are always loopholes to exploit. As the modern job market gets worse, these tensions have only heightened. Meanwhile, in the developing nations that will use toons, the human working class is just getting mad at being phased out in favour of pre-programmed muppet labour. People who argue they could provide the sorts of automation that would allow for a post-capitalist, post-scarcity society are not appreciated (even by most toons, who don’t like the implication they will become slaves).

 

Many Middle Eastern nations like the UAE hope to replace all guest workers with these new CGI toons or more sophisticated muppets that won’t look as obviously toon-like – they’d hardly pass up the chance to have new forms of slave labour. Much of the rest of the Gulf and Saudi Arabia are carefully watching this program as they rather like the idea as well.

 

China, meanwhile, is going full-steam ahead with their own muppet labour program, especially since it might help them keep their manufacturing edge despite their recent demographic transition. Other East Asian nations are also getting in on this. Most of these governments don’t share America and Europe’s current compunctions with effectively creating slaves and don’t share West Asia and Latin America’s religious issues with creating so many inhuman beings (except Indonesia, they’re just exploiting their considerable working class).

 

A lot of claymen, due to being the size of the stop-motion props used to create them, often live in specialised communities built to their size. A lot will often end up slumming with smaller toon animal characters if they don’t want to be confined to these gated communities.

 

Despite being unable to speak, Gromit has become the face of the claymen community in the Western/Free World. He is probably one of the most reasonable and sensible personalities. Ever ambitious (and hard done, if she does say so herself) Candy Smalls is attempting to achieve the same status after her acting career failed.

 

Muppets have rendered research into true robotics and AI obsolete in many circles but considering their recent unreliability, new fields of development are being vigorously explored. The more serious toon scientists can often apply themselves in ways human scientists never could and happily risk injury in the pursuit of science that isn’t as zany as members of their community who play the role of being a scientist think it can be. Given how hard it is to find a toon who will not only choose scientific careers over acting but have the right personality and mindset for it, toon scientists probably aren’t going to be replacing humans any time soon.

 

Roger Rabbit, is at least as famous in this TL as the Sensational Six (Mickey Mouse, Donald Duck, etc), Looney Tunes and The Simpsons. His wife, Jessica Rabbit has, unfortunately, become more famous with the rise of the internet.

 

Harassment of disliked characters is even more prevalent for toons than it is for actors who had the misfortune of doing too good a job at portraying detestable people on film and with the internet this has gotten much, much worse. This is especially bad for explicitly LGBT toons and toons involved in storylines analogous to real-world issues like racism, sexism, religion or anything that gets loud complainers’ dander up, rightly or wrongly. Supporters of toons who play the villains in these sorts of stories (therefore playing racists, sexists, etc) also tend not to like any supporters they get, usually because said supporters turn out to be bigots.

 

Toons who portray religious characters arguably have the worst of it, especially if they turn out to be atheists. Charlie Morningstar, the latest massive toon sensation to suffer this problem certainly thinks so.

 

Research is still being attempted into the special lenses. Where they come from, how they work, who is making them and how are the biggest questions along with the most important: why? Why did this happen, why did someone decide to create these new forms of life.

 

Toons themselves will often have existential questions about why they were suddenly created. Some have even turned to religion to cope with these concerns, though they often find they aren’t welcome in many religious communities.

 

Meanwhile, beyond physical reality but adjacent to it, Coolworld pokes the barrier between themselves and the world of the noids. Toontowns just scratch the veneer between their two separate existences but it still isn’t close enough. Those communities and their inhabitants may operate on the physical principles of the doodles but they still come from Earth. A proper crossover would be existentially dangerous but as Earth gets more and more toonish the chances of a stable connection become more and more likely. They don’t know what these lenses that made the toons are but they operate under a principle related to The Spike that keeps Coolworld and Earth separated from one another. If a certain number of these lenses and the toons they create exist they could be used to develop a stable connection that will allow doodles and noids to cross over and interact without threatening either reality with utter devastation.

 

Holli Would doesn’t care about any of that. As soon as she gets her opportunity to experience the world of the noids, she’ll take it. 

135. Plan 9 From Outer Space

Plan 9 From Outer Space:
Happy Halloween and, yes, I am serious.

It all started in 1956, though the aliens had been distantly monitoring the Earth for years beforehand. After detecting the successful detonation of an artificial nuclear fission explosion many years earlier, the aliens, who fancied themselves the protectors of the galaxy (some of them claim the entire universe is their jurisdiction) and feared what such an aggressive and – by their own estimate – stupid species would do with nuclear capabilities, set off to intervene at Earth. Their ultimate concern was what could happen if the humans continued to advance technologically and discovered the destructive power of solaranite, a substance that could detonate solar photons but also set off a chain-reaction that could (in theory as no species has ever actually done a live test for hopefully obvious reasons) destroy the entire universe.

So, at the dawn of the 1950s, Station 7 arrived in the Solar System and deployed its forces to investigate the Earth.

After several years of study by the – admittedly undermanned – expedition the aliens came to the conclusion that humanity wouldn’t come to their senses by themselves and direct intervention was necessary. Attempts were made to communicate but without a dictarobitary to translate the alien language, the humans who received the transmissions couldn’t make any sense of what was being said to them. (that was an oversight by Commander Eros, the leader of the initial sorties, but admitting to that would reveal his lack of foresight, which would imply that he’s stupid! STUPID!)

The governments of Earth decided to deny and cover up the existence of aliens in response to the absolute failure in communication. Flybys escalated into attacks by both sides, though casualties were low but made it clear to both sides that the other was hostile.

With that, in 1957; a full year after the initial – but failed – contact was made with the Earth, Plan 9 was initiated, the resurrection of the dead by firing directed electrodes into the pineal glands of the (not yet, too rotten) brains of the recently dead. The process was slow, poorly organised and didn’t even make it to double-digits before Commander Eros had all of his forces other than his own command ship reassigned by the Ruler on Station 7. By that point the United States had invented a basic dictarobitary of their own – which the USA had been developing on their own anyway – and realised what the aliens were trying to achieve with their plans. Commander Eros and his right-hand woman, Tanna, would then land, resurrect a couple of corpses, make contact with some local people in the sleepy California town they were attacking and get themselves killed in an embarrassingly clumsy fashion, destroying any progress that had been made on Plan 9.

That didn’t end things, however.

Despite the complete and utter failure of the initial forays the aliens had confirmed that the humans weren’t going to change their minds. Of course, at current projections, they were centuries away from getting close to discovering the means to even identify solaranite, let alone process it – and many predicted they’d likely kill themselves with mere nuclear weapons long before they got to that point. Even then, the threat was there and resources had already been committed to the campaign. As 1958 dawned, more stations arrived in the Solar System and deployed their saucers. Plan 9 was still viable and would be carried on, even if secrecy was lost.

Recent graves were plundered and the cadavers within processed. Mortuaries and morgues that could be infiltrated by alien agents were also targeted and corpses rose up under the control of long distant electrode transmissions (and unlike Eros’ botched attempt it wasn’t from landed saucers but ones that remained in orbit instead).

Isolated communities were targeted next. People were killed and graveyards were raided for the recently deceased. Cryogenic freezing and the reanimation process reigniting a minimum of cellular generation and regeneration helped keep the aliens’ growing army of revenants preserved and with Eros’ mission failing so spectacularly humanity didn’t bother to keep an eye out for alien activity. Cold War paranoia also joined America’s apathy towards the aliens in preventing the spread of intelligence to other nations and so they had to work out was going on for themselves.

In 1959, the aliens struck. Thousands of the walking dead marched on cities around the world and those they killed were processed and added to the ranks of revenants.

It is now 1960 and the alien invasion has been going on for a little over half a year. The aliens are happy to find that the humans are no longer denying their existence but are a little disappointed that the humans didn’t surrender or open communications with them. Even the humans with access to dictarobitary equipment have turned down communication beyond the initial explanations of the alien expedition’s mission. It turns out humans don’t like to be told what to do by a self-righteous higher power that has a tendency to question their intelligence to their faces – even if they were much, much, much more diplomatic about it than Eros was.

The aliens still rely on revenants to perform their operations on the surface, keeping any of their own soldiers from landing – partly because the revenants can’t tell the living apart and attack indiscriminately. Most swarms are still deployed around major cities and number in the hundreds of thousands.

Despite being quite slow, like most Romero-style zombies, these revenants are relentless. They also require substantial damage to the brain – if the pineal gland and the majority of the nervous system aren’t destroyed immediately in any attempted neutralisation – or destruction of their limbs to immobilise them again. The world having not developed popular zombie movies yet also means that most people don’t think to aim for the head, which has gotten a lot of people in this TL killed. Of course, simply damaging the brain anywhere isn’t enough. The pineal gland has to be damaged, or the spinal chord severed, in order to get a clean kill.

The aliens themselves remain in the air. Their ships can easily transmit the electrode signal from high-orbit but the dictrobitary’s transmission range is shockingly short. If they want to actually talk to humanity they have to get dangerously low. Communications ceased months ago because this put their ships in range of retaliatory strikes from human artillery. The same issue is true for their disintegration beams, which has paralysed their aerial/space forces. Enough risks are being taken flying down to process corpses for resurrection. The only time alien saucers descend outside of corpse processing is to contest airspace with Earth’s various air forces. Saucers may be faster than 1950s jet aircraft but they have to slow down to aim and use their weapons, meaning only their (relatively) superior manoeuvrability gives them an advantage – though they do tend to get rather wobbly when trying to evade fire, which causes its own problems for alien crewmen.

Frankly, the aliens are kind of stumped at the moment.

Humanity, meanwhile, is starting to get its act together. Fortifiable areas have been secured, despite the fact that the aliens can resurrect corpses anywhere and attack from any direction, as long as they can get close enough to the fresh cadavers to process them (in the field, mostly, these days). Most cultures now burn, decapitate or, in the case of those truly afraid of desecrating the dead, damage the back of the neck to disable the nervous system. A lot of these measures are the result of trial-and-error since the aliens decided to stop giving small seminars with whomever they communicated with about how their technology worked (it stopped seeming like a good idea after the fifth time humans used these talks to sabotage the alien’s equipment – letting the humans into their ships every time was quickly figured out to be a bad move to make).

The United States is beginning to have a funny – but not ha-ha funny – reaction to the invasion. The raising of the dead and the proof of extraterrestrial life have led to a rather extreme religious reaction in many portions of the US. Whilst the countryside was targeted for the initial phase of ‘killing and reanimating the dead’ the subsequent prioritising of urban centres as targets also left the rural and suburban portions of the country in better shape than the cities. This reaction has also turned cultural, as Americans react to the first real invasion of US soil since the dawn of their nation.

War-time production in secured territories has ramped up again, particularly in missiles to shoot down any alien saucers spotted within range. Factories in rural and suburban communities have been nationalised to make up for the loss of urban industrial centres and are churning out the most effective weapons to counter revenants.

A major revival is taking place and, combined with the cultural reaction to an invasion actually happening to them, the US has adopted a crusader attitude. Already the army is finding its operations disrupted by militias that have risen up in civilian centres and rural communities they haven’t gotten full control over. There is a degree of anti-government sentiment in this revival as their leaders clash with the army but the alien threat and the numerous hordes of the dead have kept tensions suppressed.

Sadly, the Red Scare has been mixed in with the alien invasion. Many Americans didn’t believe in alien invaders raising the dead. It was a commie plot, using chemicals or something like that to control people (and obviously simulate death in people that, as yet unaffected, witnesses definitely knew had recently died, before forcing them to attack free Americans in the name of godless communism). Groups that conservative Americans associated with potential vectors for communist insurgency suffered, particularly African Americans, Jews and anyone obviously into the counter-culture – suspected or outed homosexuals and other LGBT people were usually just getting lynched on principle.

The USSR took things poorly at first but did a better job of responding to the threat, at least when it comes to killing alien forces and containing revenant hordes. The USSR has broken out chemical weapons, which may not be immediately effective against revenants but the more corrosive substances do disable their bodies. Vast swathes of revenant hordes have collapsed from chemical airstrikes, at the cost of whatever else was living in the areas that have been bombed (but that’s a problem for future Khruschev). Atomic bombs have also been deployed but rather rarely and only against the massive horde that had been on the road to Moscow after clearing out much of Stalingrad.

China’s sadly done a worse job of dealing with their revenant problem. Mao still started the Great Leap Forward, with the Great Chinese Famine also starting more-or-less on schedule and providing more free bodies for the aliens to resurrect. The invasion is being used as further means for Mao to mobilise the population and the war effort is spurring on more industrialisation. People are being taken from the countryside and sent to the cities to reinforce the PLA and expand China’s wartime industrial base. With the majority of revenants attacking major cities these people are just being fed into the meat-grinder. The alien forces in China actually have more bodies than they can process but if they can properly resurrect them their armies on Earth will expand exponentially.

With the CCP fumbling, Taiwan and the Kuomintang are trying to drum up support on the mainland. Agents, usually the most fanatical and loyal, are even aiding the alien invasion by sabotaging as much of the PRC’s war effort as they can.

Europe, still recovering from WWII, has returned to wartime conditions. Recovered industry has been returned to producing weaponry and the draft has been reinstated. The ingenuity that allowed European states to come up with weapons that can be built at a low cost and with fewer resources has been rediscovered. Means of keeping revenants at bay and leaving them vulnerable to crippling has seen pikes and bayonets make a big comeback, along with barbed wire. The cities are being abandoned, however, with only major industrial hubs and lines of communication remaining heavily populated and secured.

Like America, there has been a major militant religious movement in Europe but this has been centred around the traditional church institutions and, through them, the governmental authorities of the European continent. The real problem for the continent’s ruling powers are the revived fascist movements that are taking hold in the frightened populace. A sort of nihilistic movement – born from the trauma of seeing and destroying the dead bodies of so many people – is tied to this renewal of fascism, though they’re not completely wedded to it yet. The nihilists are just as likely to form their own angry political groups. Their goals are not that well defined yet but their groups are becoming more cohesive and turning into something more developed than a vague collection of “old values no longer matter; old faiths and modern science have no answers; we must overturn the world and become something…. I don’t know, something else,” beliefs and sentiments.

India’s actually avoided the worst of the invasion; its relatively low level of industrialisation, lack of vital international strategic resources and lack of armed nuclear capacity making it a low priority target. The Nehru government has even used the threat to push their modernisation programs harder. Weapons manufacturing is being expanded to ship weaponry overseas, particularly to the less developed nations (Nehru is hoping his Non-aligned Movement will finally take off with this war). Women are being encouraged to work in factories though, whilst things are ahead of where they were in OTL, this hasn’t seen much progress outside of major urban centres. Sadly, with there being fewer alien forces on the subcontinent, humans are doing what they do best and seizing the opportunity to cause trouble. Proto-Naxalites who don’t think Nehru’s socialist-aligned policies go far enough, are buying these newly made weapons on the sly and fomenting uprisings against the government. There’s also a growing sect of radical Hindus, infuriated at the act of resurrecting the dead and violating the cycle of reincarnation who are starting their own brand of civil unrest that, frustratingly, targets factories and other secular institutions of ‘modernity’.

Since the aliens are aware of humanity’s current reliance on oil (like savages), the Middle East has received a lot of focus from their forces as well. The hope is that strangling the human powers by cutting off this vital resource will force them to submit. Though Islamism is not that influential in the region the cultural reaction to the invasion has produced an increasingly radical movement; one that takes cues from fascism rather than repressive religiosity.

Other parts of the world have been targeted, just to ensure that they too are made aware of the aliens’ existence. they’re low priority, however, since, unlike the major powers in the Northern Hemisphere, none of these nations are likely to produce solaranite any time soon based on current data (again, not that the Developed World would be able to achieve this for several centuries, either). News of the facts, such as they are, are being spread to these areas of the world but its slow going and popular rumours have already overtaken the truth. As American, Soviet and European troops are pulled back from many colonies, mandates and occupied territories to defend their homelands – with uneasy calls for people to patiently wait for them to come back and resume occupation, or at least remain open to some kind of more orderly political rearrangement once they come back, of course, maybe…. please – aggressively nationalist and anti-colonialist groups are agitating louder than ever before.

Production of atomic weapons has been ramped up in the US, USSR and UK though only the Soviets have deployed them – and even that was in short range as alien saucers contest the skies quite heavily. Some top brass are hoping to develop incredibly long-range cannons that can fire atomic shells. Or maybe small-scale atomic weapons that will produce a bigger bang than any traditional artillery but not something that presents a risk to those firing it, in addition to the target. France and China, already developing their own atomic programs, are about to successfully test their first bombs and add them to humanity’s hypothetical arsenal, should the worst ever happen.

No-one knows how they’ll be able to strike the aliens that are in orbit. The Soviets hypothesise remotely directed satellites loaded with atom bombs. They’ll still need a few years, at least, to get this going, however.

The existence of aliens has led to some serious – and, some would say, hysterical – reactions from humanity. Communities in the developing world and deeper rural regions actually don’t know what’s going on and many people have come to their own conclusions as to why the dead are walking and attacking them – though some people claim the revenants aren’t actually dead. Religious apocalyptism is becoming very common in the parts of the world ignorant to the reality of what’s going on, which cis spreading to the nations and communities that are in the know.

Of course, the fact that the aliens claimed to believe in God – not a god, or their god, but God, the God of Abraham – was leaked to the public by some of the people who witnessed Eros’ attack speaking to the press, has blown quite a few peoples’ minds. A lot of religious people who learned this have either decided the aliens were lying or the witnesses were lying. Some observations have been about the fact that the aliens are, outwardly human in appearance, giving some credence to the biblical passage of God making man in His image.

For the aliens, this invasion has been an unprecedented disaster, even accounting for the pig-headedness of humans. They’ve lost personnel and equipment, sunk a lot of resources into an operation that isn’t producing results quickly enough and not only alerted humanity to the very dangerous power they risk misusing but also put them in the exact mindset that would likely cause the destruction of the universe.

The Ruler is going over every piece of information that has been submitted to his desk back on Station 7 and is getting infuriated at the quagmire he’s stuck in. The televisors convey nothing but infuriating news of bogged down forces, overstretched resources and human irrationality.

Maybe Plan 9 actually was a bad pick. They’re thinking of switching to a different one.

136. Deadlands

Happy Halloween! For something spooky, here's my cover of Deadlands, set before Hell on Earth. I've changed around quite a bit, particularly the bits of the backstory I found unrealistically parallelistic. Many thanks to PachPachis, who helped me with ideas, wrote parts of the description (particularly the stuff on magic and technology) and proofreading this to make sure it lines up with established Deadlands lore. With Deadlands having alternate history within alternate history, think of this as another timeline that the Reckoners are fucking up.

This is also my 366th oneshot. Talk about archive panic for any new readers.

The year is 2078, but the future is not our own. The Union, Confederacy and the Eurasian Commune are locked in a cold war for supremacy over the last remaining stocks of ghost rock in the world. Magic is no longer a secret,  although how it is treated still differs from acceptance to outright denial.

Technology

The modern world is built on a good, if imperfect, understanding of how this reality works. Extensive experimentation and research[1] has proved that observer effect and memetic manipulation - that is, clap your hands if you believe - works. There are limits to how far belief can change reality, although they are still not well-known, and it is an inefficient way of actually accomplishing anything; Eurasian attempts to end their famine by having people believe that more food exists, or that people are no longer hungry, did not worked. There have been some examples of societies successfully gaming the system, however. American and Confederate intelligence agencies deliberately spread horrific rumors about those who try to infiltrate black sites, giving their installations an extra layer of protection.[2] The Prussians claim to have turned their Dear Leader into an unliving god; while it's theoretically possible for a figure to gain theopotent power through belief, the rest of the world is skeptical about just how powerful the relatively small population of Prussia can make a god. And besides, the Prussians are notorious liars. That being said, the world hopes that the Chinese don't get any ideas. 

Thanks to the whisperings of manitou about technology yet to be, and technology that ought not to be, the world has advanced far since the return of magic. It became madder than ever: rather than being limited to the tinkering of scattered madmen, scientists now work for large corporations and government agencies, all of their material needs taken care of so long as they sacrifice their sanity for progress. For much of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, while the brightest minds of the age are kept sane and working on more mundane paths, those who have more ambition than brains often tread the path of the mad scientist. Many innovations were made, some far in advance of their time, but they are only introduced to the general public after extensive safety testing. After all, a new form of car engine is no good if it has the tendency to kill the occupants because the gremlins decide that they want to go very fast for no good reason. Most people still don’t understand how technology works, not even the manufacturers. Repairmen often operate on a wing and a prayer, sometimes literally, and most manufacturers simply encourage consumers to buy a new product if theirs stops working; this has done wonders for consumerist culture, which is even more entrenched than OTL.

Ghost rock, the miracle fuel, moved the world to the Second Industrial Revolution and literally fueled the New Science movement. Made from the souls of the damned, compressed into a portable solid form, ghost rock burns much more efficiently than coal. It does have the unwanted side effect of releasing said spirits into the world and making it more preternaturally unstable, but that is a small price to pay for cheap energy. Ghost rock helped propel the United States and Confederate States into superpowerdom, with the Eurasians only able to compete thanks to the ghost rock they recovered from Tunguska. While temporarily overtaken by oil in the first half of the 20th century, and fusion power in the mid-21st, ghost rock has always been a part of the global economy.

In the 1930s, it was discovered that, if irradiated, ghost rock will start producing thaumaturgic radiation that does not entirely abide by the laws of baryonic materials and known physics. Far from recoiling in fear from this development, scientists (of varying sanity) decided to exploit it, eventually developing the "city buster" bomb. The city buster is exactly what it says: a bomb powerful enough to destroy an entire city, simply by energizing irradiated ghost rock, converting the mass of the ghost rock into various eldritch energies that tears at the fabric of reality. A ghost rock city buster was used by the United States against Germany during the Second Great War, wiping the city of Dresden off the map, and momentarily out of physical reality altogether.[3]

Conventional nuclear weapons still exist, and are of higher yield, but ghost rock weapons are preferred. In experiments conducted by Doctor Darius Hellstromme, and the example of Dresden, ghost rock weapons cause a lot of radiation, but it reaches safe levels within a decade. Compared to the thousands of years necessary to clean up after a conventional nuke, ghost rock nukes are preferable because they allow territory to be captured. Of course, these come with a lot of manitous, the irradiated souls of the damned released from the ghost rock itself. But the leaders of the world think that is preferable to conventional radiation; I wonder where they got that idea?

The development of ghost rock reactors in the mid-20th century helped keep the material stay relevant. Rather than burning ghost rock, ghost rock is irradiated and turned into thaumaturgic radiation in a controlled reaction. This destroys any evil spirits that might otherwise be released into the world, far more environmentally friendly than simple ghost rock furnaces.

Everything changed in 2063, after the invention of ghost rock-tipped ICBMs. The manitou stopped whispering secrets to mad scientists. While regular science marched on, mad scientists were no longer getting ideas from the future. Perhaps they had caught up, and the manitou no longer had any secrets to give. A more sinister explanation was that the manitou intended to give humanity access to technology that would destroy it, and ghost rock ICBMs were precisely the technology that could do that. At any rate, it caused a crisis among R&D departments across the world, and technology hit a significant plateau. On the plus side, humanity still had a lot of mad science knowledge that needed to be made safe for the general public, and that has kept R&D busy, for now. Improving on mad science designs without the assistance of the manitou is incredibly dangerous work, and most R&D departments and laboratories have resorted to the "try it, and we're doing something right if it doesn't kill us" technique.

Technology is extremely advanced. Hellstromme Industries successfully created an interstellar portal that led to somewhere in the Large Magellanic Cloud, eventually sparking a rush to colonize the aptly-named Faraway System. The Faraway System's only habitable world, Banshee, has intelligent life, and the world powers are interested in it primarily to get more ghost rock. Space travel in-system has been surprisingly more limited, with permanent colonies established on the Moon, temporary colonies on Mars, but nowhere else. Most of the activity on the Moon is military or corporate; bases that allow for orbital deployment, and ghost rock mines on the poles. Terraforming is still theoretical, and it's only by luck that the Faraway system has a planet that can sustain human life.

Technology has benefited greatly from magic, with superjets reaching into vacuum on routine flights, Restore Air spells keeping oxygen from being a concern on those, submarines, or divers. Civilian technology also incorporates magic, with imps and elemental spirits efficiently, if dangerously, operating household appliances and cars. Magical means have allowed putting satellites in space at rates higher than ever before, which has not helped the threat of mutually assured destruction. AI-assisted battle satellites from dozens of nations crisscross Earth’s orbit. In the event of another worldwide war, practically ever one would take the opportunity to settle old scores with old rivals, dooming even otherwise worthless areas to destruction.

Magic

Other than Mad Science, magic can be broadly divided into huckstering, miracles, and shamanism.

Huckstering, officially and politely called spiritual gambling, is rather simple. A huckster, or gambler, contacts a spirit or demon and challenges them to a game, usually a modified form of poker specially developed for this purpose, for power. If the huckster wins, the power they want is granted. If they lose, they suffer a misfortune at the hand of the spirit the severity of which varies depending on the magnitude of the power the huckster wanted, from being late to work to losing an arm. Hucksters become very good at playing poker.

Miracles are, well, miracles granted by the object of a human being's worship. It is not understood whether their existence proves the existence of god(s) or merely magic bearing a resemblance - this debate is a sore subject at thanksgiving dinners everywhere. Whatever the case, what is known is that prayers for assistance from a worshiper of most religions stands a good chance of being granted as long as what they pray for is in proportion to their faith. A Christmas and Easter Catholic would be lucky if their prayers turned up their missing car keys, while a devout priest can pray away otherwise fatal gunshot wounds. If a person who has not previously been a believer in a given religious figure prays for help out of desperation, their prayers will very rarely be answered at all. The only exception, for reasons again unknown, is for those who pray to saints or those of similar status, who seem to have become patrons of the nonbelievers. Another limitation on prayer seems to be based on the prejudices of a particular religious sect. For example, some extremist Confederate churches never seem to grant miracles positively affecting black people, while there have been reports that Native Americans adept in miracle magic have found their prayers met with stony silence when they ask for aid to a white acquaintance. Cases of the latter are harder to verify, however, as most native magicians instead practice shamanist magic.

Shamanist magic operates on a similar basic principle to huckstering. A shaman, witch, or whatever they prefer to be called contacts a spirit and performs a ritual which compels the spirit to grant a power. The spirit summoned must be of a type related to the favor the shaman needs granted. For example, a nature spirit might be summoned to heal a forest after a wildfire. If the ritual is successful, the power is granted. If the ritual was performed incorrectly, the spirit does nothing and returns to the Other Side. While shamanism might seem clearly superior to huckstering for the lack of curses, the catch is in the rituals themselves. The ritual for mending a broken china plate is a ten-syllable incantation that would waste only thirty seconds of a shaman's time if flubbed, and they could immediately try again. The ritual for, say, causing a hurricane is long and arduous, and if performed incorrectly would set the shaman back thousands of dollars for the required exotic materials and days worth of preparation. For this reason, shamans' adherence to detail, tradition, and form must be perfect, a fact which can cause strife in their social lives.

Shamanism is also being explored for potentially providing a replacement to the dead Mad Sciences. With the manitous no longer granting ideas, all eyes now turn to the experimental new practice of summoning tech spirits. Until recent years, spirits could only be summoned relating to older things on earth: nature, poison, friendship and so on. But in the last decade, shamans have found themselves capable of making contact with spirits claiming dominion over human technology which has become common enough to leave an imprint on a magical level. Tech spirits as of now have only been able to make optimizing changes to existing technology, but hopes are high that they will eventually be able to make larger improvements than better gas mileage.

On Banshee, spirits are alien and difficult to contact. To fill this void, the colonizing powers are experimenting with transmuting, adding cybernetic implants which control the actions of a ghost rock nanobot swarm to colonist volunteers. While not technically magic, the nanobots are capable of making physical alterations similar to that of spiritual magic. The technology is experimental - fearing a grey goo scenario, the nanobots have been built to shut down completely at the first sign of disobeying directives; this has left transmuters powerless in the middle of fights - but advances are being made swiftly to the technology.

Quite simply, the Deadlands are Hell, and Hell is the Deadlands. The Deadlands were where the manitou came screaming out of to give dark designs to humans in service to the mysterious Reckoners who, it is said, scare even demons. When and where the Deadlands seep into Earth, magical abominations teem just out of sight. The borders of Deadlands on Earth must always be guarded too, as the abominations within feel no compulsion to stay there. Already, sandworms infest the American west, eating whole towns when left unchecked. Parts of Germany remain despoiled from the Second Great War. Worse things than those remain in the Deadlands, which are, for the moment, mercifully contained.

In some circumstances, a cadaver or consciousness, or both, may return to live as the undead Harrowed. The Harrowed are a diverse lot, with mindless utility shamblers being the easiest to make but uncommon due to the fact that civilians tend to react negatively to rotting loved ones waddling off to work after their death and crumbly skeletons being poor workers. More common are Harrowed imbued with the consciousness of the deceased. This process is imperfect for many reasons - the most obvious being that the Harrowed’s body will continue to rot even while “re-alive”, eventually leaving the Harrowed as a bleached white skeleton mercifully still (magically) capable of movement, sight, hearing and speech. However, the lack of taste, smell, and tactile sensations, as well as frightening appearance, can lead to Harrowed feeling the whole endeavor isn’t worth it, and is why most people who could afford such a treatment prefer to remain dead. Experiments have been made into implanting Harrowed consciousness, which with modern technomagic can be removed and imbued elsewhere, into new bodies, but robotic technology is still too primitive to be an adequate replacement for the human form and imbuing a consciousness into another living human or Harrowed results in something so abominable it’s illegal enough some states will execute you and then try to kill you again in the afterlife.

Nations of the World

United States of America

The United States is one of the three superpowers in the world, and typically the stronger between itself and its southern sister. After the end of the Civil War, the United States became a more cohesive political union. With the Southerners, Mormons, and Native Americans largely gone, those that were left in the United States were those who wanted to remain in. The loss of the Civil War and the upsurge in patriotism that followed further galvanized the country into one nation, indivisible.

While the states still exist, they do not have as much power as OTL; the Constitution has been interpreted so that most powers belong to the federal government. Through the years, the American government has been streamlined, with national elections mattering and state and local politicians taking marching orders from their federal counterparts. Federal laws are expansive, and state agencies exist mostly to enforce them.

American politics is further to the left of OTL, and has a stronger consensus. The Republicans and Free Soilers agree on most issues, and neither believe that the victory of the other threatens True American Values. To contrast with their Southern neighbors, American politics has taken a hard turn towards issues of racial and social justice. American politicians commonly denounce the racial hierarchy of the Confederacy, and the phrase "all men are created equal" appears on all American currency. Universal franchise is considered to be a fundamental human right, to the point that even convicted felons can vote. To make up for past injustices, extensive affirmative action, equal pay laws and racial quota systems are in place to benefit racial minorities. Welfare programs are extensive, and the United States has a much higher overall income tax rate than its Confederate counterpart.

The United States has also opened itself up to the oppressed of the world. While America does not have open borders, if a group is deemed to be suffering persecution, they are generally let in. This is particularly true if they are not Christian whites. The most famous example of this generosity is when the Americans let in millions of Confederate blacks, who had been essentially expelled from the Confederacy. American blacks make up the largest minority group in the United States, being a fifth of the American population. Blacks tend to vote Republican in overwhelming numbers, which has affected the political balance between the Republicans and Free Soilers. The issue of Confederate blacks being allowed to move in to the country has marked the starkest divide between the otherwise-agreeable Republicans and Free Soilers: the Radical Republicans wanted to admit all Confederate blacks, while more moderate Republicans and the Free Soilers wanted limited acceptance on the basis that the divided United States didn't have a lot of room. Ultimately, the "we're full" crowd won out, and while millions of Confederate blacks were admitted, millions more were turned away, moving to Canada, Liberia, and France.

Those who oppose the American political consensus tend to be ignored. While they are not jailed, as they would be in the Confederacy, they are seen as rabble-rousers and copperheads that shouldn't be given the time of day. That being said, there are anti-hate speech laws on the books,[4] and people have been arrested for that. Ironically, the government has trouble arresting and prosecuting actual Confederate agents, as they are trained not to say anything that falls under hate speech when operating on American soil.

Gun control isn't a thing in either America. When shambling undead and other nasty critters are somewhat common and more likely to kill people than a mass shooter, it behooves oneself to be armed. Not only are private security and police more militarized - at the unfortunate cost of higher rates of police shootings - but civilians are also expected to be armed. It isn't uncommon for regular office workers to have a six shooter in the glove box or walking into the office with an assault rifle. Marksmanship and gun maintenance courses are also mandatory in high schools across the country.

Confederate States of America

The Confederacy is the other great power on the North American continent. Although still not as populous and developed as its northern rival, the Confederacy is far from the backwater it began as. Whatever the Yankees can do, Johnny Reb can do, and if not better, then good enough so that the next fight between them wouldn't lead to a clear winner. The Confederacy is a superpower, with assets throughout the Solar System and the ability to project force on any point on the planet within 24 hours.

Confederate politics, like its Union counterpart, isn't as fractured as the OTL United States. The Democratic Party and the States' Rights Party are conservative and slightly more conservative, with debates more over which party can execute a policy, and how the policy should be enacted, rather than being over what policies should be. The Confederacy is more decentralized than the OTL United States, with state militias remaining a force and states still choosing senators. Of course, Confederate government does have far more power than it did in the immediate aftermath of the Civil War; states no longer have their own currency.

Slavery, while enshrined in the Confederate Constitution, was abolished by constitutional amendment in the year 1900; the Confederacy was the only Western state on Earth to have slaves in the 20th century. The abolition of slavery was motivated by two factors: the rise of the nouveau riche industrial farmers, and foreign relations. The rise of automation in farming led to many entrepreneurs using free labor and successfully competing with the old plantation system. They, and their employees, became the base of the States' Rights Party, and they wanted to take down the Confederate Democratic establishment. The abolition of slavery was the abolition of competition for free white labor, and the destruction of the old aristocracy; that it benefited slaves was of no concern, as the States' Righters had no illusions of granting freed slaves any civil rights. Slavery was also straining the Confederacy's alliance with the British. While the Confederates had proved they could guarantee their independence on their own, any future war against the Union would be devastating without British support. This conflict over slavery ironically threatened to tear the Confederacy in two, but the States' Righters ultimately triumphed.

After a few decades of playing with the idea of "separate but equal," the Confederates decided to throw out the ostensibly Enlightenment roots of their revolution and have become unapologetic white supremacists. It's surprising what the world will let you get away with when you have the world's third largest nuclear arsenal and are a bona fide superpower. Sure, theoretically the Confederates are "racial realists" who respect the natural biological and cultural diversity of the human species, and that all races have the fundamental and equal right to exist. But in practice, some races are more equal than others. Whites, or European-Americans, as the Confederates insist, are on the top of the ladder of Confederate society and their like-minded allies. There are some exceptions, such as the hypernationalistic Hermit Kingdom of Corea; "some Orientals are okay," reckon Confederate racial scientists.

The one drop rule, genetic testing, strict pedigrees and endless bickering over whether Ashkenazi Jews, Slavs and Irish were white were done away with after a few embarrassing results for the top of Confederate society back in the 1990s, and now the "brown paper bag" rule is in effect. The Confederate Supreme Court rather unhelpfully opined on the issue, "I know a white man when I see one." Native Americans are treated like a model minority, out of fear as much as respect, although most moved to the independent Coyote Confederation.

Most blacks in the Confederacy have fled the country; whenever there is an economic slump, the Confederate government's first response is to set racial quotas for all employers, forcing them to fire blacks and hire whites. The race riots and lynchings don't help. By the mid-20th century, the Confederate government saw their black population as a burden, and started asking the Americans and other countries to take their share "for the negroes' own safety." Not wanting to be complicit in genocide, the international community begrudgingly accepted these refugees. Those few blacks that did remain were shuffled into reservations, not unlike the former territory of Coyote (or OTL bantustans). They are about as impoverished and neglected as OTL Indian reservations. Native Americans within the Confederacy, on the other hand, do rather well; being a notorious source of magic powers is a good way to earn respect.

Most Confederate allies are apartheid states, former colonial domains such as Algeria, South Africa, Kenya, and parts of India. This is a major injustice, agree the Americans and Eurasians, who have the decency to back dictators who look the same as the people they are oppressing. Confederate allies, known appropriately as the "Global South," tend to be richer than their counterparts because of major Confederate investment in these regions. Of course, the benefit is predominantly for Confederate corporations and the ruling elite; while the Confederates are spending billions on roads in Kenya, when half of those roads are for "business use" only, it's clear that the Confederates aren't ponying up out of the goodness of their hearts.

The Great Maze is under firm American and Confederate control. The ghost rock there was, and remains, essential, used in the 20th century to power American and Confederate economic growth and for use in their city bomb arsenal. Bridges and small helipads have been built between and on the larger mesas, connecting the various settlements of the Great Maze to one another. The City of Lost Angels has been admitted into the Confederacy as a special autonomous region, and is famously the only place in the Confederacy where racial segregation is not enforced. The Great Maze is still competed over by the United States and the Confederate States, as global ghost rock deposits dwindle and the region continues to be the only reliable source of the wonder fuel.

Sioux Nations 

The Sioux remain marginally hostile to the two Americas. The white man's crimes are still taught to every Sioux child and the topic of choice for Sioux propaganda. The Old Ways are the only way, or at least that’s what the Sioux wicasas want. In truth, the Sioux have abandoned the Old Ways and become part of the new technological age, same as everyone else.

The Sioux remain dominated by the Four Tribes: the Hunkpapa, Miniconjou, Brule, and Oglalas. All other tribes must appeal to them for influence, and this has made the Four Tribes very rich and very corrupt. The tribes could be more aptly described as corporations with a hereditary management class. The discovery of oil and some ghost rock deposits in Sioux territories have brought in plenty of money from the outside world, which goes primarily to the Four Tribes. Needless to say, the Four Tribes live very well, while the rest of the tribes in the Sioux nation live in poverty. This has caused a lot of friction between the Four Tribes and the subordinate tribes, as many of the downtrodden have come to believe that the Four Tribes are sellouts who have abandoned the Old Ways in exchange for money.

The old Order of the Raven took de facto control of the Sioux at the turn of the century. The old wicasas died off, and the Old Ways were more liberally interpreted as strict interpretation became less and less tenable. The Old Ways became reinterpreted as a cultural conservatism that can accept the white man's innovations, and later on became even more watered down as a fashion trend. The old wicasas were wrong in believing that this weakened the Sioux's magic; as the Sioux believed that they were still clinging on to the Old Ways, their gods changed their tune, reflecting the beliefs of their worshipers. Nowadays, assault rifles and spacesuits are just as Sioux as arrows and buffalo skins, and their gods agree. In fact, a few more deities have appeared in the Sioux pantheon representing modern concepts such as cars and computers.

The Order of the Raven never went public, their mission simply shifted to ensuring the white man stayed divided. When the two Americas united their efforts during the Great Wars and against Eurasia, the Ravenite agents worked with the anarcho-syndicalists of Eurasia to bring low the Confederate and American effort in Vietnam. Ravenites secretly fund the most extreme nationalists in the Union and Confederacy, to keep them divided and to keep the Sioux safe.

The Sioux Nations are isolationist. They dislike and distrust the Americans for their past, and the Confederates for their racial politics. In order to maintain its independence, the Sioux have quite the impressive ICBM arsenal. With the Sioux in the perfect position on the continent to rain nuclear and literal Hell on the rest of the world, the white man is kept well at bay. Advanced shamanist magic, many of which is kept secret from the rest of the world, and strategically-placed deadlands also do the trick.

Mexico and LatAm

Although long humiliated by its northern neighbors, Mexico has become a power of its own in the 21st century. After overthrowing the pro-Confederate Habsburgs and breaking the power of the Catholic Church, Mexico returned to its Aztec blood magic roots. Nevertheless, it seesawed between the Americans and Confederates under ineffectual governments until nationalists were elected in 2055.

The nationalists, seeking to make Mexico great again, threw out the American and Confederate puppets in their government and rearmed. They claimed Confederate territory up to Phoenix, and took full advantage of Aztec blood magic by sacrificing criminals and political opponents to their gods in exchange for favors, powers and secrets. The Mexicans forged a strong alliance with the United States, and used American expertise and technology to further bolster their effective, highly magical army. They also forged ties with the rest of Latin America , forming the LatAm bloc, with the goal of keeping the Confederates and their allies out of Latin America. Mexico backed Argentina in their bid to take the Falklands from the British, and have supported Argentina and Chile against Brazil. 

The revival of Aztec religion has been the defining moment in recent Mexican history. Although modern Aztec paganism is heavily influenced by Roman Catholicism, worship of the old gods has returned in full force, and the sacrifices to them have given them more power than they've ever had, even before the Spanish arrived. Churches were demolished, replaced with altars to the old gods. Large pyramids were constructed in major Mexican cities for the express purpose of serving as "mega-temples," and even modern office buildings in Mexico are pyramidal. Blood magic and divine magic used by Mexican sorcerers, and while very potent forms of magic, the general lack of technological infrastructure for these uniquely Mexican forms of magic means that they take a toll on the sorcerer's body and mind. Not all Mexicans have embraced the old ways, and to this day, Catholic uprisings occur, often supported by the Confederacy.

Other than Britain, the Brazilian Empire is the Confederacy's closest ally. A fellow slavocracy, abolishing the peculiar institution just a few years before the Confederacy itself. The Brazilians have adopted a form of the Confederacy's racial hierarchy system, although given the highly mixed population in the country, their system is both more complex and more flexible. Generally speaking, the lighter someone is, the higher they are on the social ladder, but unlike in the Confederacy, exceptions can exist in Brazil. 

The Eurasian Commune

The Eurasian Commune are ideologically different from their OTL counterparts, the Soviet Union. The triumph of the slave power, and the tearing apart of the materialist understanding of the universe, threw Marx's theories into a fire. Anarchism fared far better, and became the dominant force in the far left. It was clear to them that only armed force would triumph against the forces of reactionary oppression, and as the Native Americans have shown, there is a way: using the supernatural to serve the people. The black of anarchism married black magic. Occult groups joined the fray, and during the chaos of the Great War, many anarchists succeeded in creating and maintaining anacho-syndicalist communes throughout Europe; the millions of dead helped weaken the barrier between this world and the next. But none were as successful as the anarchists in the former Russian Empire, who succeeded in transforming that state into the world's largest anarchist commune. The Romanovs, manipulated by Russian occultists and their manitou handlers, led Russia to disaster during the Great War. With the Russian armies destroyed, and outright famine hitting the country, the time was ripe for revolution. With the discovery of the Tunguska site, the largest deposit of ghost rock on Earth outside of the Americas, Eurasia became a power to rival the Americans and Confederates.

Eurasia did not operate as an anarcho-syndicalist commune for long. Effectively governed by the Black Army during the war, the Eurasians' leaders soon found that it was impossible to stamp out internal opponents, keep out external opponents, and keep their gains from the war without centralized command. The Black Army was soon called once again to perform the task of governing the country, which they have done so to this day. The Black Army transformed itself from merely a military force to becoming the de facto state apparatus for the Eurasian Commune, which still claims not to have a proper state because they are ideologically anarcho-syndicalists, so they could not possibly have a state.

The Eurasians dominated much of Eastern Europe after the Second Great War, and for a few decades, the Americans and Confederates were united against this force that threatened them both. However, the failures of the Americans and Confederates to contain anarcho-syndicalism and disagreements over what must be done led to a split between the Americans and the Confederates. The Eurasians thought they were going to bury their statist enemies, but unfortunately, it was the Eurasians who would be weakened. The 1988 revolutions saw many anarcho-syndicalist regimes in Europe overthrown, and the Eurasian Commune itself was almost overthrown, ironically enough by anarchists who believe that the Eurasians stepped too far from the path to stateless equality. Only the intervention of the Black Army's security forces stopped the revolution in Eurasia, but much of Eastern Europe was lost. The Eurasian economy weakened, the Black Army forced to reduce itself in size because of decreasing budgets. By the dawn of the 21st century, it was clear that Eurasia could not take on either the Americans or the Confederates on their own.

Europe

The Great Wars devastated Europe and knocked them from their perch. The Second Great War confirmed this, the mundane armies of Britain and France melting before the eldritch forces of the Kaiser and the Thule Society, saved only by the magic-enhanced troops of America, the Confederacy, and Eurasia. The centuries of European global domination had come to an end.

The first Great War pitted the German and Austrian empires against the British, French and Russian empires. The Russians, ill-prepared for war, were crushed and their country thrown into the fires of revolution. The Germans almost triumphed, were it not for the intervention of the Confederacy and the Union on behalf of the Allies. The Confederates wanted to honor their long-time alliance with the British and French, while the Union wanted to mend relations with those countries.

Germany's defeat in the Great War humiliated the Kaiser and broke his spirit. While he kept his throne and his empire was not totally dismembered - as the French wanted - large pieces of the German Empire were ceded to her neighbors. An insecure man even prior to the war, his defeat at the hands of the Allies turned the man into a recluse, playing in his head scenarios where he won the war over and over again. This mania with the defeat was taken out on his subordinates, the last remnants of the pre-war order that hadn't died, been carted away by the Allies to prison for war crimes, or been forced to resign in humiliation for their incompetence. The Kaiser saw enemies everywhere, unable to accept the defeat or his role in precipitating it.

The Kaiser had no friends, until the whispers began. Whispers from demons, and men worse than demons. The manitou were keen on manipulating humanity into entering another devastating war, not only because killing people is good and mass death creates more deadlands, but also to move humanity to a geopolitical state where total annihilation is possible in an instant. Through their human acolytes, the Thule Society, the manitou manipulated the Kaiser and effectively took control of the German government, much as they had the Russian government during the Great War. To convince the Germans of their impending victory, the manitou gave the Germans a technological advantage by aiding their mad scientists, and gave the Kaiser and his generals visions of a German-dominated future and what they would need to do to achieve it. These acts, mandated by the Kaiser and enforced by the Thule Society, were all manner of evil and depraved acts. Deadlands were created to shield Germany from an Allied invasion, intellectuals who opposed the regime were forced to become mad scientists, churches were torn down and the German government promoted the occult. And, most shockingly, the Germans killed millions of "enemies of the state," in order to harvest their souls and create artificial ghost rock, in order to fuel the Germans' occult war machine.

The German military was transformed into a highly occult force, openly relying on magical technology and sorcery, in order to counter their numerical disadvantage. The Thule Society was given de facto control over large parts of the German military, the Kaiser not trusting his generals to win a second war when they lost the first. All war crimes were sanctioned, sometimes ordered, if they would lead to victory. German-occupied areas were despoiled and depopulated, sacrificed to power the German military.

Of course, the manitou never intended for Germany to win. The Germans saw great success at first, occupying all of Europe west of Eurasia and east of the Seine, crushing the French and British, but they lost in the end. The Allies crushed Germany, but at great cost. The deadlands the Germans created took a heavy toll on the invaders. The Germans did not want to surrender and humiliate themselves a second time, so the Allies resorted to attacking civilian targets to break the German people entirely. But the Germans fought on with a fanaticism powered by the occult; even the destruction of Dresden with a city buster only convinced the Germans to continue the war. The war ended only when Eurasian troops stormed Berlin and captured the Kaiser and the remaining Thule Society leaders.

Germany was broken in three: part went to the Americans, another to the Confederacy, the last to Eurasia. The Allies resolved to never allow Germany to reunite, placing their own, distinct governments in control of the parts of the Reich. German identity itself was eventually destroyed outside of the highly nationalistic South Germany, which was handed over to German Christian nationalists who despised the Kaiser for destroying their country.

After the recession of Eurasian influence in Europe, the former Commune of Germany broke apart into many different pieces. One of these is the National State of Prussia, which took control of East Prussia. Radical German nationalists inspired by the wartime Thule Society, the Prussians are pagans trying to restore the Norse-Germanic gods by sheer force of will, with their Dear Leader joining the pantheon. The ultimate goal of the Prussians is to stop being Prussians and to reunite all of Germany under their iron will, and they are willing to sacrifice anything - figuratively and literally - to do it. They have become a pariah in Europe, with no state on Earth willing to do business with them.

France and Britain were broken by the two great wars. The Second Great War reinforced a fear of magic and the occult, and the lack of ghost rock in British and French territories discouraged further development. The devastation wrought on Britain and France led to the two countries shedding colonial obligations, and led to both states being dependent on the Americas. Both states have banned the practice of magic in their borders, banned the importation of explicitly magical technology, and banned mad science. The British and French position on magic is that it is merely an unexplained force in the universe that, with enough enlightenment and education, can be explained by mankind. Their reliance on more mundane technology has reduced their influence, but they have more reliable and safer societies.

The British stayed faithful to the Confederacy, while the French drifted more towards the Union, who invested more in rebuilding the country after the Second Great War. Although they have lost much of their colonial empire, they have tightened their grip on the pieces that are left. Canada, Australia and New Zealand are extremely loyal to London, particularly the Canadians, as their southern neighbors remain a threat. Compared to the Confederates, the British are more racially egalitarian, having no official racial laws. The rich descendants of colonial elites, educated in elite British schools, travel in the same circles as the native British elite. In Britain, class is more important than race, although foreign-descended peoples are more likely to be born into the lower classes. Without much of a social ladder, British society is extremely static.

Canada admitted a million Confederate blacks over the years, although they have remained at the absolute bottom of Canadian society and are considered outcasts for their understandably strong anti-Confederate sentiments. When the manitou disappeared in 2063, the ice manitou that had transformed northern Canada into a second Antarctic disappeared with them. Now, heaters were no longer required to keep the True North strong and free from ice. Resettlement began in earnest, although some terrible things have been found in the ice. Territories rich in ghost rock and oil are quickly claimed by British corporations, while useless territories are "graciously gifted" to blacks and First Nations who were forced into ghettoes.

France is more conservative than their American allies, although they still claim the legacy of the Enlightenment and are disgusted by Confederate racialism. In response to the occult antics of the Germans, Catholicism has made a major comeback in France, and the French have state-sanctioned "priests" who practice holy magic.[5] The French are cultural chauvinists, with their government enforcing French culture on everyone in their borders, regardless of whether they are of French descent. This has effectively eliminated any cultural differences that might arise from France's sizable North African and sub-Saharan African population. The French are also big fans of European integration, forming the European Confederation with her continental allies. The European Confederation shares the same currency - the franc - and cooperates internationally, such as on surveys of the Faraway system.

The Rest

Japan never invaded Asia, and has been an American ally since the country was opened up by the Americans for trade. Japanese ancestor worship and deals with youkai - the Japanese word for manitous - form the basis of Japanese magic, which remains highly traditional and separate from Japan's technology. This does not harm Japan, as the Japanese possess some of the most advanced mundane science in the world; they simply never accepted mad scientists into their culture.

China is a fourth power, and largely alone in the world. Which is exactly how they want it: the century of Western humiliation is still a very sore spot for the Chinese. The Westerners, and their Qing puppets, were eventually expelled by peasant rebellions, who were far more successful than expected. While the West didn't expect the belief that having the right chi could block bullets, when tens of millions of Chinese peasants believe it, it has quite the effect. Unfortunately, throwing out the Qing only led to more war, as rival factions fought for power. Ultimately, Chinese republicans triumphed. Many educated in the West, the Chinese republicans fused a strong nationalism and love for Chinese traditional culture with Western technology and political ideals. Initially receiving aid from the United States, which wanted to create a sphere of influence in Asia, the Chinese later became a power in their own right and rejected further assistance from "Western imperialist."[6] Modern China is an insular society, developing its own esoteric magic independently of the rest of the world, while using their spies to steal Western technology.

India was the first British colony to break free of the British Empire, although it did so messily. The Indian people did not rise up against the British as one, as perhaps some in the Indian independence movement wanted. Instead, one region might revolt and get put down, and another would do the same. The result is that what was once British India is a patchwork of various independent states. The Indian factions used magic extensively, with Indian numbers, shamanism and holy magic managing to eventually turn the tide against British technological superiority.

The Indian Continental Congress, supported by the United States, managed to inherit most of the British Raj. Enlightenment-inspired secularists, the Indian Continental Congress wanted to establish a federal secular representative republic like the United States. They have largely succeeded in emulating the form of the United States, but the internal politics of India is a different matter. Political parties have broken down along religious, linguistic, and caste lines, making widespread political change all but impossible because the power balance between the parties will never change. The Hindi People's Party will always dominate, and the only thing that can stop them is a coalition of the other parties.

Africa is no longer under European domination, but where Europe receded, the Americans and Eurasia stepped in. Those countries which retained white colonial leadership invariably sided with the Confederates or their South African allies, while those who managed to overthrow white leadership aligned themselves with the Americans. A few anarcho-syndicalist or other communalist revolutions succeeded after colonial forces withdrew, and these states sided with the Eurasians. Africa remains the most impoverished continent on the planet, with many states failed or weakened by years of war. The superpowers exploit these countries for minerals, coups and revolutions are common, and to top it all off, dangerous shamanistic magic and holy magic from gods long forgotten make for a chaotic mix.

The superstitions on the African continent make warlords a more powerful force than elsewhere on Earth, with many warlord generals capable of amazing feats such as invisibility or immunity to gunfire simply because they have the reputation of being able to do so. False shamans are just as common as real ones, with the fakers bribed by warlords to give them the reputation needed for supernatural powers. Unfortunately, shaman warlords resort to human sacrifice and cannibalism as part of their ritual, both to fuel their magical powers and to cement their political strength through terrorizing the local population. Endless wars and resource exploitation in the jungles of Central Africa have run out a lot of nasty supernatural critters, who have crossed the porous borders into neighboring countries to feed on a terrorized populace.

South Africa and her allies left their colonial masters on amicable terms, and have enforced brutal racialist regimes that make the Confederacy seem tame. The major cities are white (and, in very few instances, Asian) only, walled off and surveilled by advanced drones. Outside the cities, the countryside is dominated by white landowners who use blacks as de facto slave labor. Having to deal with a large majority of blacks, the white leaders of South Africa have resorted to many of the same tactics that the brutal warlords to their north have. Terrorism, both through the means of police brutality and overwhelming military strength, and the use of South Africa's own white shamans, who have mixed European occultism with African animism to create a cult of dark power that the South African government keeps secret from its white, urban population. Many blacks who are perceived to "step out of line" are brutally sacrificed in the night, the evidence of their fate being discovered by a horrified population the next morning. These shamans are often embedded with South African mercenaries and special ops, who go on to enforce white rule in other African states.

[1] Including, among other things, confirmation that legends such as Paul Bunyan were operating in the Weird West during the late 19th century.

[2] Disinterring the corpses of infamous Wild West outlaws and Native American warriors and placing them in unflattering positions around high security zones is another common practice, although officially dismissed as a disgusting political attack by anti-government types.

[3] Dresden was declared safe, if haunted, by Eurasian authorities after the war. It is still a place filled with dark magic, and after the fall of the Commune of Germany, the hub of occult activity in Europe.

[4] Deemed to be constitutional under the First Amendment by the Supreme Court, under the logic that hate speech does not contribute to legitimate political discourse.

[5] These priests are not sanctioned by the Roman Catholic Church or any other official religious institution, thus maintaining separation of church and state.

[6] On the Americans' side, they saw Japan as a better long-term prospect. 

137. The White Goddess

This was a commission for Agendark on ah.com with the prompt "So my request is vaguely based on what I used for inspiration for the White Goddess Scenario awhile ago.

Basically, turn the Album "The White Goddess, a Grammer of European Poetic Myth", by Atlantean Kodex into a map. 

Supernatural elements are preferred
Bonus points for somehow have the city of Passau sunk beneath the waves."


After the Second Great Recession and the breakup of the EU, things spiraled into increasing chaos in what became known as the Collapse. Global warming made for unpredictable weather, for drought, for soaring food prices. New diseases ravaged a hungry world and spread to more advanced states where healthcare had been hollowed out by neo-neo-Liberalism and paranoia and superstition undermined what efforts to keep a population healthy still could be managed. Mad nationalisms arose again and nation strove against nation for what resources were left in foolish beggar thy neighbor policies. Rome burned, and the Papacy fled abroad. A strange dark man travelled across Europe, displaying wonders and miracles to amazed audiences, and left plague and madness in his wake. Still strong through sheer bulk if nothing else, China and the United States meddled and bought and sold desperate governments: many Europeans fought abroad as mercenaries for lack of anything better at home.

The Final War between China and the United States filled the skies with ash and winter fell across the world: too successful had been the unleashing of the new Chinese “superbomb” on the Yellowstone caldera. Summer was as winter, winter as cold as death. The Great Cleansing came, as the foreign, the alien, those of other faiths were sacrificed to stretch shrinking supplies and serve as scapegoats to turn wrath away from the rich and powerful: in the end, this was not enough to maintain social order. People fled south, Germans into France and Italy, Russians into the Ukraine, Britons all over, with much of Scandinavia and the north of Russia becoming almost abandoned: others things than people moved into the empty places. The Red Coat Army, whose anarchic purpose never became clear, marched across Europe, looting and raiding as they went in the wake of social collapse.

A light in the darkness, or perhaps a different sort of darkness. Some say the Old Gods had returned: some said they never left. In any event, while the hollowed out Christian faith of much of Europe or the new bellicose Protestantism of the American brand did not bring about salvation or surcease, increasingly there were reports of the strange, the miraculous taking place in old places, in ancient circles of stones, along ley lines, and even in ancient Churches dating back to the dim eras when Christianity was still feeding itself on the remnants of Paganism. Horned giants and fiery dogs were seen in the snowy woods. People recalled strange rites they had never performed in their lives before. New priests and shamans appeared, and channeled wisdom from before the coming of bronze. Great bonfires were lit, blood was spilled on ancient stones in the dead of winter, and dim, feeble sunlight began to return. Some claimed it was simply a natural return to normal conditions, but this did not explain why magic now seemed to bring far surer results, or the strange creatures which increasingly roamed at nights and in waste places.

From many small and local centers, power once again was consolidated. Rulers sold their swords, so to speak, to whatever God seemed to make them stronger. Wars, which had essentially become a matter of tiny localized savageries during the darkest days of the Long Winter became larger in scale as more resources fell into the hands of strongmen with ambition, and railways were rebuilt, although now running on steam and wood or coal again rather than oil. But at the same time there was a force seeking to end war and bind Europe together again: the Priesthood of the White Goddess, whose men and women claimed to serve the oldest Goddess, the one who had existed before the later male Gods, the triune virgin-mother-crone who had been worshipped by all Europe. 

Many (including the few surviving academics) scoffed, but many others turned to the cult which proclaimed the unity of all Europeans and which called for an end to human sacrifice: the power of blood and sacrifice had been needed during the Long Winter, but kinder times were ahead, and although some sacrifice would always be needed to maintain the balance between man and Earth, She would never demand one third of all children born, as some of the darker Gods had during the Winter. [1]. A struggle between the followers of the White Goddess and the followers of other old Gods began, with ambitious empire-builders often siding with Gods less burdened with concern for the unity and peace of Europe, most notably with the Gods of the Dark of the Moon, the Goat with a Thousand Young, the Gods of the Outer Abyss and the mocking masked cultists who answered only to one of uncertain humanity, the one known as the Heresiarch. 

A brief light of reason sputtered into being around Passau, Bavaria. The rulers of the region had through ruthless triage and scientific methods managed to keep a functioning state through the Long Winter without sacrifice to Gods or spirits, and attempted to expand their rule into the rest of Bavaria and Austria with a similar approach. The Heresiarch came like a thief in the night and sought to seduce them with strange sciences and a mask of reason hiding screaming madness. In the end, Passau revolted against their corrupted government, and slew the priests of the God of the Sevenfold veil. In the end, they trusted only in themselves when only the White Goddess might have saved them: the lake which stands where Passau once was does not seem to have a measurable bottom. 

The followers of the White Goddess, under their blue banner decorated with silver stars, had powers and allies of their own, to match those of the Heresiarch, at least here beneath sun and stars and on green and growing Earth. The scattered remnants of the old Catholic Church, also seeking peace and a restoration of order, allied with them, many proclaiming that the White Goddess was simply another face, another appearance, of the Virgin Mary, and that in due course a Son would arise to save everyone. And when the forces of the White Goddess marched north in search of a New Land on which to build their temple, and the earth quaked and shuddered and the bottom of the English Channel arose to meet the light of day: well, when the forces of the White Lady marched across the new land bridge into former England, the forces of the Tyrant of Luton either fled or knelt in worship before the banners of the White Goddess. Soon, boats crossed a narrow channel to the new Island of Doggerland, which would become the center of the new faith. 

Of course, things were never going to be simple. There were further wars and struggles, and old Gods of corn and stone and wood to be bound or placated and fitted into new pantheons, and monsters to be fought, and order remained elusive, and witchcraft of the unhallowed sort (to be carefully distinguished from witchcraft of the hallowed sort, which was plentiful). Islam, meanwhile, had struggled with the awakening of old magics in their lands, as well, but in the end the faith of the Prophet had prevailed, and from the ruins of the Middle East a new Jihad emerged, seeking to drive back the new paganism and take vengeance for all those of the faith who had perished during the Cleansing. For a while Europe’s border was on the Danube again: although this, too, would aid in its way, as it joined many Europeans together against a common foe. 

The forces of the Heresiarch, meanwhile, proved too deeply rooted to be wiped out: even with the final expulsion of Islam from the Balkans, in the wreckage of that unhappy land the Cult of the God of Seven Veils coming to take control of the “new roman empire” that arose north of Greece and south of the Danube. In the end an uneasy coexistence came into being, and aside from the White Goddess many local deities continued to be worshipped,[2] while strange new inter-twinings of Christianity and Paganism arose. Jews, which are considered to be in some way Very European, are tolerated, and have increased in numbers thanks to refugees from the Middle East. A still disunited, but slowly healing Europe began to emerge under the Aegis of the White Goddess, and the Five Realms of Britain, Francia, Allemania, Poland, and Hispania blessed and supported by the Goddess. 

There is a strange new normality. Technology has generally failed to get back to 20th, much less 21st century levels, but it’s better than the largely pre-industrial state into which things had fallen during the Long Winter. There are trains and even alcohol-fueled cars for the well off, and together radio (crystal sets mostly) and the telegraph are slowly binding Europe back into something like an accessible place rather than a mess of tiny survivor states. There is a serious shortage of metals due to the regression of mining technique and lack of trade with the rest of the world, and a lot of scavenging goes on. Partly by the beneficent aid of Gods of sea and sky and partly due to the rather lower population, nobody is starving anymore, although once again most work the land and produce food by the sweat of their brows. Many of the larger cities have fallen into ruin due to inability to maintain them, and are being plundered for raw materials, but a number of smaller centers are again growing. Politics are fairly regressive, with a return to monarchs with genuine divine and priestly backing, but a fair amount of local democracy has revived, and the number of pocket-sized tyrannies, strong-man regimes, and presidencies-for-life has been steadily declining. Things tend to be decentralized, with many local regimes only weakly under the rule of central courts (Poland, interestingly, has not seen a revival of kingship: they are a Very Holy Republic, and the confusion between the White Goddess and the Virgin is frankly baffling to most outsiders). 

Magic is once again everywhere, with most people seeing (or at least claiming to see) ghosts, spirits or monsters at a distance at some time in their life, and miracles (admittedly usually not very big ones) occurring daily at temples and holy sites. Although the personal experience of Divinity is rare, most have met people who have encountered Gods (the holy, insane, and holy/insane ones. The third likely result of an encounter with one of the more primordial deities doesn’t leave one fit for company, and often just gone). Everyone is usually all decked out in protective amulets, etc., since curses really do seem to work as long as you call on the right spirits and make some sacrifice of blood and/or other bodily fluids. Skeptics do still exist, although those who both annoy priests and mages and ignore all precautions do have a tendency to turn up one day swollen, black and smelling really nasty (or worse). People lock up very carefully at night, and certain desolate spots are posted as magical menace sites. Forests have expanded, and cutting down mature trees requires the permission of various priests and/or shamans. The animal population has also rebounded, and even a few species thought extinct have returned. Most blood shed at altars is now animal blood, but there are some sacrifices which require volunteers, and some places consider necessary the occasional kidnapping of someone broadly disliked by their neighbors. (One should carefully avoid mummers at certain times of year). Things tend to be hairier in the northern lands worst hit by the Long Winter, or in some small mountain states: if someone asks if you want to be King For A Day, plead other religious commitments. 

The Island of Doggerland is the center of the White Goddess’s cult, an island of priests and priestesses and wise men and mages. From here directives and divinely inspired messages go abroad, as do missionaries who seek to convert those who still persist in keeping the Goddess from their hearts. It is a place of miracles, it is said, and many have seen the Goddess in one incarnation or another. It is also a place of death, for the Goddess is the end of all things as well as the bringer of life: to achieve ultimate communion with the Goddess is also to achieve nirvana, and to end ones individual existence. Indeed, keeping Her worshippers from seeking to incinerate themselves like moths to a flame is one reason the Inner Mysteries are kept surrounded by many layers of ritual BS of various sorts. 

The White Goddess is also known as Europa, and is portrayed in her virgin aspect riding a bull: she tends to associate herself with the continent. Some think she has an agenda, and not one of those notebook planner thingies, either. 

Things remain uncertain at present. Strange beings emerge from the seas and mate with men and women. Corn demons snatch children out after dark. Various cults in underground caves or remote mountain villages worship divinities not agreeable to the White Goddess, and who knows what happens in the lands where dictators who follow the Heresiarch prevail? Many hard-line Christians still claim that the new Gods, even the White Goddess, are but demons, and should be fought against, although generally in private out of fear of being nailed to an oak. Some of them have made unknowing pacts with unpleasant powers pretending to be angels, and in some cases in full knowledge in a “the enemy of my enemy” mode of thinking. Strange rumors arise of terrible things taking place in the ruins of North America and East Asia, and the Muslims remain hostile, while the Five Realms jockey for position: will one of the Kings become Emperor and truly unify Europe? There are some limited contacts with South America, where old faiths and powers have also revived, and the White Goddess is apparently worshipped under a different name. 

It is said that a child, a child of a virgin mother, has been born somewhere in the east of Europe. Some say he will be the Holy Emperor that will truly unify Europe. Some say he is the Christ-Child returned and will return Christianity to its former glory. Some say his mother was an incarnation of the White Goddess, others say she was just a normal woman. Others say he will bring an end to the need for sacrifice. Some say he is Christ and Mithras and the King-Priest of Nemi, all at once, all those who sacrifice themselves for the sake of mankind. 

Where is he? The search has started, even as some cry nonsense and say this is all mere rumor. Some say that the servants of the Heresiarch are seeking the child, perhaps to kill, perhaps to raise Him as a servant of the Outer Gods and the dark of the Moon. Some say the Heresiarch already has the child, or even that he is the child’s true father. Rumor goes up and down the roads of Europe, and there is as yet no clear message or direction from Holy Doggerland. 

[1] Some claimed that was not so much the fault of the Old Gods but of the loss of modern contraceptive methods and too many mouths to feed…
[2] As long as large-scale human sacrifice is not taking place.

138. Reign of the Supervillains

Another commission for krinsbez

It was a world much like ours (save for some subtle differences in the laws of physics and Pauley Shore being stopped in time) until 1999, when an inter-dimensional rift in the Himalayas tore open and spilled six terrifying individuals into it. They were six of the most dangerous baddies in a DC Comics type “ridiculously powerful” superhero and supervillain world, and here there were no superheroes or super-science weapons to balance them out. They crushed all serious resistance in a matter of months.

It is now 2024.

North America is the domain of General Horus, who has superman-like speed, super senses, flight, strength and invulnerability (nothing short of a direct hit with a large nuclear device will take him down, and given his speed and super senses, good luck hitting him), plus deadly eye-beams. A military type, he has converted his domain into a virtual “army with a nation”, with everything subordinated to ever-increasing military strength and all aspects of life being as regulated as an army barracks, to a rather literal degree: everyone is in uniform. General Horus is an egalitarian. Men, women, black, white, gay, furry: they’re all soldiers and equal from the age of ten to seventy. Even the disabled serve: there are always behind the lines jobs and office jobs. (Those too badly disabled to work at all, though, are painlessly disposed of.)

In some ways America is lucky: people get enough to eat, the dieoff from the conquest and aftermath wasn’t too bad (in spite of his “smash cities and slaughter armies till they give up” techniques, General Horus has always tried to keep his forces large), the Rules are obeyed, General Horus is always quick to fry those who he catches abusing their positions of authority (he can tell when you’re lying to him), and there are parades and sports festivals and some small luxuries for those who excel (with of course an attached black market, which General Horus ignores as long as it doesn’t lead to serious discipline issues.) Disobedience no longer automatically means death: there is a scale of punishments now, from floggings to building highways in the Siberian islands. Religion is tolerated, as long as the preachers preach obedience and strength and unity and don’t criticize General Horus. There are plenty of jobs for scientists and engineers: there always newer and better weapons to design, and near earth space is filling up with lethal hardware.

Of course, the question arises what all this marching and drilling and occasional lethal live-fire exercises are _for_: the answer is of course further conquest, either of the rest of the world or other worlds. General Horus grows impatient: his army has been whipped into shape (by his standards) by 2014, 2019 at the latest and the fragile détente between the supervillainous rulers of the world grows increasingly shaky. 

First on General Horus’s hit list is his neighbor to the south, King Behemoth, ruler of South America and most of the Caribbean. His power is the control of animal life, all animal life within thousands of miles, and he personally possesses the power to turn into any sort of animal that has ever lived, or even combinations thereof (you wouldn’t want to meet the Tryanoctoscorpion, I assure you). Rule is maintained through innumerable animal spies, parrots croaking out the warning Siempre Observando/ Sempre Assistindowww.youtube.com/watch?v=RBs21C… and anyone who makes trouble will soon be attacked by jaguars or eaten by army ants or worse.

He is a pure hedonist, who indulges to the fullest in drugs, food, sex (in which his appetites are quite indiscriminate), bloodsports, luxuries, booze, and generally anything the more decadent Roman emperors would have approved up. He expects to be treated as a living God, and the paeans to his glory would embarrass any of the Kims, although he hasn’t bothered to put an end to Christianity. His huge royal court moves from one ridiculously over the top palace to another, draining the resources of one regional warlord after the next. (The day to day business of government doesn’t interest him, and his domains are ruled by various local strong men and warlords who compete to feed his appetites: if they displease him, they don’t last long.) This wouldn’t be quite so bad if the economic conditions of the multitudes were comparable to before the takeover, but what with corrupt strong man rule, fragmentation of formerly united nation-states, and a collapse of global trade, living standards have plummeted across the region. Local strong men plunder the population not only to please Lord Behemoth but also to create luxurious little courts of their own, and many peasants have been driven off their land to create places for animals to flourish without human interference. (King Behemoth loves his beasts, although he’s fine with people eating cows and chickens and so on. He’s an omnivore himself).

Being made of relatively ordinary flesh and blood, King Behemoth invites assassination attempts, but a seven foot hulk even in his human shape, he has inhuman vitality and healing abilities, and has shrugged off a number of attempted stabbings and shootings and poisonings: he can in fact simply turn into a sort of giant amoeba form which allows him to survive anything short of being blown to bits (and good luck getting high explosives past his many dog servants). He tends to treat such attempts as very humorous, although he still pulls would-be assassins to bits starting with the toes and fingers and working his way in. 

Kept close to Behemoth is his mano derecho, his right-hand, his grand vizier so to speak, who creates what passes for South America-wide economic and other policy. While a very powerful man indeed if he can get King Behemoth to agree with him, los mano derechos tend to have an average political life of a little under two years, with their physical lives ending soon afterward. Still, there are plenty still interested in the job, out of the common human delusion “that guy didn’t know what he was doing – I do!”)

Africa and much of the Middle East, plus a European enclave in the Crimea, belongs to Master Munin, master telepath and mind controller with a global range. The locals have been mostly broken through implanted telepathic compulsion over the years, and have limited free will: they are given direction by some millions of “mind-clones” of Master Munin, individuals who have had his own ideas and views so firmly implanted in their brains that they are essentially pale copies of him: they have enough free will to direct the masses, but are incapable of seriously disagreeing with Munin on anything (which doesn’t prevent them from conspiring against each other).


Munin fears no human attack, since no free mind can approach him without attracting his attention and being taken over, but quite human vulnerability to say, rocks from space or killer robots means that he rarely emerges from a couple miles below his fortress city. This does not impede his pleasures, since he can easily take over anyone’s senses even from thousands of miles away. He has made great strides in modernizing and industrializing Africa, although in the process working a large proportion of the population to death (Munin tends to consider human “acceptable waste” the way old-time slave traders did. If a million are marched from a food-deficit area to a food-surplus area and half die on the way, that’s all to the population-control good). Africa and parts of the Middle East are full of shiny new cities (all of which look pretty much alike. Providing art and decoration for the mind-crippled is pointless). 

Master Munin longs for control, but also is unhappy with the fact he can’t actually maintain fine control over everyone at once: too much attention-splitting. So he has tamed the population with a variety of ingrained mental compulsions – which makes them somewhat zombie-ish and inflexible in their behavior. He’s always looking for better ways to control people. (He also finds firmly subordinated minds somewhat boring). 

Europe out through Siberia is ruled by the witch-queen Queen Endor (absolutely nothing to do with Ewoks), her world’s foremost black magician. Being of the opinion that things started going downhill with the Renaissance, she has banned technology more advanced than that available to Joan of Arc. Combined with the rich variety of magical horrors she unleashed with the conquest, the end of modern industrial agriculture means that the population of Europe has dropped by nearly two thirds since 1999: since she is uninterested in such things as GNP and has little use for normal human troops, this does not concern Queen Endor overmuch. (Mostly she wants normal humans for cringing deference, worship of the Dark Gods and herself, and occasional mass human sacrifices and magically useful body parts) Admittedly Her magical rule means the weather is always predictable, and good for growing things, save when She unleashes horrible curses instead. The forests of Europe have expanded enormously, partly due to human dieback and partly through magic – Queen Endor, like King Behemoth, is a big believer in wildlife preservation, especially of wild magical monsters of all sorts. 

Europe is divided into feudal domains ruled over by her Ladies, her disciples in magic she has been training for the last 20 years (with about a 2/3 lethal failure rate), in turn ruling over magically twisted human enforcers known as Dark Knights, ruling over ever-fearful and never secure “squires” ruling over a population mostly reduced to medieval serfdom, although there is a small merchant and artisan class huddling in the ruins of the cities (less important than in our middle ages, since luxuries can just be created by magic. Some prosper as interior designers to the Ladies, although a number of Ladies have created palaces in awesomely bad taste to their own preferences). There are a lot of local variations, admittedly, due to differing styles of rule and the limited cognitional capacities of Black Knights: some Ladies have appointed bound demons as local administrators, which is never a good idea. All religions save worship of the Dark Gods of black magic, of which the Queen is their Eidolon on Earth, have been banned and are relentlessly persecuted. 

Elemental familiars patrol land, sea and sky and fearsome armies – of elementals, Black Knights and other sorts of magically twisted humans, monsters of all sizes and shapes, demons and the corpses of the dead – wait to be unleashed on areas of suspect loyalty – or on other lands, since Queen Endor has expansionist ambitions of her own. 

Most of Asia is ruled by the Dr. Sivana/old school Lex Luthor type mad scientist Dr. Weyland, who has done pretty well for himself given that he didn’t have much time to pack and came through with only a couple giant robots, a small swarm of Von Neumann machines, and a bare minimum of doomsday devices (but then, he was always the smartest of the Six). He has converted Asia into a virtual giant research institute, in which he and a vast number of “research assistants” perpetually strive to push back the borders of Mad Science. In the immense cities in which he has concentrated the population, endless experiments are pursued in vast laboratory complexes without any silly concerns about “practicality” or “ethics”. The smartest experiment: the less intelligent but still competent do the tasks needed to keep things running that robots haven’t already taken over: and those of lowest intellectual grade are experimented on, exported as slaves to Master Munin’s territory, or just recycled for their useful protoplasm. Sex is allowed as a recreational activity, but not reproduction: family life is being phased out. All women have birth control implants, and the next generation is being grown in vats from the very best genetic material, and raised in state crèches. 
The new generation will also last a lot longer: Dr. Weyland has made some useful genetic changes. Eventually, as the older generation dies off there will only be Weyland ™ brand humans within his territory, aside from a few favored scientists whose lives he extends by other means. 

Religion and superstition are forbidden, Dr. Weyland’s regime being a thoroughly rationalist and atheistic one: most “humanities” like art or history are no longer taught, being considered a waste of brain cells. Although the lower class humans are usually under tight controls and some degree of hypno-electronic mind control, serious scientists and researchers have a lot more freedom, to the extent that there are occasional rebellions with local top scientists taking control of super-science weapons and trying to overthrow Weyland or at least break loose from his control: Dr. Weyland could tighten his rule to the extent where this would be almost impossible, but in fact he welcomes the occasional rebellion: after all, what good is a supreme intellect if it cannot deal with challenges. Dr. Weyland welcomes dissenting voices: prove the superiority of your theories of rule on the mad science battlefield. Machine and cyborg armies await the call to destroy Weyland’s enemies, unless they have developed an effective counter – in which case Dr. Weyland has some other tricks up his sleeve (Atomic supermen, giant monsters, the Volcano That Walks, etc, etc.) Satellites monitor every inch of his territory, and massive quantum computers track and analyze the movement and actions of every living thing bigger than a beetle. Like General Horus, Dr. Weyland’s domain has a very active space program, although in his case it is as much about scientific exploration as putting mass-driver weapons in orbit and giant lasers on the Moon.

(Both General Horus and Master Munin constantly try to steal tech knowledge from Dr. Weyland’s territory to build bigger and better superweapons of their own. Master Munin can pick any mind not shielded with superscience, but often lacks the context to really understand what he gets, and lacks independent-minded scientists and engineers to interpret and realize: General Horus has to either personally or through agents steal stuff and people, which requires some care to not antagonize Dr. Weyland too much, but at least has a quality reverse engineering institution back home). 

The vast Pacific and southern Oceans, island SE Asia and Australasia are the domain of Lord Jove, who was once human but now is essentially an aerial elemental, vast and formless, appearing occasionally as a huge humanoid cloud-shape crowned with lightening, and almost entirely divorced from human affairs: his one true passion is to play with the weather, creating storm and tornado and typhoon and massive lightening storms and worse, ranging freely across the vast areas of his domain and playing madly with air and sea. The locals have suffered greatly from his passion, agriculture in particular being hit hard by the wildly unpredictable weather, causing mass famines and die-backs. (Such things as blizzards in the Javanese summer or months of rain in the Great Victoria Desert are no longer surprising). Through a massive use of greenhouses, indoor farming, intensive fishing, etc. the more developed regions of the area have managed to pull themselves back from the brink, but with the partial exception of New Zealand none of the previous nations has managed to restore unified control over their former territories. Warlordism, cannibalism, and piracy remain endemic. 

Still, one benefit of Lord Jove’s basic indifference to his subject’s plight is that he doesn’t care what they get up to: this is the only place on Earth where someone is not actively trying to reshape the human population to their own ends. Those who in one way or another manage to escape from the lands of the five more “involved” supervillainsgravitate here, while spies and agents for said supervillains meet here on what is essentially neutral ground. Some remarkable new cultural exchanges and new flowerings have taken place here, and scientific progress is beginning to ramp up in part due to new technology smuggled out of Dr. Weyland’s territory, often (metaphorically) in people’s heads (or less metaphorically, in their guts: both places spy satellites can’t easily reach. 

The tensions between the supervillains continue to mount. A major reason things have not yet exploded is that Dr. Weyland has been promising for years to duplicate the accident which originally brought them here, and create stable portals to whole new worlds for them to conquer. The other four’s patience is running out, though. Another reason that they have not yet fought eachother is mutual vulnerability: while General Horus could smash King Behemoth easily enough, he’s vulnerable to magic, Lord Munin could take over his mind if he got too close, and he’s far from sure he could survive some of Dr. Weyland’s more monstrous doomsday devices. Queen Endor’s magic could kill Master Munin by sending some magical monstrosity immune to mind control, and can prevent nukes or bombs from going off, but direct spells lack planetary range, and she really is rather unsure of what Dr. Weyland could do if he really tried, and although she could turn Lord Horus into a frog given a couple seconds to throw a spell, he’s really fast, and she’s not sure if she’d survive if he just threw a big enough rock at her palace, really fast. Dr. Weyland is always surrounded by awesome defensive technology, but he’s only normal flesh and blood in the end, and he can’t be sure that Queen Endor couldn’t slip some magical attacker in or King Behemoth slip in some deadly insects (his biggest defense is that he’s made it clear he can make sure the world is destroyed in any of a number of ways if he is killed). Nobody is quite sure how to take down Lord Jove.

Master Munin is particularly unhappy. He could control General Horus, but he’d have to leave the center of his power and get close – dangerously close – to do so. None of the others are as vulnerable: Dr. Weyland makes sure he and his top scientists are always behind powerful psi-proof energy screens, magic shields Queen Endor and her Ladies from his abilities (demons are naturally – or unnaturally – immune), and it is very hard to get anywhere with Lord Jove’s vast, cloudy brain, while any control over King Behemoth could be broken simply by his taking on an animal form (Master Munin isn’t very good with non-primate brains, and has always been furiously baffled why King Behemoth remains “himself” even when taking on animal forms lacking anything like a recognizable brain). Also, he is worried about the passage of time: he is growing old, unlike his immortal or near-immortal competitors, and while he has stolen loads of technological information from the brains of unshielded inhabitants of Dr. Weyland’s realm, he has had little success in imitating Dr. Weyland’s life-extension techniques. He needs a war, and victory to extract all the information he can from Dr. Weyland’s regime, or possibly magical knowledge from Queen Endor. 

(One of his major projects is to successfully transfer his mind fully into a younger body, but to do that he needs a body with as strong a natural telepathic ability as his own: the project to breed a tame telepath/puppet is proving difficult and slow, and then there are some serious existential challenges in the project in question). 

So, he’s been moving pieces into place. He can’t risk attempting to fully _compel_ King Behemoth, but he certainly can plant ideas in his head and manipulate him and his beliefs. Similarly, while Lord Jove’s mind is too fluid and nebulous to establish any firm control over, it can be prodded in the right direction. And while a mass takeover of normal minds in the territories of Dr. Weyland, Endor, Horus, or Behemoth could not be done quickly or secretly enough, a little simple mind-manipulation of many individuals in key positions but below the notice of the rulers, over a period of years? Quite doable. Meanwhile, his military capacities continue to expand with industrialization, and his slaves are also an army – everyone in his realm exercises properly whether they want to or not, and when it comes to be time to go to war they will all line up and fight to the death with no complaint or expression of fear. Of course, he won’t be the one to start the war. He’ll be one of the _victims_, to start with. But he’ll be on top at the end.

Meanwhile, New Zealand scientists, thank to reverse-engineering machinery smuggled out of Dr. Weyland’s territory, have managed to establish contact with what they believe to be the home reality of the supervillains. If they were a bit more paranoid, they might wonder how they managed to get ahold of such cutting-edge mad science in the first place. But then, Dr. Weyland has always enjoyed a challenge…

139. Triumff: Her Majesty's Hero

Map for the world of Dan Abnett's amusing fantasy alternate history. I also have made an effort to describe the many bits of the world which don't show up in the story: my apologies to the author if I have sullied his vision. (Also, I have left out the many, many puns: there's just not enough world and time. :) )

In this world, Leonardo Da Vinci, rather than futzing around with man-powered flying machines and horse-powered tanks, instead succeeded in being the first (in Europe, anyway) to put the principles of Alchemy and Sorcery on an organized and semi-scientific basis. This sort of research eventually led to rather pointed disagreements with the Catholic Church, in turn leading some of Leonardo’s disciples – and his works on the subject of magic – to make a scamper to a recently de-Catholicized England, where sponsorship by an interested Henry VIII and later Queen Elizabeth led to a Sorcerous Revolution. (Not a revolution by sorcerers, we’re riffing off “Scientific Revolution” here).

This rather changed European power dynamics, and after a British Armada equipped with magical weaponry and Assault Wizards swept the seas clear of Spanish warships, there came the unification of the English and Spanish Empires on London’s terms. (Elizabeth married Philip II, but everyone knew who wore the pants in that relationship). Queen Elizabeth’s heirs would go on to “reunify” the Anglican and Catholic Churches on Canterbury’s terms (Elizabeth knew about hardline protestants, and strongly suspected them of being the sort of people who would question the whole Divine Right of Kings thing). This led not only to problems with Catholics but also Protestants – it took half a century to persuade the Dutch of their importance as a part of the great and glorious Unity. 

Still, England Prevailed. The situation was helped by a policy of tolerating Spaniards who insisted on following the Roman rather than the Canterbury rites, and of letting the Spaniards largely alone to run most of their Empire while direct British control was mostly extended to new areas. France was a troublemaker for a long time, and finally was smashed into pieces – which revolt in the name of reunification every generation or so. An empire’s work is never done.

Today, the Anglo-Spanish Unity is still on top of the world, or at least the parts of it which matter, according to the London and Madrid papers. (The fact that China’s own formidable alchemical sciences led to the attempted invasion of 1842 being humiliatingly squashed and that the Sinosphere remains too tough a nut to crack even today is politely ignored. At least they’re not expansionist.) 

England is still ruled by an Elizabeth Gloriana. Indeed, it has always been ruled by Elizabeth Glorianas: all the Elizabeth’s since the first have had a daughter which inherited the throne, and looked oddly like their mothers. (No, not immortality: magically enabled cloning through a process kept carefully secret by the court mages. Elizabeth didn’t trust the Empire in anyone else’s hands but her own). There is still a Parliament, but largely neutered: an unbroken succession of Tudors with nigh-bottomless pocketbooks will do that. Various Secret Police organizations come into existence over the years, become powerful enough to make the reigning queen uneasy, and are purged and replaced by a new force, which will be purged in its turn.

Queen and Privy Council rule in close alliance with the British Church, to which all licensed mages in the Unity must belong. (There are a fair number of unlicensed ones - see country mages - but they keep their heads down, since officially they don’t exist and will be sharply reminded of that if they draw the attention of the government). Legal Spanish mages have become a fair sized minority within that institution, since Spaniards pragmatically started converting to the Canterbury rite in the last couple of centuries. (Catholics and *Anglicans have adapted to the use of magic in different ways: the English church simply expanded its doctrines to accommodate, while the more tradition-bound Catholics claimed to have found some informative new bits of the New Testament in a cave in the Sinai).

The United Church is divided between the (theoretically equally valid) Vatican “Roman rite” followers and the English-dominated “Canterbury Rite”: the Pope is theoretically the most senior figure, but effectively less powerful than the leading divines of the English Church, and generally Popes who clash with the English on the running of the United Church tend to have short careers and Unfortunate Accidents. The last Pope to offer a serious challenge ended fleeing to the safety (more or less) of Austrian territory: his declaration to be a false Pope by a cowed College of Cardinals and the election of an anti-Pope led to the split between the United Church and the True Catholics of Poland, the Austrian Empire, and Portugal (later Brazil after the Spanish invasion of the homeland) plus-some-Swiss-Cantons. Aside from members of the United Church, the Unity contains a number of mostly underground Protestant groups, a number of (equally underground) True Catholics, and Jews, which have been since the reign of Elizabeth XII legally tolerated if not liked throughout the Unity, not to mention the Muslims, Hindus, and odds and ends ruled over in the various colonies. 

Slavery still exists, but the slave trade and the nastier abuses of the tropical plantations put to an end (it turns out that human suffering on that scale attracts malevolent magical forces like flies to horse manure. Who woudda guessed?), and slaves are by and large treated no worse than, say, those in 1850s Virginia (for what that’s worth). The price of slaves has correspondingly gone up to the extent that there has been some talk of replacing blacks (at least in the number jobs) with golems, which don't get tired, don't rise in revolt, and have no genitalia to worry about.

There’s less outright racism than at a similar period OTL: there’s no “scientific” racism, and one thing magical studies of human minds and souls rather strongly indicates is that there isn’t a half-penny’s worth of difference between the inherent abilities of the races (although of course many find ways to interpret data otherwise). 

Society is still largely guild-dominated, and the larger Guilds tend to be an ever bigger pain in the neck than the most powerful Unions of OTL history. Sexual standards are fairly relaxed, and naked prostitutes waving from windows are not an uncommon sights in some of the seedier parts of London, while the Theatre now includes female actors and puts on plays of a bawdyness to impress OTL New Yorkers. (Things are generally a bit more sedate in the Spanish half of the Unity). As a result of centuries of Queenly rule, women nowadays are largely legally equal to men, although little effort is made to enforce laws in ways that challenge traditional gender roles (although the Queen does make sure that, say, laws against rape and semi-legal cheating of women out of their property rights are vigorously enforced). Ruffs are back in style, and major cities are still heavily invested in wood for their buildings (fortunately, the magical arts have made putting out fires a lot easier than it used to be). 

Modern magic can do a lot of things. It can make fires and explosions even more impressive than gunpowder, of course, and then there’s the always popular “blast your opponent with magical lightings.”. It allows for the reading of minds (surface thoughts only) and some degree of mental compulsion (these aren’t the Droids you’re looking for). It can transform a man into a beast or remove that unsightly fat from your thighs. Spirits of wind and water and fire can be summoned and commanded. The dead can be (temporarily) resurrected to answer questions (or go Full Zombie on someone), and long distance communications are carried out by *Ouija board. Human life can be extended (by percentages rather than multiples so far, but they’re working on it). Things far away and deep beneath land and sea can be scryed out. The elements can be transmuted, although alas the cost of turning base metals into gold so far exceeds the value of the gold produced. Demons can be summoned up to do all sorts of things, although they are always highly dangerous and treacherous (there are old demonologists, and demonologists which are not brilliant, but there are no old demonologists which are not brilliant), which is why the Reunited Church bans demon-summoning except in some very rare occasions. 

In important cities, magic broadcast from a central location illuminates the streets and houses of all but the poorest, and warms the houses of the wealthy, although so far intercepting the magic put out by urban magical transmitters to run magical gadgetry remains a limited field.

Weather magic exists, but it is difficult enough (and tends to produce Butterfly Effects to boot) that mages generally let heavy rains or snows be save under emergency conditions, and confine their efforts to things like providing breezes for becalmed fleets. 

There are also a wide variety of magical gadgets, which due to the somewhat chaotic nature of magic tend to be a bit Buyer Beware. The Swiss Multi-Sword, which can become a rapier, short-sword, cutlass, dagger, corkscrew, screwdriver, spoon, nail buffer, device for removing stones from horse’s shoes and over 17 other things as needed, is a technical marvel very few people ever succeed in producing the right sword at the right time, and the less is said of the Mechanical Barber, the better. On the other hand, modern Golems are quite useful for dull and repetitive tasks, and only the cheapest models ever run berserk anymore. 

Improvement in medical magic have reduced death rates among children greatly (if not quite so much as modern state-sponsored medicine and sanitation OTL): this hasn’t led to Malthusian catastrophe since effective magical methods of birth control have been around for quite a while also, in spite of bouts of Church disapproval, and it turns out women don’t really _like_ being continually pregnant, especially after their husband has the son and heir he was looking for. 

Raw magic, or mana, is not a limitless resource. It can be drawn from air and wind and water and the sun, from certain types of rocks and gems, from previously created magical artifacts, and from the bodies of rapidly extinctifying magical creatures. Currently there is a bit of a shortage, leading to such innovative efforts as attempting to harness the ancient magic of Stonehenge (that did not go well. At least the trees have stopped eating people, and things that should be dead are no longer crawling (flopping, slithering, shambling, rolling…) around. ) The Nether Planes have plenty of magic, but unfortunately the medium of exchange is souls or nothing.

Most remaining magical beasts are to be found outside lands ruled by China or the Anglo-Spanish Unity, or are very good at hiding. Or are in the sea: sea serpents and kraken (rarely exceeding one furlong in length: sailors do tend to exaggerate) remain an intermittent threat. 

Illegal “country” magicians, following ancient traditions long predating Leonardo’s great work, still secretly practice their art away from the big cities: certain secret societies pursue their own works in vaults and cellars beyond the eyes of authorities. Fortunately, there aren’t any serious demon-worshipping groups: the trouble with using demonic magic on a large scale is that the toxic taint of it spills unavoidably into the environment, and can be detected like a foul aroma by the sensitive hundreds (or thousands, in the case of a truly great work of black magic) of miles away. Demoniacs who are in it for more than the spooky clothes and décor tend to have short active careers before they are tracked down and eliminated. 

It is said that somewhere in Italy a family keeps as a trust the complete and unexpurgated collection of Leonardo’s works on magic, but most consider this a town and country myth. 

The spread of magical knowledge is slowed in part by the fact that beyond Basic Potions and such it is rarely something you can teach yourself without assistance: even reading the wrong sort of magical text can turn an untrained person’s brain to custard (if they are dumb enough to try to keep on reading after the initial nausea and severe disorientation). 

The main form of long-range air transport is the alchemically propelled airship, a German invention (Prussian airships dropped bombs on London during the First Prussian Uprising): heavier than air flight remains the field of the magically powered ornithropter (their tendency to fall apart on extended flights means they are only used for local traffic). The Chinese have enchanted man-carrying kites [1], the details of which they are disinclined to share with foreigners. 

Non-magical technology generally hasn’t evolved beyond the early 18th century level, and ships generally still figure their longitude by guess and by God. The newspaper has been invented, and numerous rags of varying levels of scandalousness flourish in the major cities, although government censors are quick to stamp out anything looking seditious or the wrong sort of religious. The population of the Anglo-Spanish Unity is majority literate nowadays, and books also are produced and consumed in quantities only limited by the nature of water-powered printing presses. Vulcanized rubber exists, but in limited quantities due to the lack of industrial processes between tropical tree and tire rims. 

A chap in Italy is becoming increasingly annoyed as several listeners fail to understand his point about the steam engines that mine pumps run off of and metal tracks. He’s not trying to invent a mobile pump!

Most of the elements for a Scientific rather than a Magical revolution are in place, but progress is somewhat hampered by a lack of interest: the “Earth goes around the sun” notion no longer causes Inquisitors to slaver, but most still consider geocentric theory “good enough for government work” and the round earth theory is occasionally challenged by the “cylinder” or “cone” theories. 

Scotland? Ireland? Ah, archaic names for northern and western England, right? (Kidding. But Ireland has been heavily assimilated, while Scotland, if still distinctive, lacks anything like a separate parliament). 

The Holy Roman Empire has always been a bit of a problem for the Unity: although the Habsburgs of Austria and other potential competitors have been shut out of the election for Holy Roman Emperor since the late 17th century, the loyalty of the protestant north has always been in question: a policy of making sure it remained divided was reinstated when Prussia nearly marched off with the whole thing in the 1940s. Currently some of the Queen’s advisors are proposing the creation of a federation of United Church-loyal German states to counterbalance the Protestant north and northeast as focus of German unity and nationalism. (Some say that will just cause worse trouble in the future). 

In a case of history repeating itself as farce, while the Prussian Uprising (an effort to break from the Unity-Dominated Holy Roman Empire and take the Protestant bits with it) was the most serious threat to the Unity in a century, the recent Prussian Second Uprising lasted six months and led to the effective end of Prussia as a serious power (Prussia proper ended up returning to its old status as a Polish vassal). 

The True Catholics remain a pain. Prague, when it belonged to the Empire of Austria, was an old center of magic and alchemy, and Austrian scholars have had some success in codifying magic on their own, and although the Collegium Arcanum is generally considered a second-rate knockoff of the English church institutions, it has produced some powerful mages. True Catholic support of the Prussian Uprising helped make it into a near-existential crisis, and while Russia opportunistically ripped off a big chunk of Poland and Austria lost Bohemia again (the second change of hands since the 17th century) they proved too much trouble to conquer outright after the defeat of Prussia. Now, their ally “The Empire of Brazil and Portugal-in-exile”, after a century and a half of rapid population growth, has emerged as the most powerful of the Catholic powers: powerful enough that when taken with its allies in Europe, it is considered more prudent to pretend to believe its protests of not being a protector of pirates than to start a full-scale war. 

Russia, an ally of convenience, suffered various humiliations at Austrian and Polish hands due to the crudeness of its magical know-how (although some of those mad monks have alarming wild talents), and in spite of the best efforts of generations of Czars to steal or buy foreign magical talent, remains more dependent on huge armies of stolid peasants than on magecraft in war. Still, as they say, quantity can have a certain quality of its own. 

In the Americas, the English colonies in North America prosper, but do not include much of the interior of America, where the Great Spirit Alliance has organized itself to keep the White Eyes at bay: the native peoples may not have the numbers or the advanced manufactures of a China, but they have a deep alliance with the land itself, distinctly ungentlemanly ways of fighting, and some fearsomely powerful shamans. Given the probable poor return on investment of a conquest (no Europeans have come to the Dakota goldmine areas yet, save as novelty scalps for the wigwam), what the English call the “Great Indian Reservation” (as if it were something they came up with) so far flourishes.

The hard to get and backwards tribes of the interior mountain/great basin area are largely unaligned: the eastern tribes are a bit leery of the snake-worshippers and the Underground People, and nobody likes the Comanches. 
Everybody says English California is where all the nuts in the Unity end up in.
Besides being backwards and turbulent, the Spanish Andean territories are infamous by their tradition of “politics by assassination”. As long as it doesn’t interfere with business and tax collection, Madrid tends to ignore the rapid political turnover in Lima and La Paz. 

North Africa is being Christianized (slowly, and slower in the English bits), while to the south, magical cures for diseases being not quite as effective as OTL state of the art vs. tropical diseases (almost anything is curable given a powerful enough mage, but there aren’t enough top-tier mages around), rule away from the coast lines is usually through local elites and assimilated locates, save in healthier south Africa, where the discovery of gold and diamonds led to a bit of a scramble. The Sahara and Sahel remain a no-go zone, the local states having been enriched technologically, magically, and methodologically by heavy immigration from Arab north Africa, and under the leadership of the Hausa-led Caliphate of Zazzau have formed a strong enough alliance to lead to many statements “well, the Sahel’s really a worthless place anyway” on the part of Anglo-Spanish writers. The lack of a strong European presence away from the coasts plus a rather undeveloped art of surveying means that most Unity maps of the African interior tend to have an abundance of hippos and huts, but a lack of actual geographical features.

Persia is probably not long for this world. The Ottoman Empire was dismantled (in a rare case of cooperation) by the Austrians and the Anglo-Spanish in the 18th century. Rump Turkey is a militarized autocracy with a massive capacity for vengefulness. Arabia remains rather obscure to the outside world, oil being as yet something you get from olives or whales, and is officially left alone to avoid stirring up Muslim subject peoples who might object to a sack of Mecca and Medina. Certainly not because the Muslim sorcerers who protect Mecca and Medina are rumored to own a magic text of utter blasphemy and inconceivable horror. They’re a backwards people, after all. 

As OTL, the collapse of a (somewhat butterflied) Mughal Empire eased a European overrunning of India, while magic has helped them keep it. Rule is a bit more centralized than OTL, English officials already inhabiting a pomp-and-circumstances mostly-absolute monarchy not feeling all nostalgic about Indian kings and princes: there are fewer self-governing states and principalities than OTL British India. India is one of the few areas still highly productive of sources of raw magic, and the locals are treated as closer to equal to Europeans by a socially still mostly “early modern” colonizer which doesn’t see the place as particularly backwards, if backwards in its use of magic and annoyingly slow to convert to the True Faith. 

China dominates East Asia, but isn’t really interested in expansion beyond that. Thanks to a somewhat different but comparably powerful magical tradition to that of Europe, it has successfully kept outside menaces at bay, although it currently is suffering from internal problems typical to a long-in-the-tooth dynasty, its rulers more interested in the pursuit of immortality through alchemical means than actually running the Empire. China suffers less of a problem with the springs of magic running dry than Europe, being both rich in natural sources and magic being used for public purposes to a rather smaller extent (alchemy is for defending the realm against barbarians and extending the lives of the elite, not on improving the lives of town dwellers and peasants which are already perfectly fine). China guards its secrets closely: no Chinese mage is allowed to live within a hundred miles of the few ports where foreigners are allowed to come and trade. 

Japan is somewhat more open to European visitors, which is probably while Nippon-style “wrestling” is becoming increasingly popular among professional people-hurters in Europe.

Indonesia has fallen to European rule, its mostly Muslim population being ruled with a fairly light hand and providing a variety of profitable tropical products. As yet nationalist and Islamicist insurgency is only a dim glimmer in the eye of local writers and thinkers. 

The Unity is under strain. The balance between the Spanish and English parts is once again under strain: while some parts of the Spanish territories are doing fairly well (New Spain/Mexico, for one), much of their lands are relatively backwards or (as in the case of South America) distinctly resistant to reform, and the silver mines dried up long ago, while English settlements in north and south America prosper and English Africa and the Indies produce a steady stream of riches. Spanish separatism is rising again, and certain ancient and powerful Spanish families, some of them also secret followers of the Cracow Pope, weave complex plots. At the same time, magic, the force which sustains and protects the Unity, is becoming harder to produce. Ancient magical artifacts, magical beasts, magical rocks and gems, have all been consumed in the endless search for new sources of magical mana, and while natural magic regenerates itself in less than geological time, it still does so too slowly to keep up with demand. In the near future, new sources of magic must be found, or the Unity will have to curtail its use of magic: something almost unthinkable to many of the Unity’s elites. Expansion is called for – into the remaining parts of Africa, into the still unconquered parts of the middle east (and a real hornet’s nest that will be), into the Amerindian lands regardless of the costs, and not least, the mysterious southern seas where so many ships have mysteriously vanished. 

Sir Rupert Triumff has recently returned from an expedition to the rumored Southern Continent to report that the place is a howling wasteland with no valuable minerals, inhabited by naked savages with no useful magic and too stupid and violent to make good slaves (along with an abundance of deadly poisonous beasts), and surrounded by lethal reefs and giant sea monsters and therefore quite unprofitable for conquest purposes. A few of these points are largely correct. The rest is hokum.

Australia (or the Sandy Country, as the locals call it, or Beach, as Triumff poorly translates it) is actually the world’s most scientifically advanced nation. Millennia ago, in the Dream Time, the Ancestors built what was at the time the most Magically advanced nation in the world – and ended up almost destroying themselves, and possibly the rest of humanity, in the process. The Ancestors for some inexplicable reason didn’t choose to return to a lifestyle of wandering the deserts in the buff and eating wichitti grubs off the log, but instead sought to find new ways to manipulate the natural world that did not involve unpredictable sorceries and the associated Powers and Principalities, and ended up inventing science. Today, thanks to a high level of automation and more scientists and engineers than you can shake a stick at, the Sandy Country sustains maintainably a population of almost 40 million at roughly an OTL 2000s level of technology and living standards, along with a Scandinavian-level social safety net, and have invented both the dry martini (albeit with something rather different than olives) and the internet. (It’s not exactly capitalist: people’s living standards aren’t dependent on constant expansion). 

The locals have a peaceful culture, but they’re increasingly worried about the outside world: since a magic-powered Europe started overrunning the world, they have maintained a naval quarantine of their lands, using submarines to sink or scare off any potential invaders: they have long since lost any but the most theoretical knowledge of magic, and lack much in the way of armed forces (although still handy with a boomerang) so they are in poor shape to stop a full blown sorcerous invasion, something which is leading to the rise of political demagogues calling for a full-scale militarization of the Sandy Country’s economy and society. A local observer is being sent along with Triumff to study the situation in England and play the part of Non-Noble Naked Savage. The inhabitants of the Sandy Country hope that the Unity, suffering from magic shortages as it is, may be persuaded to move away from magic and towards science instead, making further conquests unnecessary and preventing a catastrophe on the scale of the one the Ancestors underwent – I mean, what’s the worst that could happen with science-based technology?

140. Mummies, Gods, and Dragon-ish Emperors

A commission, trying to create a semi-consistent world setting for the Brendan Fraser mummy movies.

The first publically noted sign of the new era was in 1925, when a somewhat anemic version of the traditional Plagues of Egypt struck Cairo (sun being blocked out for a day, city water supply going all bloody, boils, and rains of fireballs, but a comparative shortage of frogs and locusts and lice, and the firstborn no worse off than anyone else), inspiring a lot of apocalyptic sermonizing, but there had been less obvious signs and portents before for those who knew how to look, in odd colors at sunset, in the ways the grass moved out of sequence with the wind, in the drums sounding in the deep of the sea. Places previously hidden were coming into light, and old spirits and powers blinked in the light as they stirred from their sleep.

Grasping the situation, mystics and would be sorcerers, from Haitian Houngans to carefully groomed British antiquities professors worldwide turned their attention to Egypt, Tibet and other places where traditionally weird forces were handy. Most wouldn’t have much luck, but some served as catalysts for new and further weird happenings. A great many of them ended up simply and non-mystically shot, strangled, or pushed out of windows: a number of ancient societies, from the Medjai of Egypt to the Hand of the Yellow Emperor, had noted the tenor of the times and set about their historical task of murdering the heck out of people who meddle with Things Man Was Not Meant to Meddle With. Hardly had the Mummy departed Cairo and took the plagues with him when the Brotherhood of the Cleansing Flame of Allah showed up, looking for any secret followers of the ancient Egyptians gods and Unclean Things to purge, and ended up making things rather hard for the Medjai, who although concerned with keeping Unclean Things down themselves were only superficially Muslims…

The leadership of the Third Reich was highly enthusiastic about magical forces and their use to blast the untermensch, although they almost always interpreted the historical record through their own racist lens. Early efforts tended to have somewhat spotty results, with the Berserker Battalion dying out rather rapidly due to their tendency to run straight into enemy gunfire, the reanimated dead being rather flimsy, and efforts to bring back the old German Gods, given that that only the stones remembered them, just resulted in a low level rash of bits of geology coming to life as rapacious trolls (although one bitter German necromantic theorist always claimed he could have done it if Hitler had only given him time and a couple million human sacrifices), while an attempt to harness an ancient middle eastern artifact only led to a bunch of face-meltings.

The stalemate at Stalingrad led to final disaster when one professor Heinrich Merkwürdigliebe was given the resources he claimed were needed to “open a gate” between Germany and the besieged city, using the source of “Vril Energy” that the third Antarctic expedition had brought back. A gate was indeed opened, but not to Stalingrad: instead black, writhing living goo poured unstoppably from the hole in space, filling and bursting the lab building in seconds, and spreading in all directions across the German landscape, hideously warping and then consuming all it encountered. It covered an area of over forty thousand square miles by the time the combined resources of US, Soviet, British and Rhineland industries were finally able to deliver large enough amounts of high power incendiaries to the slowly expanding edges of the blot to stop further growth, but it was not finally eliminated until professor Mukund Dath of the University of Bombay was dropped in by parachute and managed to seal the dimensional hole with the Discus of Vishnu, for which he was awarded the Victoria Cross posthumously. Cut off from its source, the Blot crumbled into today’s German Barrens, which remains toxic enough to vegetation to be considered unfit for human settlement. (Not helped by a number of corporations and Communist Industrial Collectives deciding it was a great place to dump toxic waste where it wouldn’t disturb anyone.)

Although various mystics attempted to use the ancient magics of Egypt for their own ends, the most successful (and most disastrous) was Nasser’s effort to harness the power of the old Gods to defeat Israel once and for all. Alas, the Egyptian Pantheon by this time was largely dead, dwelling in the dark underworld under the rule of Osiris and his right-hand dog-man Anubis, and were not agreeable to the orders of the living, no matter what Nasser’s various sorcerers-for-hire told him: forces were released that could not be controlled, and only the superior nature of modern firepower and a strategically deployed Soviet atomic bomb put a stop to the unnatural hordes. This could not prevent a 200-mile stretch of the Nile from collapsing into an abyss: the Nile river now sinks into a seemingly bottomless hole near Luxor only to emerge again in an icy cold and lifeless lake between Asyut and El Minya, splitting Egypt in two. Attempts to find out through excavation what happened to the population along that stretch of river have been discouraging, to say the least. Nasser (who ended his days torn apart at the hands of an enraged Islamicist mob) really should have known better.

The Andean countries are still recovering from the results of Luminous Road revolutionary movement’s effort to summon a proletarian God using ancient Inca artifacts and a group of wrathful Inca mummies: the Sacred Mountain did come to life, but it tended to stomp on urban centers without much concern as to the proletarian spirit or lack of it among its inhabitants, and the Luminous Road turning into a crazed blood cult didn’t help things either. At least after its metallic brains were melted with atomic fire, the silver and gold veined corpse of the mountain god is proving a bonanza for Ecuadorian miners (leading to protests from Bolivian miners, who complain that it was their mountain before it went walkies).

A less extreme case was the Second Ghost Dance, brought about by some well-meaning extremists (many of them white) infuriated by the continued mistreatment of native Americans (this was, after all, an era in which huge numbers of native American children were still being separated from their parents by the state and given over to white families for assimilation). The hoped for return of the buffalo and the blowing back of white Americans to Europe did not take place, but Middle America suffered from a rather bad case of angry native spirits, cannibal ghosts/Wendigo, aggressive flying heads, and other stuff to entirely spoil your Church all-casserole potluck for a while before things were brought under control, and things got rather worse for a while for native Americans, rounded up Japanese-in-WWII-style in concentration camps, before they got better. In the end, part of the northern plains around the Black Hills was established as a sort of reservation for native ghosts and spirits (things like giants and flying heads mostly having been just shot to pieces) and native Americans were rather energetically encouraged to follow them (surprisingly few did: it’s one thing to revere your ancestors, it’s another to have them floating around your tent complaining about People These Days). In the long run, it did actually help boost the confidence of a Native American cultural revival, having after all scared the crap out of half of White America, and put a finger in the eye of Christian claims that native faiths were false and childish.

The Chinese civil war was longer and bloodier than OTL, the earlier fall of Japan (with Germany essentially a done deal by 1943, the US was able to concentrate resources on Japan, which went down in a storm of fire and poison gas in 1944) having left the ROC in better shape. It finally dragged to an end in 1952, and the Chinese communists took little time to arrange an invasion of Tibet: with the events in Egypt and former Germany (not to mention the “Great Proletarian Battle for the Liberation of the Worker and Peasant builders of the Great Wall”) even the most committed Marxist atheist had to admit that there were things out there which at least _acted_ like they were supernatural, although a rational explanation would one day be coming, no doubt. The meantime the rumors of “waters of immortality” somewhere in Tibet were definitely something worth looking into. It took quite a few years, and a lot of dead troops (the Yeti had a lot of fun with avalanches), but the Chinese government had men to burn, so to speak, and essentially went over western Tibet with a fine-toothed combs (the Yeti probably should have let them alone rather than finish convincing them there was something to find).

For a brief, shining moment the Communist Party of the Chinese People’s Republic held a monopoly on immortality, and the world beat a path to their door looking for concessions. The Soviets gave Mongolia essentially as a gift to the Chinese in exchange for a little sip for their Politburo elders. The US offered trade concessions and dropped recognition of the ROC like a hot potato. Chinese agents collected foreign politicians willing to sell out their nations for a few extra decades like playing cards. There was some secret US and Soviet plotting to invade Tibet, but the Chinese made it clear they had mined the caves of Shangri-La with atomic bombs (which they had developed during the years of searching) and invaders would get squat.

Unfortunately for their plans, continued intrusion of the Red Army ever deeper into the caves of Shangri-La brought them into the true inhabitants of Shangri-La, the immortal sages, who were not at all pleased at the intrusion from the corrupted outer world, and proceeded to make the “spoiler” nukes achieve their purpose. In spite of half a century of desperate digging which has by this point removed half the mountain, no sign of the magic pools or the caves or even signs that they ever existed have been found. It is said among the mystics that a new path to the land exists for true seekers of wisdom, but the worldly will not find it again.

Only an actual dip with the waters of Shangri-La brings immortality, drinking it just gives you a few extra decades per swig, so the limited supply of bottled water the PRC government has is jealously guarded and only used when maximum effect is achievable. A handful of soldiers and the 1967 Inner Party (known nowadays as “the Secretariat”) are the only existing PRC immortals, and as increasingly dotty God-kings they continue to rule with an iron grip, old-style revolutionaries too fixed in their ways to seek any radical reform, trading secret bribes of extended life for power and advantage. The most likely scenario for regime change is that they will eventually all kill each other off, which has already happened to a number of them in internal power struggles: it’s not easy to kill an immortal, but dissolution in acid seems to work (at least, no angry vengeful puddles have returned from being washed into the Yellow River.) Nearly a third of them died in the late 70s, when Mao decided he was the one and only immortal God-King China needed, and nearly succeeded. Party rumors hold that he was not dissolved in acid, but still exists in some horribly tortured and usually much-fractioned (there are many variants to the story) form in the Secretariat’s innermost sanctum.

Relentless PRC persecution means most Yeti have moved to Nepal or Bhutan, but some still hang on in the most remote areas. Traveling by night or under cloud cover along dizzyingly high mountain trails visible only by satellite, they do a little business sneaking people and items out of - and into – the People’s Republic.

While many Gods and Spirits of myth were much unlike imagined, are largely departed from this plane of reality, or have faded and died off, the influence of the Greek deities still persists. Some, like Pan, have perished, others, like Dionysus (nowadays a heavy-drinking retired sea captain with a face like a mummified monkey) have aged badly, but others, like Zeus, Hermes, or Aphrodite remain Powers, hiding out among humanity or in the wild places of the world, still toying with and manipulating mankind, feeding off their adoration or madness. Possessed of enormous wealth and secret influence, they have been rather put out in fact by the new age of supernatural scrutiny, which has made much of the world rather “hot” for them and dismantled much of the secret cultic or simply influence networks of support they had built. Several highly popular female pop stars were “outed” as actually all being manifestations of one entity (Aphrodite) and there was considerable outrage in the US when the influence of Hermes in the stock market, along with most of the country’s illegal organizations, were uncovered.

Some of the lesser Greek entities adopted to the new situation, accepting heavy monitoring and limitations on the use of their powers. The Minotaur, for instance, has his own talk show. But the majority of those still with some real strength have no desire to be “domesticated”, although after millennia of keeping it on the low-down they aren’t really up to carving out states of their own with brute force methods. Instead, they have “perfectly legally” taken control over a country of their own: Kiribati, where the locals have gladly accepted Poseidon as their president-for-life in exchange for keeping the rising global-warming seas from rising and swallowing them. (The Greeks are fond of the Pacific isles: a number of them hung out here for a while after the Roman Empire Christianized and before the Polynesians reached them). A tremendous number of “off the books” economic activities are now taking place here, bringing in a shitload of money, and all sorts of odd supernaturals and people who deal with them have island bungalows nowadays. The various international supernatural control agencies are understandably pissed about this, but as a sovereign nation Kiribati has the right to elect whoever they wish, and Poseidon _does_ seem to be keeping the seas (locally) from rising any further. And unlike most other ancient and moldy Gods and spirits, the Greeks have a _lot_ of media savvy.

Both the US and the Soviet Union made it a practice to find and secure away from the hands of adventurous mystics anything even remotely mystical in nature or reportedly so, with very little concern for things like “national sovereignty” or “rightful owners” and keep a close eye on things harder to move (there are British Special Forces permanently stationed at Stonehenge to make sure nobody gets up to anything mystical around them - well, anything not government approved). This often has led to conflicts with ancient Secret Societies which felt they had been doing a perfectly good job of keeping Mystical McGuffins under wraps on their own. (Many blame the Medjai for making secret societies look bad: I mean, letting Imhotep get loose twice?) With the cooling (or perhaps mellowing has more accurate connotations) of the Cold War in the 1970s, and the events of the previous decade indicating rather strongly that mystical disasters weren’t just for Nazis, the US, Soviet Union and several other powers cautiously drew together to move from unilateral methods of control to form an international organization to prevent traffic in dangerous mystical artifacts, isolate and contain locations of dangerous supernatural activity, and suppress cults.

The International Bureau of Paranormal Phenomena Control and Management (IBPPCM) would not take full form until after the Soviet Civil War of the 1980s, in which one side decided to break into the Soviet “arsenal” of poorly understood supernatural collectibles, leaving the eventual victors little choice but to cede a large chunk of Siberia to the undead hordes of Koschei the Deathless. By rather underlining the risks of meddling with the unknown, it helped convert the IBPPCM into the powerful global organization it is today, with bureaus in over a hundred nations.

Notable major power non-participants are, unsurprisingly, the totalitarian Chinese regime, and more worrisomely, Great Britain, where the New Coalition (which has been the Party of Government since the 1950s and held the Prime Minister spot for forty-nine of the last sixty-two years ) is widely believed to work hand in glove with the Esoteric Order of the Rosy Dawn. Britain certainly manages to command a degree of international influence well beyond what would could be expected of a country with its known industry and population (and deep, deep racism), and the intensive use of black magic (mostly stolen, in the British fashion, from other countries) and psychic little old ladies is widely believed to explain this. (David Icke’s alternative theories are hotly denied by all known tribes of lizard-people).

Not that the IBPPCM is the only organization at work to keep Old Gods and the angry dead from getting up to shenanigans. A variety of ancient secret societies, unable to keep properly hidden without the aid of governments in the face of modern state systems of control, have come out in the open, with the Cleansing Flame of Allah having taken outright control over the Holy Cities, proclaiming that the House of Saud was Not Worthy in all sorts of ways, including some of the Royal family getting up to shenanigans with ancient texts which really should have been burned to ashes long ago (and the ashes shot into the sun). This has pleased a lot of people, but it has displeased a lot of others, the US and Israel for obvious reasons, various Islamic groups for others: the Iranians because they are mostly Sunnis, and various Salafist groups because they are fairly orthodox by, say, third century After Hejira standards – in other words, a bunch of tolerant softies who won’t even put Yazidis to the sword and think the Apocalypse will come in Allah’s own good time.

The few remaining members of the ancient Chinese kung fu fighting/element bending/demon-fighting secret societies (mostly suppressed by former Chinese Emperors, since they often fought corrupt officials as well as demons, and the State doesn’t want any such independent-minded exceptions to its monopoly of force) have mostly quietly moved abroad, mainly to ROC territory, while the more narrowly murder-and-demon-trapping focused Yellow Emperor’s Hand have been suborned by the PRC’s increasingly neo-imperial rule . The Medjai have also been mostly forced to flee a hyperislamicist and paranoidally vigilant split Egypt and have recreated themselves as an international Whatsit-fighting mercenary organization, although the buzz on the psychic grapevine is that that some have also established themselves in Under-Egypt, where they are working to reform the System from within, so to speak.

Most impactive has been the emergence of the various secret “demon” fighting and unnatural knowledge-suppressing branches of the Catholic Church, which has done a bangup job of presenting itself as the Thin Yellow-and-White Line between Christian civilization and demon-and-zombie-swarm-overrun madness, aided by the calculated (and so far, non-disastrous) deployment of various mystical artifacts of the Church collected and studied over centuries. The result of this is the formation of the Catholic Brotherhood [1], a block of Catholic, anti-secular-but-also-viciously-anti-wrong-sort-of-sacred, conservative yet-with-strong-social-safety-nets countries through which a revived Papacy exerts a degree of influence which leads to Protestant hardliners to mutter about the Great Beast and the Whore of Babylon. (The split between Catholic Brotherhood nations and more secular states on a number of legal issues is one reason why this world’s European Union is unlikely to turn into anything like a United States of Europe anytime soon).

Many Protestant fundamentalists want something similar for Protestant nations, but have been frustrated by the rather secular nature of most Protestant nations. Ground zero of these disputes has been the US, where the Religious Right has been for some time calling for a more “holy” government to deal with the various supernatural forces lurking about, an end to IBCCPM cooperation with “ungodly” regimes, laws against Polytheism, and the destruction rather than study and containment of supernatural forces and entities, and the forcible “liberation” of the Black Hills Treaty Indigenous Spirit Reservation. Recent election of a President with Hindu Indian ancestry (never mind his current Presbyterianism) combined with the outbreak of the Ramayan War in India provoked an outbreak of religious hysteria which has since grown to an outbreak of wide-spread rioting, civil disobedience, “non-cooperation” and attacks on “Polytheists” and “Witches” across much of Baptist America, as well as some parts of the midwest. As yet none of the state governors have followed the calls for “neutralization” or even “secession”, but there have been rumblings from both Texas and Florida.

And this could not come at a worse time, since the situation in India is really quite nasty, with Hinduveta extremists leading a revolt against a secular government, aided by powerful “Vedic weapons” of unknown origin: there have been rumors of gods and demons of Hindu myth appearing in northern cities. Muslims are being expelled en masse, stressing Bengal badly and quite exceeding the capacity of Pakistan to handle. Reports suggest that the south will fall in time if it doesn’t receive enough foreign support, but with the world’s greatest power currently occupied at home, nobody is in a hurry to step up to the plate. On the other hand, the IBCCPM signatories certainly don’t want the horrendous precedent of a war won with the aid of large-scale supernatural intervention, even if the usual disastrous results are avoided. And people are _really_ worried that the Chinese might decide to intervene…

The world is a bit less technologically advanced than OTL, quite a lot of research funding having gone into studies of supernatural issues rather than say computer intelligence or gene sequencing. Religious issues, are to say the least, confusing and hotly debated. “Polytheism” is looked upon with a great deal of suspicion, given the rather destructively lively presence of various ancient pantheons to a greater or lesser extent, while other groups (atheists, agnostics, and some of those polytheists) turn it around and use this as an argument against the existence of the monotheist deities. Both the Catholics and the Islamic secret societies have various mystical artifacts, books of ancient spells, etc. that have proven effective in fighting supernatural menaces, but outsiders are skeptical of the claims that these were given to them/blessed by God/Jesus/Allah. Protestant groups, generally lacking supernatural McGuffins of their own, tend to angry defensiveness when people note the general lack of effectiveness of simple faith against angry mummies, liches, or Oni. Although US support for Israel remains a severe sticking point with the Islamic world, there is less hostility to Islam in the West, in the face of what seems a common supernatural menace. Hindus, Buddhists, and other “pagans” have a hard time of it. (There are some “pagan magic” groups emerging from the same roots as Wicca OTL, but they have taken rather different forms in a world where “consorting with the devil” or “murder through magic” carries the death penalty in a number of countries).

The existence of reincarnation seems to be confirmed, with certain ancient spells allowing access to the memories of former lives. On the other hand, these spells often don’t work, and it remains quite unclear what happens between reincarnations or immediately after death: it remains a matter of controversy whether what the Girard-Torres experiment is measuring is actually the soul [2] or another entirely unrelated supernatural phenomenon. Many Christians (and atheists) deny the objective validity of the “former life memories” experience in the first place, while Buddhists and Hindus are bothered by the fact that there are no examples of memories of memories of animal or other nonhuman lives (well, there are, but it’s pretty clear that these are cases of people bullshitting) or evidence of karma being carried from one life to another. And of course there are the Restless Dead of various sorts, which clearly haven’t gone anywhere.

History and archeology are lively subjects, and not only due to the risks of uncovering the restless dead or possibly cursed supernatural artifacts. New investigations are overthrowing many previously accepted verities: there were older civilizations even before the Sumerians and the ancient Egyptians, destroyed in supernatural conflicts older than the first brick baked in Jericho, so thoroughly that only the occasional suspicious stone remains. The Akkadians actually took their name from an even older people, mostly extinct before the founding of First Dynasty Egypt. A tiny Flores Island like “hobbit” people, not the Byaka, were the true origin of the Greek myth of crane-fighting pygmies. There actually were dragons in the east once upon a time: their remains are just hard to find because so many of their bones have been ground up by the Chinese for magical penis-medicine. Atlantis actually was a place.

The IBPPCM sensibly has avoided thawing out any of those seven foot tall jet-black fanged corpses they dug out of that million year old ruin in Antarctica. At least since that first one starting moving and everyone’s head began to hurt until the onsite Emergency Action Officer elephant gunned its brain to bits.

Aside from users of ancient books of spells and magical artifacts, some people with inherent “weird powers” have been discovered by modern research and investigation. There are some actual precognitives with a limited ability to see the future (eagerly sought by all governments), people with healing powers (rich, terribly overworked, or both) and the occasional psychic sensitive, although usually only to the point where they can say “this temple has very bad vibes” which you could have probably guessed yourself from all the hideous soapstone carvings of unspeakable octopus-headed Gods. Some people seem to possess abnormal knowledge (say, reading Mysterious Hieroglyphics) carried over from former lives, although this rarely shows up in normal life. And there are the occasional Dangerous Mesmerists. (Usually recognizable from their Burning Eyes, and usually male ones have beards).

As mentioned, aside from the revelations of the first half of the twentieth century, supernatural forces seem to continue to be on a rise, although the Twinkie is still smaller than a bus. Of late Daniel Katz, grad student and general dogsbody at an archeological dig in the Israeli Negev (Hitler’s Germany went down earlier, but he had already killed enough Jews by that point to make getting out of Europe seem rather imperative) has been having bad dreams. Wheels within wheels, claws, eyes, wings, spirals of fire, shapes with no clear shape or continuity in space, but at the same time extending to infinity in all directions. [3] And last night, words like lines of fire forming in his brain: THE DAY OF WRATH COMES.

Daniel Katz really hopes he isn’t going to become a Prophet: his thesis advisor will never buy it.

[1] Inspired by this scenario silas-coldwine.deviantart.com/…

[2] We won’t even get into the Egyptian-influenced “multiple souls” theories.

[3] Apologies to Vongrief. castlegreifenghast.deviantart.…

141. More Than Meets the Eye

And the third one for k: an attempt to put the G1 cartoon continuity into some sort of order. Split in two parts, because long.

The universe is perhaps not old in terms of time elapsed compared to “time when the last stars die” old, but it is old in the sense of experience, for many races and civilizations, empires shining and dark, Gods and Demigods, have come and gone since multicellular life first crawled, floated, or sponged onto the scene. The universe is something like an old sweater: much worn, with a number of holes and a lot of loose threads. Many races and beings have been unable to overcome the temptation to tamper with the fabric of space and time, and others have built civilizations on the dangerous quicksand of the Arts Perilous, which even when not directed at such purposes tend to damage the underlying stuff of reality.

This leaves the history of the universe a bit murky and uncertain, and odd artifacts of other times and dimensions tend to wash up on the shores of space-time. When the inhabitants of Cybertron refer to “The Dawn of Time”, they most often refer to the beginnings of their own history some thirteen million years ago rather than the formation of the universe: great reefs and shoals of scarred and wrinkled space-time lie athwart the last couple billion years, and light from distant galaxies may carry information from pasts which may “no longer” exist. (A grammar for time travel exists, but most temporarily linear beings tend to find it impenetrable). Electron storms snarl through the depths of space, and there are many tears and folds in the fabric of space-time, some leading to other dimensions, others to distant times past or future.

Remnants of other civilizations litter the galaxy, and there is hardly a world where there are not traces of ancient visitors. The galaxy is dotted with planetary and asteroidal bodies which make no physical sense in terms of shape and size, the results of ancient aliens manipulating gravity fields to produce amusing effects: there are planets with wings and flanges and trailing tails, planets shaped like horns of plenty or great spiny conch shells, like cracked half egg-shells or wedges of cheese. Impossible technologies – or perhaps ancient magic, for magic is real - exist for the unwary interstellar traveler to stumble across, such as the Pools of Transformation, which dissolve all non-self aware machines and technologies, but allow true mechanical intelligences to transform into biological ones – and vice versa. Things almost indistinguishable from ghosts and demons make trouble on many worlds, and gremlin-like energy beings pop up on technological worlds and rapidly multiply into disruptive plagues. There are black holes reshaped into passages to other universes, solar systems confined to closed-off pocket dimensions.

About the best that can be said for time travel is that it tends to work in a circular fashion: if you go back to the past and do something, your actions were almost part of established history to begin with. Attempts to deliberately engineer a paradox never go well for anyone. Meddling with time on too large a scale can lead to a general breakdown in continuity over a large area of space-time. Theoretically, a hole could tear in the fabric of reality which would expand indefinitely, plunging in time the entire universe into a mad chaos of time loops, reverse casualty, backwards entropy, and worse.
Of course, things never quite get that bad: if the breakdown in the fabric of time grows severe enough, inhabitants of the Known Galaxies are aware that from somewhere beyond, the Others [1] will arrive, in their pyramid-shaped, Jovian planet-sized ships, and reestablish stability. It is generally wise to not allow things to reach such levels of enpicklement, since the Others tend to solve space-time breakdown problems with rather extreme methods, and care little for “innocent bystanders”, even solar system-sized bunches of them.

The distribution of organic life itself is suspect: there are indications that many worlds were seeded with life by various ancient races with differing agendas, and there are suspicions that some planets may have been settled by time travelers fleeing some crisis in the future. There are certainly a large number of suspiciously humanoid races in the region of the galaxy near Earth, while reptilian or insectoid races predominate in other areas.

Along with organic life, mechanical life is also abundant in the known galaxies. Some of it is the direct creation of organic life (or of other mechanical life), but there also has been a great deal of inadvertent development: giving such things as exploratory Von Neumann machines with no set life limit or terraforming nanomachines seeded across space with a certain lack of discrimination, and a billion years or so, entire mechanical ecosystems have sprung up, some adapted for life in space or on airless asteroids, others for planetary life. Metal eaters and mechanovores are common enough that robotic intelligences exploring unknown space are almost as much at risk for becoming lunch as organic ones.

What can be said about ancient Cybertron is heavily wrapped in myth and legend, and one cannot trust the records of the five-faced Quintessons, to which lying to other species is as natural as breathing, but it appears that somewhere closer to fourteen to thirteen billion years ago, the Quintesson race, then in one of its expansionistic cycles, came across a planet heavily infested by machine life, with mechanical growths penetrating to the very planetary core, and a rich ecosystem of free-living machine life based on solar-power gatherers and the energy flux from the still hot core. Some of the life was at least semi-sapient, and the Quintessons set about their specialty: exploiting.

What made Cybertron into the greatest prize of the Quintesson Empire was the discovery of the supercomputer Vector Sigma on Cybertron, or rather the means to summon it. Aside from its seemingly limitless conventional computing capacity (only limited by its infuriatingly capricious tendency to refuse some problems while accepting others), Vector Sigma possessed the power to “enhance” lesser machines: to take machines stupid, semi-sentient or largely lacking in a sense of self, and make them into fully intelligent and self-aware, conscious beings – often with no clear modification in their physical makeup. This astounding ability made Cybertron into the greatest manufacturer of “autonomous service mechanisms” – in more blunt terms, robotic slaves – in the galaxy.

The origins of the supercomputer remain shrouded in mystery. Vector Sigma does not respond to most questions about itself, although it has stated that it is older than Cybertron, and indeed older than the Quintessons (which have occasionally claimed it is ancient Quintesson “lost technology”). It has also claimed to exist in “numberless spaces and dimensions”, whatever that means. The giant, floating, glowing Disco ball is summoned, materializing from somewhere, rather than being activated, and all efforts by Decepticons, Quintessons and others to analyze it or even disassemble it have failed: if too much force is used it simply disintegrates, only to rematerialize when next summoned.

Of course, when you have truly sapient machines, keeping them obedient and submissive is often a problem, but while the Quintessons had the sole capacity on the planet to create new “souled” machines, they could also make sure to establish control and limits and failsafes at birth, and if the occasional slip up allowed a machine to slip through the cracks, it would find it incredibly difficult to free even a single other slave. As long as they could not create other such machines, of course.

That was only true until the appearance of the Matrix of Leadership.

Here we cross into the realm of Autobot/Decepticon legends: to many of the mechanical people even today, the Matrix of Leadership is no piece of mere high technology, but a piece of the divine, their equivalent of the Holy Grail, a gift given by their creator God, Primus, to free His people from bondage. [2]What is clear that the Matrix of Leadership could empower the machines of Cybertron with full consciousness and high intelligence the same way Vector Sigma could, and could store within itself a copy of the mind (say the secular minded) or the very soul (say the religious)and memories of every machine which carried it. The very first to carry it and to have its consciousness stored in the crystals that slowly grew within it would be known in later ages as simply “Itself”: at that time, the machine people of Cybertron as yet had no names save product codes. With the Matrix of Leadership, the few robots to break free of Quintesson control and hide out in the immeasurably vast interior spaces of Cybertron could now create their own followers and allies, and build the forces needed to capture and deprogram the machines still enslaves: they were able to begin a rebellion with some hope of eventual victory.

The Cybertronian struggle for freedom would take a million years to win.

And of course, having finally won and banished the Quintessons into space, they began to argue among themselves as to what sort of society they would create now that they were free.

Humans call them Autobots and Decepticons. They of course don’t call themselves anything like that, but one needs to call oneself something when talking to aliens who don’t use either radio waves or ultralow frequency sound waves for communication, and the Autobots got to name themselves and their enemies first. The Decepticons have tried out various other, less bad-guy-sounding names for themselves when dealing with humans, but their cheerful disregard for the impediments of morality mean that none of them have stuck. What they are called is essentially unimportant: what they are, to the Autobots, to humans, to anything not too powerful to challenge, is the enemy, now, and forever.

It is said that “Autobots” were once “civilian products” from the Quintesson factories, while the “Decepticons” were “military products.” This is in many ways grotesquely simplified, but it reflects a fundamental divide in outlook: while those who would become the Autobots wanted to overcome the traumas of the past and create a society that while strong enough to defend itself, would also extend the manipulating waldo in peace to any race, organic, biological, or mixed, for only through unity and fellowship could peace grow and spread, the ancestors of the Decepticons, noting that none of the other races they knew of had been much help in liberating them, felt Cybertron could only depend on itself and must expand with whatever force was necessary: the best defense was a good offense. A continuing offense.

In the early era of the Cybertronian revolt, the machine rebels scored off the product mark all machines built on Cybertron: the equivalent of a corporate logo, the Crystler sand dollar or McDonald’s arch, it was seen as the mark of a slave. Only after many thousands of years was it appropriated by the robot people as their own symbol, a symbol of freedom. The original design would become the Autobot insignia: the Decepticons would later change it to make their own insignia. The insignia may be hidden but even at great risk is hardly ever removed: it is a symbol of an Autobot’s honor, integrity and freedom.

It would not be long before the first Cybertronian civil war broke out. Some Cybertron historians speak of three or four Cybertronian wars: others count hundreds of them, plus innumerable minor revolts: still others say that the first civil war has never ended, it’s just that there have been occasional pauses. Cybertron has seen many periods of Autobot rule, and many periods of Decepticon rule, and even periods when old hates were put aside and both lived in peace – for a while. Decepticons and Autobots fleeing (or just leaving in a huff) the planet when the other faction was predominated have settled thousands of planets throughout the Milky Way Galaxy and beyond, some succeeding, some dying off, some evolving into strange and alien forms: there are even some biological life forms which claim to be of Cybertronian descent.
(There were also wars with alien races: the Quintessons returned once and were defeated again: the green pig-people of the Andromeda Galaxy seized Cybertron for a while, to be eventually thrown out by the Cybertronian exile community aided by the Andromedans ancient enemies, the savage bird-people of M-32).

And then, during a period of Decepticon predominance, two ships from Cybertron crashed on a planet not yet known as Earth…


CYBERTRON AND THE TRANSFORMERS
In the year 2007, as some big-headed mostly hairless hominids have it, the planet Cybertron occupies an orbit within said hominids solar system, between Mars and Jupiter, convenient for the asteroids, but unlikely to catastrophically interfere with the stability of the planet’s orbits in time scales less than millions of years. Of course, Cybertronians often plan in such timescales, and have worked out necessary adjustments they will have to do a few hundred thousand years down the road. It’s not the first time Cybertron has moved: using dimension-warping space bridge technology, Cybertron has moved from solar system to solar system dozens of times through its long, war-torn history, to evade enemies, to move closer to new sources of energy, to plunder and enslave (during Decepticon periods of rule) or simply to locate itself in a more strategically useful location. It has two metal moons (the other ones having been eaten by the monster machine Unicron, whose head served as a third Moon for a while but has since been ejected into deep space).

Cybertron is a mechanical planet, wild Von Neumann machines and nanomachine collectives having reshaped it long ago, a process of mechanization that continued under the Quintessons and ‘Bots, to the point where the outside of the planet for hundreds of miles down is a maze of mechanical parts and endless duplicating metal shells and superstructures before reaching a now largely non-metallic core from which most of the useful heat has been drawn long ago. (Nobody has ever succeeded in fully mapping the interior of Cybertron). What few areas of the planet are still “wilderness” are inhabited by mechanical wildlife preying on eachother and incautious non-sapient machines, or feeding off the solar-energy gathering metallic “plants” (in the veggie sense rather the Con Ed sense). Many species were driven to extinction during the last long phase of Decepticon rule: the mournful call of the surprisingly aerodynamic Titanium Moosebot is no longer heard in the land. (The fast-building, ever adaptive Retro-rat survives and remains a pest).

Cybertron is rather smaller than Earth, with only about half its gravity, but has a lot more space, since most of it is covered with cities (there are few remaining volatiles such as water), inhabited and otherwise, and below there are layers and layers of former habitation and building and complex geometric mechanical structures which are the product of ages of non-sentient mechanical evolution and slow Von Neumann machine reconstruction. Vast areas of its interior are uninhabited and in some cases untouched for millions of years except for rebel hideouts. Records of the past are a bit spotty due to the destruction of records in former wars, but there are always backups _somewhere_, and archivist bots often dispatch expeditions to the deep interior in hopes of finding lost repositories of memory crystals or the almost eternal metal books created to record vital information that would be immune to the vicissitudes of “data migration” to “new media.” Sometimes they don’t return: there are weird things in the deeps of the planet, including some very nasty failed Decepticon and Quintesson experiments (and to be fair, some failed Autobot experiments. After all, you don’t _deliberately_ set out to create a walking doomsday machine, but things do occasionally go rather awry…)

Although originally incapable of transforming, all Cybertronians nowadays are now known as Transformers. It is no simple trick. Autobot and Decepticon transformation isn’t a matter of bits and pieces reshuffling, a Rubix cube being shuffled, or an elaborate form of contortionism. An Autobot technology developed millions of years ago and not duplicated by the Decepticons until much later, transformation is closer to a transition between quantum states, and involves quite a bit of Transformer mass existing at any time in another dimension, in a dispersed “potential” condition. When a human sees a Transformer change, he or she is not seeing metal moving and shifting place as much as they are seeing dimensions shift. (Looking at a transformation too closely in the wrong place has been known to cause intense nausea in humans, and outright seizures in species with more spacially sophisticated sensory systems). The high energy costs often mean that a Transformer gets stuck in one form or another when they run too low on energy.

When in one form, the “potential” other form can be widely modified, allowing Transformers to adopt to a wide variety of conditions (and, say, duplicate the forms of terrestrial machines to better blend in). Minor cosmetic changes are fairly easy, and many Autobots and Decepticons change their color patterns and some of their physical accessories at will the way humans will change from one set of clothes to another. Some Transformers have three or more forms, while others can combine into larger collectives. Some carrier and spaceship-form Transformers can extend their interiors partially into higher space, allowing them to carry rather more cargo than would seem possible from their exterior forms alone. Spaceship models are capable of reaching most parts of the Solar system under their own power.

Most Autobots run between 12 and 30 feet tall when in their roughly humanoid robotic forms, although some are larger, considerably larger in the case of collectives and the giant Defensor bots which once guarded Cybertron, and much, much larger in the case of the rare City-Bots which may quite well be described in such Lovecraftian terms as “cyclopean” or Lovecraftian phrases such as “a mountain walked or stumbled.” (Such creations tend not to be light on their feet). They are extremely sturdy in the their construction, able to largely shrug off all but the heaviest artillery of 1980s Earth, or survive a brief dip in molten lava. Although most do not have alternate jet or spaceship forms, small individual backpack rockets allow almost all combat models to use the third dimension. Autobots are ridiculously strong by human standards: Autobot leader Optimus Prime is far from the largest model, but he can pick up and throw an oil tanker.

Many powerful abilities and functions such as large-scale holographic projection and invisibility, sonic weaponry, ground-shaking vibratory abilities, or teleportation require bulky enough equipment and extensive enough use of energy that they are essentially “one per transformer”, leading to a fair degree of specialization among front-line combat troops. Fairly little use is made of semi-sentient or non-sentient combat machines, since they tend to be easily hacked by Transformer computational attack specialists. They do not die easily, only a couple vital components deep within their bodies being essential, and if fatal damage is not immediate they can “store” themselves on special memory crystals that will sustain their consciousness as long as they remain energized. Generally only total energy loss or massive, systemic damage will stop a Transformer for good, and the loss of a limb, for instance, is indeed “merely a flesh wound.” Even a head can be written off, a secondary memory system existing in the torso. If not killed an Autobot or Decepticon is practically immortal, there being individuals who have been alive for millions of years, since the expulsion of the Quintessons from Cybertron, although after a few hundred thousand years storage limitations means that a Transformer will have to start choosing which memories to keep and which to move to external databases. Their bodies may be mechanical, but are of an almost organic complexity on the microscopic level, with nanomechanical repair and cleaning mechanisms smaller than ants moving through internal “capillaries.” At the same time Transformer technology is extraordinarily adaptive in its ability to interface with other systems, and can use comparatively crude technology, even that of 1980s Earth, to temporarily replace missing parts.

Autobot translating technology has been developed and refined with input from almost every language in the galaxy, and they can very quickly learn and duplicate any language based in sonic vibrations or electromagnetic signals (races which communicate by stinks, on the other hand…). It took them only a few hours of TV and radio to puzzle out about 90% of English, and most Autobots found on Earth speak a couple dozen terrestrial languages as a matter of course. Some Transformers can talk to animals, but generally find the experience rather boring.

If physically nigh-invulnerable, Transformers have relatively few defenses against mental attacks if they fall into the hands of their enemies: their personalities are vulnerable to change with minor mechanical modifications, and they can be reprogrammed to reverse their loyalties. As a result, Tranformers, like terrestrial Buddhists, tend to have a certain distrust of the “conscious mind” and doubts about the very notion of “self”: their belief in an afterlife in which their individual being is absorbed into the All-Spark is probably conditioned by this. To add to the paranoid edge of Transformer battles, “Control shells” fired like bullets into Autobot armor or “Control disks” affixed by an Autobot to a Decepticon allow takeovers of the body.

Cybertronian super-science, although many terrestrials have become almost blasé about it, is an endless catalog of wonders, from energy blades and clubs that would make short work of any light-saber handler, to energy gathering machines able to tap the atmosphere of a sun from a hundred million miles away, to personal force fields. (Of limited utility in a fight, since you can’t shoot _out_ of them either). Lasers powerful enough to chop down a jungle (and boy do people wish terrestrial lumber companies hadn’t got their hands on that). Energy chains. Weather control machines that can whip up a bevy of hurricanes in a jiffy (although that technology has been largely lost by the terrestrial Nuclear Age).

The extraction of energy is something Transformer scientists have pursued with extreme determination for ages, and has reached ridiculous levels of efficiency: Transformer energy collectors can draw energy from kinetic energy sources (earthquakes, tidal forces) and thermal ones (steam, magma) _directly_ without an exchange medium, although of course at efficiencies way below 100%. Decepticons store energy in the form of Energon, a luminous fluid form of pseudo-matter, which can be compressed to a more solid form for transport: Autobots use bulkier but less-likely-to-violently-explode storage methods.

Cybertron’s population is growing rapidly, as the end of Decepticon rule has led to a surge in the construction and activation of new Autobots, as well as a surge in immigrants as the overthrow of Decepticon rule has led to many Autobot exile communities to move back to the “motherland.” (During Decepticon periods of rule, immigration to Cybertron proper was often limited due to Decepticon desires to extend their rule to other worlds, which required a lot of Decepticons to live elsewhere than Cybertron, and the paranoia of Decepticon rulers that some powerful new Decepticon faction from off-planet might challenge them for leadership). It is still much less densely populated than Earth: Transformers are a lot larger and more energy-expensive than human beings, and therefore require rather more space than humans to begin with, before one gets into the bottlenecks in their reproductive processes. The majority of the population of Cybertron is generally smaller, more “generic” Transformers whose construction and energy needs are less than the various Autobots and Dinobots and Insecticons and so on: they in turn are considerably outnumbered by semi-sentient and non-sentient computers, robots, and various autonomous machines. On many parts of Cybertron a human visitor might walk for days without running into anyone capable of maintaining a real conversation, although now that Cybertron is allied to earth the machines they met would no doubt greet them politely and offer them directions to places more suitable to fragile organics.

The immigration of off-world Autobots has led to some political tensions: Autobot rule isn’t that democratic, being of an essentially military sort through historical necessity, and while there is a great deal of consensus and negotiation, the holder of the Matrix of Leadership is pretty close to an absolute monarch. (Fortunately, the Matrix is picky about who it accepts as a carrier). The pacifistic Autobots of Paradron, already pissed at the Autobots blowing up their energy-rich planet to keep it out of Decepticon hands (the population was successfully evacuated, but still) aren’t happy with this situation, being from an elective democracy, and their grumblings have spread to the relatively low-powered and unspecialized majority of the Autobot masses, which have picked up on the idea that their views aren’t really of much consequence to the more badass types. Of course, the current strange happenings at the top have also led to uncertainty…

THAT OLD TIME RELIGION
Autobot religion is a fairly individual thing, and there isn’t an established church: indeed, many Autobots have adopted for a year or an age other people’s religions (there are a fair number of Christian Autobots nowadays, although it’s hard to say how seriously they take all the commandments), and there are both outright atheists and those who worship Those Beyond the Cosmic Rim: but a wide cross section of Autobots believe in some degree the legend of Primus, whether as an actual God-Creator or as an ancient Cosmic Engineer who acts as the patron and friend of all mechanical intelligences: and believe in the existence of an eternal soul or “spark”, which gives the Autobot their true self and individuality, and which can either stay in this world to instruct and aid the still physically embodied in this world, like the elders in the Matrix of Leadership, or rejoin the eternal “allspark” in communion with Primus-as-God or with all intelligences of the past. (Some Autobots believe that only mechanical life has been gifted with the Spark, or even only the inhabitants of Cybertron: most believers have a rather more expansive view, and hold that all self-aware intelligences have an equivalent of the Spark). It is certainly the case that many curious features of Autobot life, reproduction and consciousness seem to suggest the existence of something more than physical in the makeup of Cybertronians, and in fact there are now rather more human followers of Primus than Autobot Christians. (The fact that there are reports of Transformer ghosts doesn’t hurt).

(There are Transformer myths about the Cybertronian era _before_ the Quintessons: while the Quintessons claim that the most advanced Cybertronians of the era were barely sentient mecha-savages, many legends hold that before the Quintessons there was a primitive golden age, with all machine life living in harmony under the rule of Primon, the First Servant of Primus, and the creator of the Matrix of Leadership).

The exact nature and location of Primus, and the relationship between him and the Great Enemy of machine life, the planet-eater, Unicron, remain debatable. Some say that when Primus descended into this physical universe to aid His people, he _became_ the planet Cybertron, and somewhere within the vast interior spaces and endless bubbles of nanomechanical super-iron there is a sacred chamber where one can meet him face to face. The legend of Primacon, the immortal mad scientist of a younger galaxy who seeded much of the local cluster with machine life and then created Unicron to sterilize his failures, is considered by most Transformers to be a late invention, but this view has been somewhat shaken by the location of a variant version of the legend carved in black basalt slabs on an airless moon scarred by half a billion years of meteoric dust.

(Hardly anyone takes seriously Grimlock’s story of having met and beaten Primacon and eliminated his even-deadlier-creation, Tornedon. His claim that nobody remembers because they were dead for a while doesn’t help to convince, nor his claims that “Tornedon” was a “Giant Fire-covered Raisin-man” and Primacon was “Little monkey man in big helmet.”)

Like fish, Transformers lose much of their shine and color after death: their colors aren’t painted on (and don’t run), but a product of their “living” metal.


MORE ON AUTOBOT REPRODUCTION
The creation of new Cybertronians was originally dependent on access to the super computer Vector Sigma or the mysterious Matrix of Leadership to “awaken their spark”, as it was put, to full consciousness. A way was found to use the energies of one ‘Bot to awaken the spark of one or several new machines, but since the result was generally fatal, it was not ideal. Finally, a method was developed to create “life crystals” with the aid of either Vector Sigma or the Matrix: these could be stored by the thousands for future use, and taken along into space, allowed for the establishment of the many Autobot and Decepticon colonies through the galaxy. The technology was lost by modern times, bringing an end to the great age of Transformer interstellar expansion.

A more limited version of the “spark transfer” process was developed in recent eras, allowing Autobots and Decepticons to uplift machines without actually killing themselves in the process: but this remained a flawed process, leading to the creation of Transformers which are almost always, to put it bluntly, dumb as a box of rocks. (The Dinobots are a particularly notorious case).
Apparently yet another method for uplift is to tap into the vast energies of Unicron: since this essentially requires a deal with the devil, it is understandably not popular.

The reader will have noted that there has been no mention here of gender roles or S-E-X : the construction of Transformer bodies is an engineering feat, their uplift to full consciousness being either a super-science or a mystical process. In fact, in ancient days, before the arrival of the Quintessons, the primal robotic inhabitants of Cybertron maintained a division into “genders”, each playing a separate role in the difficult task of creating new components and joining them into a new machine. After the Quintesson move to make the planet into a full scale production facility, this process was discarded as inefficient, but “male” and “female” models were still constructed, perhaps in an effort to make things less psychologically destructive for their machine slaves, or perhaps just for marketing reasons. The more fragile “female” models have become rather rarer over the years and few Autobots under five million years old have any interest in pursuing what humans would call a “relationship”, but certain ancient instincts still exist: for some reason they cannot explain, most male model Transformers really enjoy working on a joint engineering project with a female model.

(“Male” and “female” roles really have no clear parallel to the human one, and the only reason humans call “female” Autobots female is that they tend to be smaller and slighter and tend to use more feminine voice synthesizers when talking with humans to avoid confusing them. For one thing, back in ancient times it was the bulkier males which did most of the work of carrying around newly constructed parts inside their bodies).

A way to uplift robots which didn’t depend on ancient superscience or mystical artifacts or death was finally developed on the peaceful world of Paradon, in which the energies of many “adults” would bring a “child” to full sapience in a series of stages, but they’re a bit reluctant to share it with the Autobots of Cybertron: after all, the assholes blew up their planet.


DECEPTICON DIASPORA
Those Decepticons unwilling to bow knee joint to the new Autobot leadership are scattered through space, and somewhat divided: many are uncertain that Galvatron, the robot who claims to be Megatron, their former leader, is actually said robot repaired and upgraded by Unicron. For one thing he seems rather less mentally stable than Megatron, and for another many Decepticons at least on some level think of Unicron as essentially the Robot Devil: anyone having anything to do with Him is not to be trusted. As a result there is only a limited Decepticon “court” at his new stronghold on the planet Char [3], and many Decepticons around the galaxy are adopting a “wait and see” attitude.
The Decepticon diaspora has considerable economic pull, being involved in activities criminal, mercenary and occasionally even fully legal all around the galaxy, something Megatron encouraged and systematized during his years in power. They are particularly important players in the galactic gambling industry (Transformers, unlike most un-enhanced organics, actually have an inherent grasp of statistics). In other places Decepticons or their agents, including “sparkless” robots capable of mimicking true sentience pretty well, raid backwards planets with no interstellar contacts for energy, in some cases even stealing the life force of local biological. Galvatron has a considerable base from which to organize forces to retake Cybertron – if he manages to achieve any victories impressive enough to rally the diaspora to his banner.

So far, he’s been batting zero.


[1] Otherwise known as the Beyonders, the Universal Auditors, the Cosmic Plumbers, the Regulators, and “AAAAAAAH!!! WE’RE ALL GOING TO DIE!!!” There is some argument as to whether they actually are a species rather than some sort of cosmic regulatory mechanism possibly created by some long-gone ancient race.

[2] It would one day prove powerful enough to almost entirely destroy a planet-sized genocide machine and cleanse an interstellar plague, which has led a number of non-Transformers to assign a religious status to it. (Including the Church of Slag-Blah, of course).

[3] A desolate ruin of a planet wrecked in an ancient war, although still host to such fun local life as energy leeches and dinosaur-sized cave spiders.

MAD SCIENTISTS AND WIZARDS
Another way this universe tends to differ from the one we usually shuffle around in is that magic is a Thing. Whether called the Dark Arts or Grammarye or Unclean Mathematics, unconventional means of manipulating the fabric of reality exist, and at various times have been experimented with by races all over the universe. It is also the case that almost all races which have meddled in the past with magic have either gone extinct or have given up on the practice: although less potentially disastrous than time travel, it also has over the long term quite damaging effects on the fabric of reality. Earth itself had a sizable tradition of magical practices until the late Middle Ages, when some things happened which brought an end to the mystical tradition.

(Theorists of Phantom Time are correct, if in an ass-backwards sort of way: it’s not like there is _less_ history than the historical record shows – there is in fact more, nearly a century, which no longer exists). There are still some Sicrit Wizards, but they’re like Diskworld Wizards: in the business of energetically making sure people don’t actually use magic.

(There are a few races which use magic relatively non-impactively, such as the Songmasters of Eurythmia, but this is rare. Many races, including the Quintessons, ban its practice outright, while it is a field largely ignored by the Transformer race, because, among other things, they’re actually rather bad at it).

A more universal headache is Mad Science, or as to use the American politically correct term, Science Related Memetic Disorder. Most species tend to have individuals who compulsively invent improbable and dangerous technology which frequently turns not only to be almost impossible to duplicate by others, but unduplicable by the sufferer themselves if the original is destroyed. (They never did manage to mass-produce that shrink ray).The secondary cognitional effects, such as “the fools! I’ll destroy them all” behaviors, tend to vary widely by species: most Transformer cases tend to merely suffer from a curious lack of interest in “safety features” or “beta testing”, while human sufferers tend to be rather more violently aggressive.

Some theorists consider this a form of magic, but it seems to lack the destructive effects on space-time most forms of magic have (unless of course the manipulation of space-time is their particular field of Mad Study.) Others believe such people are attuned to some boundless, non-physical sub-spatial library of technologies, another artifact of alien and ancient races. Such individuals do occasionally manage to push science and technology forward by a quantum leap, but they are more often simply destructive. COBRA, before it was finally stamped out by joint GI Joe-Autobot efforts in the early 1990s, employed at various times several Mads, while others have worked with the Decepticons in pursuit of their own goals. An ancient and immensely rich British Mad actually almost succeeded in capturing and killing the Autobot leader – because he wanted his head for a trophy. Currently, an international school and university tracking program works to identify incipient sufferers before their fury at those who Laughed at Them drives them to full blown death-ray construction behavior.

EARTH AND THE TWITCHY HUMAN RACE
Meanwhile, on Earth, the generation since the awakening of the Autobots and Decepticons on Earth has seen phenomenal change, leaving much of its population with a bad case of future shock and in many cases severe PTSD from the various cases the Earth was nearly wrecked as a side effect of various Decepticon plots. Although the cold war is long past (it sort of guttered out in the face of common US and Soviet enemies, first the international terrorist organization COBRA, and then both COBRA and the Decepticons), the arms race continues, as Earth continues to struggle to build up enough military force to repel Decepticon (and possibly other alien races, notably the Quintessons) attacks with Autobot aid: the various human militaries have received so many humiliations over the years that it’s hard to find a long service officer that doesn’t have a bit of a chip on their shoulder. To be fair, they’re doing better – it’s been over a decade since Decepticons last tried taking over a major terrestrial city and turning it into Little Cybertron. Energy rays have replaced bullets, Star Wars fans (they still exist) really appreciate the existence of energy blades, and the new giant Mecha can actually give an Autobot a hard time, although still much less powerful on a pound-for-pound basis. (Kilo for kilo, metric folks).

Earth is now officially allied with Cybertron and the Autobots, but the alliance with has its detractors: many blame the Autobots for bringing the Decepticons down on them, and such people overlap with those that think Earth should distance itself from Cybertron to stop being caught up in “their” war (in spite of all the evidence showing that it is far too late for that: the most powerful member of the Decepticon exile community hates Earthlings, and considers their destruction a goal only slightly less important than reconquering Cybertron). In spite of a theoretical planetary alliance, Earth itself remains far from united: a certain degree of rivalry still exists between the US and USSR, not to mention China and Japan. Such international forces as GI Joe and the Oktober Guard have been folded into the ground forces of United Earth Defense Command, but national militaries still exist and the major powers tend to have “special” programs that they keep secret both from Autobots and eachother. Japan keeps quiet the fact that its force of Decepticon-fighting giant Mechas incorporates Decepticon technology: using that giant female ninja robot [4] as bait proved very successful, and the Autobots actually swallowed their claim that they had put her away in Top Secret Storage for good. International criminal syndicates trade in extraterrestrial weapons and drugs, and terrestrial mad scientists are more dangerous than ever given their access to multiple types of alien high tech.

The Decepticons still operate on Earth, but tend to act more through human associates, crooked governments and criminal organizations, than through direct action, and actually hire human workers through shell companies rather than just swooping down and enslaving a bunch of human workers. They still occasionally take bolder steps, such as the rebuilding of a Chinese “ghost city” into another mega-Transformer right under the nose of the Chinese government.

Earth is linked to Cybertron and various other worlds by warp gates (which once you have a transmitter/receiver at both ends allow essentially instantaneous travel, but are non-operational with frustrating frequency, due to having to recalculate and recalibrate due to the constant motion of planets and suns relative to each other in space) and has its own space-fleet of faster than light ships (which admittedly a bit Austrian Navy by the standards of the bigger galactic players, but it’s a start at least).

The main all Earth military force is the Earth Defense Command, which works together closely with the Autobots to protect Earth and the solar system, with space bases in orbit around Earth and Pluto, and land bases on Mars, the Moon and Titan, plus deep space bases outside the solar system. Members of the Earth Defense force habitually grumble about being underfunded by Earth governments too concerned with maintaining national forces, and being patronized by the oh-so-mighty Autobots, but still have a surprisingly potent espirit du corps. They command the main Earth space fleet, and also possess substantial ground and air hardware for planetary surface operations, and maintain guard over the space-based warp gates.

A new joint Earth-Cybertron initiative is creating a new type of warrior, a human actually incorporated into an Autobot’s body, their minds linked, creating a new gestalt able to react and process information and track battlefield activity more efficiently than either could do on their own, strategize and fight at the same time, look in two directions at once. The process has already seen some success in battle, although there is some worry that extended linkage might lead to some degree of mental merging that would not go away upon separation.

Due to terrestrial concerns about their sovereignty, there is only one major Autobot base on Earth, Autobot City, a large complex in northern Colorado, not too far from where the Autobot ship first crashed to Earth. (Three miles from Fox Creek Canyon, Idaho, and deeply buried for an age: now a major tourist attraction). The damage inflicted by the last great Decepticon attack has been long repaired and the city now has a sizable human quarter. A sizable chunk of the city is actually the giant Transformer Metroplex, which can detach to defend it from attack. The Soviets and Chinese have occasionally suggested they might do better if they were to move their city to their territory, but the Autobots don’t entirely trust either regime (they don’t 100% trust Americans, either, but feel they will have much more warning if relations between them and their hosts are going to go south). Individual or small groups of Autobots are a regular sight all over Earth, helping in scientific or industrial construction, participating in charity events, helping local police and peacekeeping forces, or just playing tourist.

The solar system has a number of human settlement others than the Earth Defense Command bases, on the Moon, Mars, the Asteroids, and Saturn’s moon, Titan: there are also Autobot bases on the Moon and other parts of the solar system. Asteroid mining is an increasingly economically important activity, although nowadays they carefully use sonics to map out the interior of the giant floating rocks before drilling (one runs into an asteroid which is actually a space monster egg ever now and then). Earth has started an ambitious program of terraforming within and without the Solar System with Autobot assistance, including the improbably wedge-shaped planet Athenia, site of the recent (and poorly attended, aside from saboteurs) Galactic Olympics. Titan proved surprisingly habitable: although cold and dimly lit, it was humanly tolerable in the equatorial region, and supported a small population of primitive local humanoids (what’s a pair of antennae, pointy ears, and anime-hued hair growing on shoulders and forearms as well as heads between friends, eh?). With the warming of Titan through the use of giant solar energy collectors, most of the locals have been displaced towards the Poles (too hot for them in the Equatorial region now, and it’s not like they were really making much use of the land, right?). The changed light and temperature and the large scale introduction of terrestrial plant and animal life seems to be doing a number on the local ecology, although not always in ways favorable to human settlers (for one thing, the Strangler Vines seem to be growing a lot more vigorously, and seem rather more active in the warmer weather). The Autobots have been grumbling lately about these developments. Titan also has valuable (if rather dangerously unstable) energy crystals.

Humans have spread well beyond the reaches of human governments: a number have settled on the worlds of alien races, democracies, tyrannies, oligarchies, federations, empires, etc. Human adventurers have acquired second hand alien spaceships and set themselves up as traders, mercenaries, and shadier things. The Earth Defense Forces tend to rather dislike these people, considering them as putting humanity’s reputation at risk and possibly drawing Earth into alien disputes and activities not healthy for squishy biologicals, and are often happy to jail them on rather feeble legal justifications.

The future, as they say, has arrived but is unevenly distributed. Fusion power has been perfected to the point where it no longer threatens to blow up large parts of the planet, and huge solar collector towers are going up all over the place, but energy consumption is rising so fast that oil remains competitive. If the planet gets too hot, Cybertron could always just move it a bit further from the sun, and things like cloud cover can be manipulated by the new weather control technologies. (Another subject of UN debates, since it could rather easily be repurposed as a weapon, especially against the poorer nations without access to such technologies). The disabled and paralyzed now walk with the aid of originally Autobot-designed exoskeletons. Stephen Hawking’s self-designed model is downright alarming: in this world, he actually is a (fortunately non-violent) mad scientist. [5]

Police work has been greatly eased (and civil libertarians greatly outraged) by the duplication of the Decepticon mind probe, which works on most humans (mad scientists and Magical Pixie Dream Girls, which tend to make machines malfunction, being partial exceptions). People have their flying cars and hover cars, and really over the top looking ground cars which would embarrass a Mad Max warlord. Can’t forget the jetpacks. In a few fields, Earth tech has managed to pull a few surprises on the Autobots: some new terrestrial super-metals are more heat and radiation resistant than anything Transformers have, if still relatively fragile in the face of giant robot punching.

The Antilian Bumble-Puppy has replaced the kitty as the internet’s favorite animal, but import of them to Earth remains tightly restricted due to fears of them being carriers of the metal-eating Rust Plague which contaminates much of their planet. (Probably another ancient technological creation designed as a destroyer of machine life). And speaking of popular entertainment, Earth lawyers are currently pursuing the claims of dozens of terrestrial media corporations: terrestrial TV was discovered by aliens decades ago, and has been FTL re-broadcasted all over the galaxy (human dramas in particular are hilarious to a number of races). If even a fraction of the copyright claims being pursued end up being collected, Earth will become substantially wealthier.

A few races are downright obsessive about terrestrial entertainment: the so-called “Junkions”, an offshoot of the Transformer race inhabiting a planet-sized interstellar garbage dump, have developed a whole culture based on terrestrial TV memes and quotes, something like the worst Star Wars fans you will ever meet, but drawing on everything from early Howdy Doody to the A-Team and beyond (although this world was oddly convergent enough to have even the same TV shows up to the mid-80s, the arrival of the Autobot-Decepticon war rather modified the TV listings after that. ALF, for one, never really got off the ground).

Oddly convergent, you say? Well, this is a parallel world rather than an alternate timeline: the basics of its history are similar, but there are a lot odd details. The Austrian Empire may be gone but the Habsburgs still rule Austria-Slovenia, the Spanish conquered a constellation of Maya kingdoms extending deep into South America, the Turkish capital was moved to New Istanbul on the Asian side of the straits after the destruction of Old Istanbul in the Great War, and there are a number of countries which never existed OTL. Iran is still ruled by kings, and Arabic-speaking ones to boot.

The United States is still Number One, and has formed a North American economic union both closer and more invested in improving the living standards of its more Hispanic parts than the OTL NAFTA. The new world is most notable in places like New York, where a tremendous building boom has left the city heavily sprinkled with massive gleaming constructions inspired by Cybertronian design and rising to more than three times the height of the old Trade Center. (Here un-impacted by Middle Easterners more concerned about alien robots trying to seize their oil fields and less concerned with the US role in the middle east).Technological progress is confusingly fast, and a fair number of people have moved back to the country to try to return to a simpler form of life, while techno-cultists go in the opposite direction, some technofetishists going so far as to try and replace as much of their bodies as possible with machinery rather than weak flesh. (There actually exists technology to transfer a human mind into a robot body, but for various reasons both human governments and the Autobots seek to keep this knowledge suppressed: for one thing, biological minds transferred into an electronic brain tend to almost invariable go insane and disintegrate over time).

Much of Europe is united in the Western European Union, a somewhat tighter (and rather more heavily armed) EU. France is heavily industrialized and less concerned with its own past than OTL: even before the Transformers started shaking things up, Paris was full of skyscrapers. Britain is…very British. And a bit of a plague spot for Mad Science. The Socialist People’s Union of Greco-Bulgaria was a thing until pretty recently. Oddly, the Netherlands are _not_ a part of the EU: the Dutch still rule what OTL is Belgium, and the separatist Waloon movement and the government’s rough suppression of the same have prevented full integration. With crime and corruption at an all time high, and a violent French-speaking terrorist movement (the more conventionally dressed terrorists want an independent Waloonia: [6] the chaps in horizontally striped shirts, berets and occasionally mime makeup are trying to make it clear they want union with France) it is now the most violent nation in Europe, and the Autobots have joined international peacekeeping forces in attempting to end the killing.

The Soviet Union is still around: aside from technological advances and the unifying fear of Giant Robot Attack, planned economics received something of a boost from the revelation that the eternal war economy of Cybertron and the Autobot resistance looked more like computerized War Communism than capitalism (and the concept of individual wealth was almost unknown among one for all all for one Autobots, although they did have their collectors and those fond of swag or some kind or another). It has partially separated out its south Central Asian territories to prevent the demographic imbalance between Slavic and (theoretically former) Muslim populations from growing even worse, and withdrawn to a considerable extent from Eastern Europe after an agreement which left Poland neutralized, but Moscow still holds much of its old empire. “Computer communism” is really more technocratic than Marxist, but it’s impolite to say that. One of the odd divergences between OTL and this world shows up in the form of the Kremlin, which was rebuilt by Czar “moonbeam” Boris into an architectural fantasia somewhat resembling St. Basil’s on steroids.

Japan is quite powerful (although its politicians and businessmen retain an inexplicable tastes for ties that are bow or at least quite tasteless) having continued its progress in high technology since the early 80s, and competes with the US as the principal center of cutting edge tech development. It has even developed its own equivalent of the EC or NAFTA (very carefully avoiding the terms “Greater”, “Co-Prosperity” and “Sphere”), to which most East Asian nations have joined up save, for obvious historical reasons, the People’s Republic of China and South Korea. It leads human nations in robotics, although it has as yet to create machines which can be considered anything like self-aware. (Sexy, on the other hand…) It is, like every major Earth power, formidably armed.

China is not too different from OTL, but more self-conscious about its Communist roots and rather more paranoid, what with Decepticon agent infiltration, a still powerful Soviet Union to the north, and a Japan rising again to the east.

India is less populous than OTL, for some reason: at the very least there are more unspoiled jungles and areas where the population is thin enough that giant robots can stamp around without noticeably crushing people.

In Africa, the thinly populated and oil-rich North African dictatorship of Carbomya wants you to know that it is pronounced Kar-bo-Mia, while the dictator’s fashion feud with Muammar Gadaffi is ongoing. South Africa is a mess, and everyone worries about the atomic bomb armed Boer mini-state.

Much of Central America and Colombia is being disrupted by the Maya Unionist Movement, which wants to recreate a unified “Maya nation” after its successes in the Yucatan and Guatemala, and who cares about geographical contiguity? A number of people, many of them not nuts at all, wonder if this is part of some sort of elaborate Decepticon or Quintesson plot.

European and North American fashions have changed for the worse since the mid 80s, hard as it is to believe. Capes, fancy boots, and entirely unnecessary ribbing on jacket sides and lapels, shirtfronts, and the aforementioned boots are common, and that’s just for the men. The Pornstache is back in force. Although Mohawks are no longer considered fashionable among the young, there are a fair number of middle aged politicians wearing them. There is also an excess of highly unappealing jumpsuits.

E. Coli were apparently named after someone else in this world, given the popularity of E Cola in North America.

The natural world also differs. There are 60-foot South American pythons and 40-foot alligators capable of discommoding a good-sized Decepticons, and actual reptilian dinosaur-like monsters 40 feet tall in the deepest jungles of Borneo, along with giant octopi and the Great Sea Serpent. There used to be actual dragons, although their bones were mostly ground up for the Chinese market long ago. “Energy rubies” from Burma can act as a formidable energy source (something unknown to terrestrial science until the Decepticons started stealing them in bulk quantities) while the mysterious “Korlonium Crystals” can make any un-insulated electronics that come in contact with them explode violently.

Like many planets, the Earth bears the imprint of alien races. There’s the crystal shaft extending from Svalbard down to the Earth’s core, allowing the harvesting of its internal heat as energy, and another one in Peru which bleeds terrific energies into space if not capped with its special control crystal. In fact, a race of scaly, froglike (with big Creature from the Black Lagoon ears) aliens had built their city-states on Earth’s continental shelves and been living quietly on Earth long before Autobot-Decepticon war on earth broke out. After the rather demented ruler of a north Atlantic seafloor city threw in with the Decepticons, it became necessary to open diplomatic relations: nowadays the major “Deep One” or “Sub-Atlantean” cities (their name for themselves isn’t even theoretically pronounceable, since they communicate telepathically) hold seats in the UN. A technologically advanced race, their cities are powered by geothermal energy and their sea-farming techniques have proved a boon for Earth’s hungry air-breathing millions.

Another sign of Ancient Alien Meddling is the fact that Earth suffers from its own temporal anomalies: a temporal fissure in a British cave leads to the early middle ages, while a dinosaur-filled island in the Pacific tended to bob back and forth between past aeons and today (it appears to have been a piece of a continent, not an island, back then). Decepticon meddling stabilized it enough that it now spends most of its time in the 21st century, and incidentally nearly flooded Los Angeles with mammoth-riding barbarian warriors.

THE WIDER GALAXY AND BEYOND
It’s a big local cluster, and there are a lot of alien races out there, humanoid and otherwise, some primitive (and often exploited), others scary advanced and mindful of the privacy, and various alliances and trade blocks and networks exist, some overlapping in space. Some galactic institutions are older than many species: Interstellar Express has been making sure that your package gets there absolutely, certainly by the next solar cycle longer than humans have been standing upright (being run by a non-physical race living deep within the gravitational wells of black holes probably has helped keep their services free from aggressive meddling). Annoying god-like meddlers (I’m looking at you, Q) are fortunately a rarity: it seems truly advanced races, if they manage to avoid destroying themselves, move on to other dimensions more convenient for superintelligences. It is in any case difficult to reach such elevated levels: most races eventually plateau technologically, and getting much beyond what such races as the Quintessons and the Transformers have achieved is Hard. (Although some have done so: see, the Others).

After reestablishing themselves as the rulers of Cybertron, the Autobots have set about on an interstellar “good will” campaign: under its long period of Decepticon rule, Cybertron gained the reputation as a dangerous Pirate Planet and its inhabitants as savage warriors, raiders, looters, and vultures feeding on other people’s wars. Building trust and creating bridges with other races and worlds is a priority, something the human beings are currently participating as junior partners, and, some grumble, propaganda tools. (“See? These squishy little organics are our friends and trust us!”) The Autobots have sponsored interstellar World’s Fairs, Peace Conferences, and even a “Galactic Olympics” (the 18 species which sent teams were in fact only a small fraction of the races of the Galaxy, but it was a start, even if it was disrupted by Quintesson agents).

It’s an uphill struggle, but in some ways their enemies have been helpful: the inhabitants of the planet Eurythmia, an elf-like race of humanoids whose whole civilization is based on magical music, have formed an alliance with Cybertron after the Decepticons tried to steal the “Great Harmony” with which they defend their planet. (Songs able to shatter incoming comets and asteroids out in space, as well as heal any not immediately non-fatal injury, their ability is clearly magical, and Autobot scientist have noted that the area around the planet is riddled with space-time anomalies, but the Eurythmians have somehow managed to establish a balance which prevents things from destabilizing further. It’s all about maintaining perfect harmony, the Eurythmians say (or rather sing: even Autobot translation technology tends to have trouble unless supplemented with a good musical education).

Again, on the blue-green ringed planet Nebulos, an alliance between the planet’s tyrannical ruling alliance of eleven powerful telepathic/telekinetic cyborgs [7] and the Decepticons allowed to Autobots to take the role of beneficial liberators.

In the meantime, Cybertron seeks out the Autobot diaspora: there are several hundred known lost colonies, and many more entirely unknown. Immigration, as mentioned before, has started from the worlds still known to Cybertron and nearby alien races, and the search is ongoing.

The most impactive alien race, from Earth and Cybertron’s point of view, are the Quintessons, which remain a menace to both. They are a major power in the Local Cluster, and their “Co-Prosperity Sphere” included hundreds of worlds. They are a race of mixed biological and mechanical antecedents, and while most think they are an originally biological race which has to some extent cyberneticized, a minority suggest that they are an originally mechanical race that incorporated biological elements at some point. Whatever the case, the normal Quintesson is an egg-shaped mechanical shell hovering through built-in antigravity mechanisms, with two clusters of slimy flexible, sensitive manipulative tentacles and topped by a circle of five masked faces. Some leave all five visible, while others use a sort of rotating turret with an open space to expose one face at a time. The masks are often elaborate and individually distinctive: some vary the different masks only just enough to distinguish between them, others wear five completely different masks. Quintessons never remove their masks around other races, and removing a mask forcibly generally involves so much violence as to leave what lies beneath unrecognizable. All five faces can speak, and there is a complex code as to what face will speak to whom: one face, for instance, is specifically for speaking to slaves and the profoundly inferior. They almost always use this one when talking to Autobots.

The Quintessons are truly a rainbow of unpleasant traits. They are cowards, of almost Puppeteer levels (unlike the Transformers, they have no belief in an afterlife, and also having life spans in potentially millions of years just makes them more determined to avoid physical danger) and they do not inhabit planets: planets are unsafe. Rather they inhabit moon-sized artificial space habits, large parts of which are always designed as speedy escape craft in case of any threat. They let various races of enslaved machine intelligences (not too intelligent intelligences, of course) do their fighting for them and man their huge fleet of corkscrew-shaped interstellar warships. Lying to other alien races is almost automatic, and it is no surprise that they are the inventors of “mimic dust” (a quantum-level construct that can very convincingly duplicate rare metals, jewels, credit slips, bank notes, etc. for a while before crumbling into impalpable silicate dust – a form of “fairy gold.”).

They are fond of treachery, manipulation, and kangaroo courts, and generally rule their empire by fraud, force, and bribery, and have little love for trade partners whose nuts they don’t hold in a vice. The sea-life themed Autobot colonists of watery Aquatron were re-engineered into slave races long ago: after Quintesson-designed industries destroyed their ecosystem, the Alaxuuia are now dependent on Quintesson mecha-plants to keep their planet from dying outright: the asteroid colony of Monacus is a decadent paradise of gambling, slave trading, and bloody (or machine-oily) gladiatorial contests: the 8-way civil war between the 8 races of Zeotopia will continue as long as the Quintessons continue to profit off of it: and the war between the Xetaxxians (who look a bit like sand people from Star Wars) and the Lanarquians (robots in fancy renaissance armor) would have as well if it hadn’t been for those damn meddling Autobots and their stupid monkeys.

Of course, there are cases where they are careful not appear to be cheating: they are careful in their dealings with genuinely powerful beings. With the larger-than-Godzilla sized inhabitants of the planet Brobdignab, they trade solely through remote robot probes, trading locally valuable “miniaturized” machines and electronics for what the giants think of as nominal amounts of local minerals and drugs.

Other more “equal” allies and associates of the Quintessons include:
the Torkulons, blue ape-like creatures and master psychologists living in an a symbiotic relationship with the bioorganic computer whose giant spider-woven organic circuitry wrapped the planet in a glowing cocoon (at least until blasted to bits by Decepticons: “Alya’s” habit of eating the minds of the incurable turned out to be a bit of a mistake when the patient was Galvatron).
The Skuxxoids, giant pink scale armored pig-reptile people, a race of mercenaries for whom the Quintessons are their most frequent clients
The Zull (a paranoid race of large, leathery bald and tusked race, whose world is essentially one giant fortress)
And the dark lords of Prysmos, a pseudo-medieval but quite dangerous world of Dark Magic.

Although happy to see to the slaughter of other races, the Quintessons are squeamish about killing their own kind (after all, they might themselves find themselves being judged in some future millennia) and usually banish their misfits and criminals (by Quintesson standards) to other dimensions, where if often rather strange and alien conditions tend to kill them off, they still can rationalize that it wasn’t their tentacle which slew them.

Things have not gone well lately for the Quintessons: aside from utterly failing in their efforts to recapture Cybertron, they pissed off a lot of people when their efforts in using subliminal mind control went rather out of control, and nearly plunged dozens of solar systems into war, including Earth, Cybertron, the Junkion planet (well, ancient alien created planet-sized hubcap), the cat people and dog people of Delta Pavonis IV [8], Cygnus VII and Earth, and the tiny bee-people of the Green Moon of Antar.

Worse is the Autobot’s liberation of the Zamonjin from the space-time pocket in which they had stuck their solar system. They had been terrified at the notion of them expanding into space: the Zamojin inhabit a planet with a weird molecular structure, and are as hard as rocks (the rocks are even harder) and strong enough to take on Transformers in hand to hand combat. More importantly, the space time pocket had shut down the telepathic link which had formerly joined them: without it, they had been unable to maintain a technology level above Early Middle Ages China: with it restored, they were once again effectively the smartest race in the galaxy not composed of Weird Terrifying Transcendants. And they now know who to blame for five thousand years of darkness in their heads.

As the Quintessons collectively begin to do what passes for soiling themselves, things are a bit uncertain on Cybertron. Recent events have charged all of Cybertron’s energy storage structures to a point where energies will be plentiful for centuries to come, but the Matrix of Leadership seems to have lost much of its power. It once again defeated a Monstrous Menace, destroying the Hate Plague that threatened both mechanical and biological life in the galaxy, but in doing so the crystalline interior vanished, and the Autobot leader Optimus Prime has simply said “now we must fill it with wisdom again.” Some religious-minded Autobots feel that Primus had abandoned the Transformers, others that the twice-resurrected Optimus is now the Matrix incarnate in Robot form. It is a fact while the Matrix no longer seems to hold the essence of the ancients, Optimus is increasingly guided by visions he claims are from the ancients. And some, noting the role of the Quintessons in both of his resurrections, wonder if rather than a Jesus figure, Optimus is in fact an anti-Christ…


[1] Otherwise known as the Beyonders, the Universal Auditors, the Cosmic Plumbers, the Regulators, and “AAAAAAAH!!! WE’RE ALL GOING TO DIE!!!” There is some argument as to whether they actually are a species rather than some sort of cosmic regulatory mechanism possibly created by some long-gone ancient race.

[2] It would one day prove powerful enough to almost entirely destroy a planet-sized genocide machine and cleanse an interstellar plague, which has led a number of non-Transformers to assign a religious status to it. (Including the Church of Slag-Blah, of course).

[3] A desolate ruin of a planet wrecked in an ancient war, although still host to such fun local life as energy leeches and dinosaur-sized cave spiders.

[4] Dr. Fujiyami, its builder, was of course a Japanese sufferer from Science Related Memetic Disorder, since who else would build a giant female ninja robot and think it was a rational decision?

[5] Much more badass than this i.onionstatic.com/onion/2552/o…

[6] Which certainly won’t be called Belgium, since terrestrials discovered just how rude a word “Belgium” is in the main galactic trade languages.

[7] Machinery replaces much of bodies withered by the focusing of all life force into mental energies, although the leader of the Eleven tries to hide this fact with a convincing-looking fake muscleman body.

[8] Which rather curiously resembles the late 1940s US, at least in the Dog people territories.
 
142. The Difference Engine

All rights to "The Difference Engine" novel in all its forms and editions to William Gibson and Bruce Sterling.

A look at the world described in the AH novel a few years down the line, with a few little details changed on the assumption that the book is at least in part pro-Empire, pro-Radical propaganda. :D

Some would later call it a perfect storm, a largely unpredictable result of many interacting factors. The development of Babbage’s Computational Engine in 1824 certainly cross-fertilized with the rise of a radical reform movement in Britain, driven in turn by the massive disruptions of Britain’s early industrialization under often particularly brutal conditions. The new and still as yet unnamed scientific classes (which would be known in this world as “savants” rather than scientists) sized upon Babbage’s invention as the herald of a new world in which government would be conducted on a rational and scientific basis, not on tradition and hereditary dictatorship.

Such ideas as the creation of new lordships based on merit rather than heredity were floated, much to the alarm and distaste of the forces of order and conservative privilege, already paranoid as a result of the French revolutionary era only recently ended and the disturbances in Britain itself in the immediate post-war years. They were not pacified by the rise of one of their own to the leadership of the Radicals, since Lord Byron’s rhetoric was both incendiary and popular with a large segment of the population. (Behind the scenes the tempestuous Byron, who although a brilliant speaker and writer frequently displayed the common sense of your average March Hare, was counseled and kept from wandering too far from The Fields We Know by the rationalist Babbage and Bryon’s own iron-willed wife).

What really tore it was the Radicals move to coopt the new industrial working class to their cause through promises of labor reform, union rights, etc. and with a vital section of the rising bourgeoisie by essentially removing all traditional restrictions and legal barriers in their path to riches and political influence. The latter was dangerous, the first (in the view of many even moderately conservative) dangerously insane: the Radicals had become in the eyes of many simply too extreme to be tolerated, and the sharp break between the “benefits of universal industrialization and mechanism” portion of the radicals (which would eventually become the Industrial Radical Party) and any hint of Ludditism was not enough to convince people otherwise.

The Revolution of ’31 followed immediately upon the heels of the seizure of power by the reactionary right led by Wellington and the Army. It was bloody, messy and ultimately successful - after the assassination of Wellington by high explosives, something the Radicals (successfully) blamed on the Luddites and the Luddites (unsuccessfully) blamed on the Radicals, it became possible to detach some elements of the armed forces - and the Radical and their laboring and aspirational class supporters were able to reshape the nation to their tastes.

Something like two thirds of the House of Lords lost their seats and hereditary privileges (if not their lives) for supporting the military coup, and were replaced by “Merit Lords” (eventually simply “Rad Lords” since loyalty to the Radical Industrialist Party, at least in those early post-revolutionary years, often counted more than actual merit), while through a variety of political dodges the Commons were similarly packed with pro-Radicals, flanked on the left by a small new “Socialist” party and a couple of agrarian groups, and on the right by a shrunken Whig Party, which would soon relabel  itself as the Liberal Industrialists. (The Tories were banned outright). The British monarchy survived as a useful pair of figureheads thanks to Queen Victoria carefully keeping her mouth shut during the revolutionary period.

An often almost “socialist” program was put into place, with heavy new government investment in scientific and industrial research, promotion of industry, public education, and the use of new and improved Babbage Engines in almost all modes of life. Unions and mutual co-operatives came to control many factories, although there was no abolishment of private property, and factory owners which retained control soon found that paying employees enough to buy the products they made actually was more, not less profitable.

As it turned out, automation eliminated almost as many jobs as it created, and the early years of Radical rule soon had to content with a Neo-Luddite movement, but a combination of an expansion of the educated classes, a wide variety of new types of jobs, subsidized settlement in the Colonies with as much free land as you can eat, a rudimentary safety net concerned with actually improving the lot of the poor and unemployed rather than punishing them for being poor and unemployed, and above all several decades of industrial growth that made the industrial growth of the 1770s-1820s period look like a mild swelling, combined to keep popular and lower-class unrest to a level low enough for the new, “scientific” police (heavily supported by an increasingly gigantic Engine-managed database on everyone and everything) to keep a lid on things.

During the revolutionary period, conservative elements in Canada began to ponder the possibility of breaking away from a Britain taken over by “crazy radicals” and ally with the US for protection: this was a popular notion with US politicians, although in their case it was more “annexation” than alliance. There was a considerable amount of heated rhetoric but in the event several “filibustering” expeditions by unauthorized American groups, a revolt by French Canadians enthusiastic about the notion of breaking from Britain but not for becoming part of the US, and still fairly fresh memories of the War of 1812 rather soured the Canadians on the notion of the US as allies, and when a newly Radical-led British fleet arrived in the St. Lawrence, it received a warm welcome from Canadian English-speakers. Although at several points a war came close to breaking out, in the end the US satisfied itself with extorting maximalist borders in Maine and Oregon Country – something the British would neither forget nor forgive.

The British Revolution would inspire a series of revolts and revolutionary actions across Europe, leading to a long and bloody civil war in Spain that would end in the partial disintegration of the united Spanish state, the rise to power of one Napoleon III some six years earlier than OTL, and the formation of an independent north Italian state west of Venetia, but failed to topple the Prussian monarchy or destroy the Austrian monarchy, although it would take several years for order to be restored in Vienna’s territories, by which time the North Italian league would unify with Sardinia with France’s blessings.

Ireland’s population explosion and ever-increasing dependence on genetically non-diverse potatoes were not butterflied, and a fungal mass spud murder still took place as OTL. A prompt relief effort on the part of the Radical government kept the deaths in the low tens of thousands and gained the Radical Party many loyal Irish supporters (as did later removal of legal restrictions on Catholics), although the subsequent effort to resettle “surplus” Irish abroad in the white settlement colonies was not so popular. 

The technocratic and “rationalist” Industrial Radicals had gotten their hands quite dirty during the revolutionary period (something carefully covered up in the official histories), and habits learned during the revolution were not abandoned, simply applied to new targets, primarily foreign. Having secured the revolution at home, it had to be secured abroad against hostile conservative powers in Europe, as well against the greedy, aggressive Americans, whose reactions to the new revolutionary government – with its extensive powers and forcible disenfranchisement , exile or execution of much of the old noble elite – tended to be ambiguous at best. Britain was fortunate to find an ally in Napoleon III, an enthusiast for “scientific” government, but the eastern powers – Russia, Austria, and Prussia – were consistently hostile. Preventing an effective “Three Emperors League” directed against Britain and France became a central plank of British foreign policy, and by the late 1840s an important secondary objective was to keep either Prussia or Austria from unifying the Germans into a solid – and probably hostile – block. Money, propaganda, faked provocations, peaceful resolutions to potential crises imposed with as much arm-twisting as necessary, occasionally assassinations…

British intervention and manipulation was most successful in America, where the union of Texas with the US was delayed and then put on almost indefinite hold as an early Civil War broke out. Unlike OTL, Britain supported the Confederacy with almost every measure short of open war against the US, general British hostility to slavery being outweighed by the conviction that the US needed crippling if British global predominance was to be maintained. Under a reinstated Santa Ana, Mexico became a French client state, French military and financial assistance guaranteeing against any further territorial losses. (Not soon enough to prevent the Californian Revolt, brought on by the Mexican government’s attempts to establish a government monopoly on gold mining). Isolated from the US by “wild” Indians supplied plentifully with weapons by deniable British interest groups, Oregon eventually joined in with California, while the territory of Washington fell under British influence.

The Socialist movement, the darker (or in the eyes of some, purer/more idealistic) twin of the Radical movement of Britain, came into being as a genuine force as a by-product of the success of the Radical revolution. Unhappy with the continued existence of a large population of the poor (and even poorer immigrants doing poo-handling type jobs) and the replacement of the old elite by a new, perhaps even more arrogant elite of successful industrialists and savants, socialists called for a genuinely egalitarian society, claiming the “meritocracy” of Britain created new class divisions, massively advantaged those with an initial advantage of money and/or family, and led to destructive groupthink and contempt of those outside the “charmed circle” of wealth and higher education. The exact form of this society was much debated, although it would, of course, be Very Scientific, automated, (and after the 1840s, electrified), run by scientists and engineers who would live together with, eat together with, and strive in solidarity with factory laborers and farmers (“farm technicians.”) The first (unsuccessful) revolutions would take place in Europe in the 1840s, alongside more “conventional” democratic revolts: under the crushing stresses of a seemingly endless war, a fresh wave of socialist violence would take place in America in the mid 1850s.

After eight years of bloody, inconclusive warfare, and multiple bloody revolutions, one of which had succeeded in making Manahttan an enclave of extreme socialism perched on the US coast, the public growing sick of war, the Union had once again to decide on its leadership, which would decide the continued course of the war. Throw in the towel, continue the slow grind, or shut down by force the continued British trade with the Confederacy and the Manhattan Commune, enforce a blockade in the face of the world’s largest and most powerful navy and turn Britain’s undeclared support of their enemies into open war. The resulting split between hardline and moderate Republicans allowed a “Peace Democrat” to squeak into office on a minority of the vote, bringing the war to an end in 1861.

A peace which forced the United States to return occupied territory to the Confederacy: a peace which failed to bring an end to British meddling in Indian territory or return black prisoners of war to the North: an administration notable in its corruption, it’s weak stance against the British, and failure to force a confrontation with the Manhattan commune. Impeachment was narrowly avoided, and the best efforts of professional British propagandists and electoral strategy engine-wranglers failed to win a second term: the last Democrat President of the US ended his life drinking himself to death in comfortable London retirement.

 

In 1866, Britain is still dominated by the Industrial Radicals, but infighting is ugly and increasingly visible to the public. Although the attempted “silent coup” of 1855-1856 failed thanks to some very compromising information on its leader coming to light, the fundamental issues of a state dominated by the “Party of the Revolution/Party of Government” , overly powerful and publically unaccountable secret services with a tradition of murdering or just vanishing people, and a centralized and government dominated computerized panopticon gathering ever more detailed information on everyone and everything they do (there is a legally required universal personal ID linked to ones Engine records) have not gone away. Within the Industrial Radical Party, the struggle goes on between those who would establish a virtual “science dictatorship” and those who wish to make information free and disassemble the security state. On the left, the Socialist party is a broken shadow of its former self, the involvement of hard-line “leveler” socialists and American communards in the Great Stink Rising of ’55 having led to a massive purge of all “revolutionary” elements in the party establishment and the remainder reduced to mere yes-men of the Radicals, which is increasingly difficult given the splits and frequent changes of direction within the Industrial Radicals. The Liberal Industrialists, which have always been critical of extensions of state power, have in contrast become an important player, allied to major industrialists and businessmen who like the “get government’s nose out of our business” message: they also are supported by the remnants of the old nobility, those which while losing their official titles and privileges, held onto their land and wealth, and are happy to support anything than weakens the Radical Industrialists.

The powerful mutual co-operatives and unions, which control quite a bit of British industry but are seeing their influence slip in a government dominated by big businessmen and savants with a lack of calluses on their hands, speculate on the possibility of creating their own political party, perhaps in cooperation with the likewise poorly represented agrarian groups. “Workers” party? “Laborers” party? Still requires some thought…

 In the meantime, there has been a revival of evangelist “religious enthusiasm”, preaching a message of human hubris and divine forgiveness to all those disappointed with the increasingly erratic direction of the Radical Industrialists: government persecution simply creates popular martyrs. The generally pro-Wellington attitude of the clerics - whether evangelists or staid C of E - during the revolution brought an anti-Church reaction, with religious attitudes among the next generation of Savants, top engineers and party leaders generally ranging from slightly “soft” deism to somewhat daring outright atheism, with agnosticism as the “safe” respectable option: but zombie Jesus still breaks out of his grave, and membership at the Young Men’s Agnostic Association has dropped sharply. (The number of actual atheists, however, is up: there’s always room for Jell-o, and extremists.)

Aside from the Liberals, the strongest ally of the democratic (if still technocratic/elitist) faction of the Industrial Radicals is the Society of Light, a Savant-dominated Shriners/Masons/Elders of Zion/Bilderbergs society which does a lot of meeting in secrecy, exchanging funny handshakes, and dressing up in fancy outfits. Formerly the international propaganda arm of the Industrial Radical Party, they are increasingly moving towards a independent position as promoters of scientific progress, internationalized science, and learning of a free and open variety: they favor the democratic faction of the Radical Party, but don’t want to be seen as a mere partisan pressure group and party organ. Their reach is global, with members from throughout the Empire (a few even from Japan) France, and other friendly states, and even the Germanies and (increasingly secretly) the United States. They are notable for their openness towards female members (how could they not, given the high ranks of Lady Byron and her daughter Ada) and quietly support the notion of female suffrage.

Further support for the anti-dictatorship tendency is coming from a new generation of engineers and savants which are finding ways to “twist” the system, and are helping build a new system of communication through the “home telegraph” system (touch type with English words rather than dit-dit-daah-daah), which is evolving into a crude “internet” allowing multiple people to communicate in “chat rooms” with the communications appearing on a roll of paper before your eyes rather than a phosphor screen.

Technology and industry continue to march forward, but there has a slowdown in Engine (computer) improvements simply due to engineering hitting the limits of what can be done with punch-card programmed purely mechanical computing systems no matter how much whale oil you grease the gears with, and the technology isn’t quite there yet for a proper electronic machine. The Engineer community is all in a frantic buzz, government officials with ever-increasing data and analysis needs are loudly demanding Something Be Done, and some odd electro-mechanical designs are being experimented with, but most will prove largely dead ends. The first crude dirigibles are rising into the skies (and occasionally falling out of them) while new internal combustion designs begin to compete with steam-propelled vehicles, even as steam cars have finally declined in price enough to be accessible to at least the upper middle class. Tank-like “steam fortresses” grow larger and increasingly powered by oil.

Fluid dynamicists struggle with the limitations of mechanical computation to accurately model how a bird’s wing works and how a glider might stay aloft with mechanical assistance. Evolutionary theory continues to be divided between “incrementalists” and “catastrophists” who have developed a sort of saltational disaster-driven theory of evolution reminiscent of our “Punctuated Equilibrium” without much of the equilibrium bits. A new round of vicious arguing has broken out over the controversial new theory of Continental Movement. Electric lighting, after a confused period in the 1850s in which multiple systems existed simultaneously, has triumphed in London and other major British cities, and now Paris is increasingly the City of Light (and, less flatteringly, neon). An alternate *Pasteur working in the Confederacy has made important advances in germ theory, but his results are only slowly coming to general attention: generally speaking, medical science has been a neglected field and is little ahead of OTL 1866, although the variety and sophistication of high-tech quackery greatly exceeds OTL. An Kinotrope exhibitor in Vienna dreams of a machine which can turn the innumerable little dark and illuminated windows fast enough to project the illusion of continuous motion on a screen, while in the US the Baltimore Rocket Club dreams of putting an American on the Moon.

London remains full of well-scrubbed strivers and would-be inventors, but something of a counter-culture is developing in these restless times and beginning to encrust the coffee shops, wearing flashy Confederate or French styles and letting their hair down to their eyebrows, “caveman style”, rather than shaving the hairline back to suggest a Mighty Brain. Office workers and “knowledge specialists” multiply and the office cubicle dweller is well established, as are his (or her) various woes, including the menace of roller skate-riding delivery boys whizzing about at breakneck speeds. With Engine-driven printing methods in existence since the 1840s, “computer-generated” illustration is common, and the horrors of ugly-ass *Photoshop illustration are in full view on cheap book covers and street posters. The British have embraced centralized steam heat, and the perpetually chilly British school/office/apartment building of OTL song and story is dying out. Bicycles are common, and have long outgrown the “giant wheel” model: the sort of reclining bike OTL mostly used by professional athletes and jerks has become quite popular, although biking outfits at least are rather less ghastly.

Socialism is in better shape outside the UK, and has a strong political presence in France, but remains split between factions in a way somewhat mirroring the split within the Industrial Radicals, between “organic union” types whose views seem to many a more populist version of the “science dictatorship” faction within the Radicals, and “People’s Democracy” types who wish to dissolve and disperse authority to prevent the corruption of the Revolution, shading into Anrcho-Technocracy on the extreme anti-authoritarian end. The Russian revolutionaries who want to convert Russia into a network of “right-sized” people’s communes are somewhat off to the side in their somewhat contemptuous attitude towards the notion of more and better technology as the ultimate solution to all problems of Socialist society. Already, a satiric Russian novel portraying the engineers and laborers of the future creating a new generation of artificial people to serve as a slave class has become quite popular in certain circles. (Karl Marx, who attempted to build a true “people’s technocracy” during his brief period of leadership of the Manhattan Commune [1], is no doubt rolling in his unmarked grave).

In 1866, Britain’s Grand Plans are looking rather a-gley. In North America, the end of the war allowed Texas further options than “impoverished British puppet” and “Franco-Mexican punching bag”, and in spite of the various British secret services efforts, joined the Confederacy, and are starting to import slaves in large numbers from the eastern states.  Meanwhile, President Seward’s move into the White House has brought in an era of angry Republican reaction, in which vengeance against traitors internal and external – Copperheads, Socialists, Indians, Confederates, and above all the “British bloodsuckers” – is pursued with determination. In Mexico, rebellion has broken out against the aging Santa Ana in the north, while in Restored Greater Columbia Venezuelan separatism has turned violent again, and the French public’s appetite for Latin ventures has declined. While British influence in the southern Cone is strong, Brazil will never forgive British support for the Cisplatine Republic.

Britain did succeed in putting a wedge between Austria and Russia (Austrian support during this world’s equivalent of the Crimean war was duly rewarded), but intervention in Germany proved ultimately somewhat counterproductive: Prussian efforts to force a fight over Hostein-Gottorp ended in a Prussian defeat by a French-British-Austrian combination, but elimination of Prussia as a power was not desired by either Britain or Austria, and in the end, the effort to keep Germany fragmented as possible only led to the formation of the New German Confederation, intended to serve as a prologue as a slow but sure GrossDeutsche unification: Prussia and Austria have kissed and made up due to a perception that Britain was playing them both. (The somewhat suspicious circumstances of Bismark’s “accident” led to a lot of paranoid-but-largely-correct speculation).

French snagging of Luxembourg and a bit of Prussian Rhineland in the war has proven a bit counterproductive, with a lively terrorist movement calling for reunion or at least independence as part of the New German Confederation.

Russia, smashed up much harder in this world’s equivalent of the Crimean War, lost Poland and had Crimea occupied for a decade, and suffered from violent revolutionary activity through much of the country. But there has been a recovery, and under the new Czar the Serfs have been freed and a massive program of industrialization and organization through Engines is being pursued, albeit in the face of continued Russian backwardness and inefficiency. (Russia has many brilliant inventors, but the state often fails to properly develop and make use of their ideas). Unlike OTL, it is not France but Prussia which is the largest investor in Russia’s modernization.

Africa remains mostly unexploited if not unexplored, due to the disease environment, although here and there new rail lines have begun to push inland. Liberia and Sierra Leone have merged into the Liberian Empire, their “immigrant” population greatly reinforced by a British effort to repatriate freed slaves in the Caribbean and elsewhere on a rather larger scale than OTL, plus the Confederacy expelling rather than re-enslaving their free blacks under British pressure. (Many British politicians find the lack of gratitude rather distressing, and reassure their consciences about all those immigrants who died of disease by noting the rather brutal and dictatorial nature of the current Liberian regime, whose current mission is to bring as much of west Africa as it can under its rule before European colonization really sets in – a mission now being backed by the US government.

The burning of mummies to run the boilers of French machines digging the Suez canal only happened once, thanks to a striving asshole trying to make canal quota, and never had official sanction, but the legend that tens of thousands of mummies were burned as fuel during the canal construction (something the French Academy of Archeology would never have allowed) is now so well established that it is believed even by the most respectable of British citizens, along with loads of angry Egyptian proto-nationalists.

Britain and France to some extent have made the Ottomans into a client state, although currently both are frustrated by the uncooperative nature of Ottoman officials. Things are looking a bit brighter in China, where France and Britain maintain an “open door” policy of sorts and prevent other nations from carving off spheres of influence, and where the Taiping revolution was crushed earlier with the aid of imported British expertise and firepower (the Radical leadership, with no love for Religious Enthusiasm, were quick to conclude that Jesus’s younger brother could not be anything but a disaster for China.) The reign of the Dowager Empress and her ultra-conservative supporters has been butterflied, and French and British industrialists dream of huge profits to be made in a China developing under European supervision. The possibility of China growing uncontrollably strong is at present a hardly noticeable black speck of a cloud on the far horizon.

Japan, opened up by the British, is something of a British protectorate due to some unfortunate incidents between British citizens and peevish locals. However, it is a loose one: after a bloody struggle, the forces of modernization and Anglicization have won out even more thoroughly than OTL, and as they say, there is no more sincere form of flattery than imitation: most Britons are pleased with the new leadership’s efforts to remake Japan into Britain Mark II, and have been willing to give the new regime some slack. (Unfortunately, their approval comes in a certain patronizing “oh-aren’t-they-cute-thinking-they-can-remake-Japan-in-under-a-century” form that will become increasingly intolerable to the Japanese as the century proceeds.)

The most worrysome thing is the possibility of Britain’s scientific and industrial lead being eroded by its competitors. Britain’s commanding lead is such that there is no immediate danger, but there are worrying signs.  France, the not-always-100% trusted ally, is not too much of a worry: it has moved fast to adopt British techniques and even made its own improvements on some of them, but their development, with fewer resources, fewer people, and a more conservative social structure, continues to lag behind.

The still relatively backwards nature of the US in the 1830s and 1840s, and the fairly lazie-faire nature of its scientific and industrial development, seemed to offer little threat to the hyper-charged scientific industrial revolution the Engines and Radical Industrialism had brought, but the war created a formidable military-scientific-industrial complex, by the last years of the war fielding equipment that if not up to the very best of Britain, surpassed the second-hand stuff the British were supplying to the Confederates. While government investment in science, education, and joint government-private industry projects lagged during the immediate post-war years, under the Seward administration such things have again surged, heavy private investment making up to some extent for difficulties reinstating the wartime income tax. As the limits of current technology slows the pace of progress in Britain (the replacement of steam-and-gears computers by electrical computers remains some ways in the future), the US seems set for a new surge in technological progress.

And now the major German states are in the process of building an educational and scientific research system to rival Britain, with a universal education program surpassing even what Britain has.  The Berlin Institute of Computational Science has even developed a new and possibly superior system of computing using fluidics rather than the eternally fouling gears and wheels and springs of mechanical systems. Of course, most British engineers claim the Germans will never overcome the practical difficulties, but the fact is that the most innovative new computing architecture designs are no longer the exclusive provenance of Britain.

Some call for fundamental changes in the structure of the Empire: captive foreign markets do not strengthen the Empire sufficiently if their populations remain too poor to _buy_ everything Britain could conceivably make. India, Africa, the British-dominated parts of Latin America…they must not just sources of raw materials or markets for cheap goods, they need to be _rich_. The computational models say this. (Or at least their models do. Computational modeling of large-scale economies is a hotly disputed subjects, as is any in which many people’s livelihoods may be at stake).

After two years of heavy military buildup upon the Canadian and Confederate borders, and a warning for all British Empire citizens and subjects to leave the island, the Manhattan Commune has been annihilated in an unending rain of heavy cannon fire, unconditional surrender being a principle adhered strictly from the start. The brutality of the reconquest of Manhattan raised protest worldwide, and the fall of the Manhattan Commune would inspire Socialist revolutionaries for generations afterwards, but in the end nobody wanted to go to war with the US to save the Commune: while the Communards fought street-by-street in the rubble of their city in hopes of salvation from abroad or sympathetic revolution in the US, aid did not come from the Confederacy, still recovering from the loss of almost a third its adult male (white)population: not from France, already with its hands full keeping its various Latin American clients in hand: and not from the UK, where the Manhattan Commune had essentially burned its bridges with support for the Rising of ’55 (as loudly as it disavowed the actions of Communards in London as “radical elements” with no connection with the Commune government).  In the meantime, the American march to the west, long interrupted by civil war and well-armed Indians, has begun again, new waves of settlers following behind the construction of rails west and preceded by heavy armored cavalry driven with new-fangled internal combustion engines. President Seward has declared any Imperial subjects found in American-claimed Indian territory will be hung as spies and gun-runners: the British public has not taken this well, and the ghosts of many an Australian aborigine are no doubt amused at those who wring their hands at the prospect of abandoning the north plains Indians to the tender mercies of the US government, which has declared it will construct a line all the way to the Pacific in five years time, never mind that California-Oregon is in the way…

[1] He proved very skilled at overturning applecarts and pissing people off if nothing else, and ended up being beaten to death with a table leg by the former leader of the Dead Rabbits.

143. It was a magic sealion

OK, this is about done now, I think.

In this world, the rise of spiritualism in Britain before and during WWI that happened OTL involves a rediscovery of magic, which is performed through deal-making, not with demons, but with alien peoples known to myth and legend as the “fey” or “elves” or “fairies.” (There appear to be a number of different species, arranged in alien hierarchies). In part due to magical meddling and also the slaughterhouse of WWI (a mass death of people from a single geographic location thins the veils between worlds) certain ancient gates begin to open, and things begin to slip over from what is referred to as The Otherworld. The Other Side, or just “Fairyland.” Deals are made and the Fairie are ceded certain small territories as “Fairy Glades” in Britain, among other favors, in exchange for magical aid.

 Although it doesn’t come in time to change the OTL outcome of the conflict, magic is used to some effect on the battlefield. This does not however lead to “Magic-powered Britain rules the world”: there are still a lot skeptics, a lot of the mystics are really Not The Right Sort of Chaps (See, Aleister Crowley), the C of E and a lot of religious groups are opposed to this meddling with Obscure Forces, and the British army is highly skeptical of this magic stuff and wants to stick to the tried and true methods, such as cavalry charges. Combined with the fact that what the mystics have come up with so far is difficult, unreliable, and definitely well short of “levitate Big Ben” sorts of feats, it is perhaps understandable that the British establishment fails to pour money into magical R &D, and magical study (in Britain, at least), remains the province of dedicated amateurs.

However, everyone who _previously_ believed in magic has received an enormous confidence boost, and new mystical groups and would-be Merlins crop up all over Europe like mushrooms after a rain. (Well, most of Europe: the Soviets declare this is all superstitious nonsense, and possibly a new Capitalist Plot to delude the masses where religion isn’t doing the job – after Stalin comes to power, trying to sell magic as part of the next Five Year Plan will put you in the Gulag). The Nazis, however, were full of kooks and mystics to start with, and after Hitler comes to power, government money and assistance (often of the Laws of Man and God breaking variety) flows in abundance to whatever group of mystics that can produce results. (They do have to fudge their reports to give everything a Hitler-satisfying “Aryan” slant).

WWII comes around. The elderly David Lloyd George regains the Prime Ministership in the late 30s and tries to the end to negotiate, refusing to go to war over Poland, and only finally entering the war in Europe to help France: a magically aided German army does even better than OTL and captures pretty much all of the British expeditionary force, leading to a peace negotiated through Italian intermediaries. He is challenged both from the left and right, and it is likely that 1941 will see him removed from office and Britain reenter the war, his dire warnings of Britain being unprepared to fight a war with magic being ignored.

He turns out to be quite right when Hitler, seeking to secure his flank, launches an invasion of Britain. With magic concealing the invasion barges from both the British navy and the British air force, London soon falls, and the “German-friendly” Lloyd George finds to his horror that he has been chosen as Hitler’s “Petain” for Britain. Hoping against hope that he can spare the British population further horrors by cooperating, he accepts – a decision he will soon come to regret.

German approaches to magic are, unsurprisingly, a lot less concerned with morals than in Britain. There was nothing fortuitous about the mass deaths that opened paths to the world of the Fairies. They have invaded the Other Side’s equivalent of Germany and taken over a vast swath of it in alliance with various opportunistic local rulers, playing divide and conquer India-style (Political centralization and large empires are not Fairy Strengths), and have enslaved large number of the locals with iron and terror campaigns to use their magic on something close to an industrial scale. They are trying to do the same with Avalon, the Other Side equivalent of Britain, but with less success: the local Fairie are aware of what has happened in *Europe, and are fighting to contain German encroachment into their territory and aiding the British resistance, which over the last year has grown enormously. They have been able to find fewer in the way of local allies, and have boosted them with forces (some of them of questionable loyalty) from their *European conquests. (Reports are that they are having even less success in the Other Side equivalent of France, which contains some remarkably strong states by Fairy standards.)

On other fronts, the Reich is doing better. Reports of the Fall of France and the Channel Invasion finally convinced Stalin there was something in this magic stuff, but in spite of a number of British mystics being smuggled into the Soviet Union to create a Soviet sorcerer force, it may be too little, too late, no matter how many people Stalin is willing to kill to punch a hole into the Other Side. The Soviet advantage in Stalin in this world being perfectly aware that Hitler was coming for him after Britain fell was more than cancelled out by the use of magic by German forces, and currently Moscow is under siege and may have to be evacuated. The only really positive note is that Russian spirits and Fae are showing up on their own to help, and some are quite dangerous indeed. Across the sea, the US has declared war on Germany, but is so far unable to launch a transatlantic expedition, and are busy with the Japanese (the Japanese, at least, are not a major magical threat yet. They tried to do a Nazi Germany on the Otherworld equivalent of Japan, and it failed rather badly. Japanese Fae are…different).

The strangest thing about the Other Side is that humanity’s dead are there. Death opens a passage to the other side because the dead actually go there. (This is another reason British religious authorities condemned magic and its practitioners: the new mystical knowledge fundamentally contradicts basic Christian tenets.) Normally they sleep eternally in barrows preserved by the Fairies (not taking up as much of the landscape as you would think: they stack, and the Other Side’s “Earth” has a number of times the surface area of our world), unless woken by mediums or sorcerers. The Fae claim they will sleep till the End of Days, when they will awaken and participate in some great battle or adventure or perhaps just take over the Other Side (it’s not very clear), but they aren’t sleeping now: Germany has been waking up its soldiers lost in former wars and putting them in uniform again, and in a spirit of turnabout is fair play, an increasing number of dead Brits are showing up to fight the good fight. (The race is on to find King Arthur’s tomb: the Nazis want him on their side).

The whole “Afterlife is Other Side” thing is a problem for the US magical research program: all those dead Indians and black slaves who died still in chains have given modern white America a very bad rep on the Other Side’s North America equivalent, which makes negotiations for magical aid difficult, to say the least.

The struggle continues, in this world and on the Other Side, on the plains of Russia, the green hills of England, the silver fields of Avalon, and the still unconquered kingdoms of Orendel (The Germany-equivalent. It’s a large place). Aside from humans alive and dead and the varied inhabitants of the Fairy realms, mysterious hidden people, unseen since earlier days of magic, have begun to appear. Who are the mysterious, dwarfish people that have been seen in South Britain, and what is the Shining Pyramid? What is the US government’s interest in the peculiar fishing folk of a small New England town? Can it be that there is an entirely other city below Paris? All that can be said for sure is that the future, right now, seems up for grabs. 

144. 50 Years After George Pal's War of the Worlds

A commission for LavanyaSix: the world, fifty years after the Martian invasion portrayed in George Pal's 1953 modernization of Well's story.

The Martian invasion of 1953 was largely unexpected: although studies of Mars in the 30s and 40s had revealed an atmosphere thicker than in certain other realities, it was still hardly a picnic spot, and the canals were still nonexistent. (Let precious water just evaporate into the air? What absurdity).  And the Martian cylinders were launched with paragravity fields, not absurdly gigantic canon, so there was no unusual displays to attract the attention of astronomers.

 

It was therefore something of a surprise when the first Martian cylinders began to crash to Earth in the summer of ’53, and it was not  until it was almost over that a few un-evacuated observatories managed to gather enough observations of incoming cylinders to plot their trajectory back towards Mars: and even then there was some uncertainty as to their origin until the late 50s, when the first space probes launched towards Mars all ceased abruptly to transmit while still over a million miles from the Red Planet. Nowadays, of course, in the year 2003, giant space telescopes placed some 15 million miles out from Mars [1] allow Earth to observe a variety of Martian activity and the location of their main cities/industrial centers/whatever, although nothing really has been learned that adds to the knowledge gained from their machines.

 

The last Martians to die did so a couple weeks after the first reports of Martian machines crashing or going out of control came in. The northern Canadian landing, apparently protected from disease to some extent by the arctic climate, may have killed themselves rather than die of disease: in any event, the central “nest” was a half-mile wide pool of lava when Canadian forces came to investigate.

            Recovery slowly began. Nearly fifteen million Americans had died and a number of major cities burned and/or reduced to dust, but the US was not quite as badly hurt as the USSR after the expulsion of the Nazis, and although it lacked, say, large scale forced reconstruction labor, its human and material resources remained substantial. The political succession remained intact (Congress and the President having been evacuated to Hawaii, where no Martian cylinders landed) and the sheer size of the nation meant large areas remained untouched by the invasion, which had moved outward from the landing sites in a slow and methodical manner, with no long-distance raiding. Martial law was called off in most of the country after eighteen months, and massive reconstruction loans helped stimulate industry. Most of the ad hoc local government and services which had sprung up after the invasion were happy enough to disband themselves and return to regular life, although a lot of new careers in politics, activism, nursing, etc. were born. Some of the more regrettable things that had happened in the immediate aftermath were covered up by the government as best as they could, such as the zealous actions of various “vigilance” committees in hunting down supposed communist rebels and sometimes “disguised Martians”, or the way many areas, not just in the South, rapidly went from initial human solidarity to “lifeboat rules”, with the blacks first to be chucked overboard.

 

The most notable social trend was a strong religious revival brought on by the seemingly miraculous nature of humanity’s salvation: one of the scientists involved in the initial struggle became a popular preacher at the church he and his wife had found refuge in on the day the Martians began to die. This was not exclusive to the US: similar revivals took place in Latin America, Britain, and elsewhere; Muslims thanked Allah, Hindus Kali and Siva and Vishnu, and some traditional Africans thanked Sapona, God of infectious disease. (For every reaction, there is a counter-reaction, of course. Some turned to pure nihilism, seeing in the invasion and it’s ending by random microbes a vision of a meaningless universe where survival turned on mere chance and humanity’s long term prospects were “extinction soon or a bit later”).

 

And of course, in central and eastern Europe, now devastated for the second time in less than a decade, it was a little harder to see the hand of a beneficent God. In the USSR, devastation comparable to that of the Nazis across huge areas of the state nearly broke the regime entirely: this time there was not even a victory to legitimize the rulers. Propaganda tried to sell the downfall of the Martians as due to the Red Army rather than germs, but few were fooled. A number of important government officials hadn’t made it out of Moscow in time, and Beria’s efforts to sell himself as the legitimate heir of Stalin (who had died a few months before the invasion began) did little to rally the country behind him. In the end, the Red Army, if not strong enough to repel Martians, was strong enough to crush rebellion and bring some sort of order to the country, and General Zhukov found himself in the position of prince-maker. He took the opportunity to make sure that from then forwards, the Army would have a great deal more independence from the Party, leading inevitably to three coups in the next four decades and the odd military-bureaucratic structure of the modern Soviet/Russian state.

 

Eastern Europe was left to go to hell its own way, with far too much on the Soviet Unions’ plate already. Communist regimes managed to hold onto power in Romania (for a little while) and Bulgaria, and in east Germany for a little while, although with the land route to the east cut off (Poland, of course, had its communist rulers hanging from lamp posts not long after the Red Army moved east to help restore order), this proved strictly temporary. Yugoslavia had another civil war, which the Reds won by the skin of their teeth. Ironically, as communism nearly collapsed in the east, it flared up in the west and south: as chaos and famine gripped Europe, with the US unable to do much immediately to help when it couldn’t really feed itself, forces of the far left took over local governments in Austria, France, and Belgium, and took over mainland Greece and Italy outright. The second Paris commune was…messy. 

 

. In Indo-China, Ho Chi Min emerged from the woods where he had hidden out during the invasion, and took control of the country in the total disorganization of the French colonial forces Various local strong men arose in Latin America as weak governments crumbled in the face of the invasion, while much of colonial Africa and parts of the Middle East descended into chaos, as Colonial forces dispersed where not killed by Martians and largely cut off from aid back home lost their authority, but with no local groups ready to take their place. In Egypt, the Muslim Brotherhood seized Alexandria in the wake of some sort of divine action (Cairo was a smudge) and made it the new capital of Egypt, at least until the remains of the secular army rousted them from the city in bloody street-by-street fighting. (There were less Islamic successes than you’d think: secularism was still popular, and being beaten by Martians, which were like a force of nature, was less shameful than being beaten by Jews). Small, crowded Singapore was largely annihilated, and what was left was annexed by Malaysia.

 

            As mentioned, the US was not in any real way ready to provide a post-Martian “Marshall Plan”, nor was any other nation. A few states had not yet felt a Martian attack when the die-off began, but these were all small states: New Zealand, Liberia, Panama...[2] However, there was a recognition that the global disaster required global solutions. At an emergency UN session held in 1954, it was unanimously agreed to create an international relief fund and reconstruction agencies, and to set up the necessary system for a global food bank, special financial cooperative efforts, etc., in a spirit of “all hang together or hang separately.”

 

            Many idealists saw this as the beginnings of a world government: many intellectuals went into high-flung raptures about how the Martians had made us conscious of our common humanity, or, more cynically, on how the existence of a common threat would finally unify mankind. Unfortunately, human beings are rarely so sensible: the major surviving governments were scared badly enough to work together with traditional enemies in case of a future attack, but were no more willing to give up their sovereignty than France had been willing to merge it’s empire with Britain’s in the darkest days of WWII. After all, how could a world government include both democracies and dictatorships such as the USSR and China? And while the necessity of pooling resources and providing mutual assistance to help in economic recovery was widely appreciated, there was no way the “developed” states were going to take much input on how to use their $$ from the poor and backward 2/3 of mankind.

 

            So, what emerged by 1958 was something like a combination of NATO and the EC, comprising the US, most of Europe, Australia-NZ, Japan, and the USSR, closely allied militarily and economically linked. China was included mostly due to sheer bulk and was more loosely tied economically, due to backwardness. [3]Then there was an “outer sphere” of weak, poor small nations expected to provide raw materials and perhaps labor to the Global Assembly - for the common good, of course! (Not that different from OTL, really, aside from the USSR and the US joining forces to keep things orderly).  This initially shaky and shambolic structure would evolve over time into the Global Assembly, which would not so much replace the UN as steadily make it increasingly irrelevant.

 

 

            The US and USSR managed to maintain at least détente, with the US’s quiet support for right-wing European governments squashing local communists politely ignored by the USSR (by 1990 only Italy, a shrunken Yugoslavia, and Albania still had communist governments west of the USSR), and the US returned the favor for not objecting to the Soviet annexation of Bulgaria or trying to reverse the communist takeover of Korea (the North hadn’t taken as much damage from the Martians as the South, simply because the US had already pretty much flattened everything of value in the North). Socialist regimes were allowed to exist in the third world, as long as the USSR kept them reined in and trading with the rest of the globe – “infantile enthusiasm” was increasingly frowned on.

 

THE HAVE-NOTS

 

            The system as it was remained flawed in a number of ways. The relations between the Big Powers, the Global Security Council (equivalent to the OTL permanent five, but a lot more muscular) and the somewhat less exclusive Council Associates with the small and poor countries that make up the majority of the General Assembly has always remained fraught. In the aftermath of the Martian invasion, extensive areas not yet independent at the arrival of the Martians soon found themselves largely on their own. This, however, did not mean that the major powers, once they had gotten back on their feet, were going to leave them alone. Oh no.

 

After the invasion England, Portugal, and France had been devastated by the destruction of their capitals and main cities, and were in no shape to regain control of their colonies, and revolutionary leaders tried to take power almost everywhere. The Algerians not-so-politely suggested the few Pieds Noirs still alive after the destruction of Algeria’s largest cities leave. Civil wars broke throughout the Middle East. The chaos level varied, with strong communist groups rapidly restoring functional regimes in Indochina, while in spite of the disintegration of Syria and Iraq some sort of countries still existed in Turkey, Iran, Egypt, while in sub-Saharan Africa the power vacuum was very poorly filled by a mix of local revolutionary movements, army officers, and a few energetic surviving colonial officers with local allies, creating a patchwork of authority which had little relation to former colonial borders. (There were some exceptions, such as Julius Nyere’s success in rallying the various peoples of Tanganyika to reconstruct a functional, if dirt poor, state, but these were, again, exceptions). This situation was not allowed to stand for long. 

 

            “For the good of mankind”, order had to be restored, the strategic minerals and oil had to start coming into production again, Africa and the Middle East had to do their bit to help out the human race. The concept of “mandates” was brought out of storage, with state reconstruction given over to “responsible powers” until states could “stand on their own feet.” Many peoples of a dusky hue saw it as little more than a new form of Imperialism with the US as the dominant power, with the USSR and some of the less thoroughly devastated European countries as often silent partners (with the Japanese playing an increasingly important role after 1980), and the “transition to full self-government” looked to cynical third-worlders more like the setting up of a network of puppet and client states, with the important mines and industries remaining largely in foreign control, the Soviets placated with the right to manage various lucrative local operations. Such grumbling was, when not ignored entirely, chastised as undermining the common human struggle against Mars.

 

            Certainly, narrow-minded local dictators could not be allowed to use nationalist propaganda to drive a wedge between locals and the global population, and the Global Assembly maintained certain rights of intervention to overthrow dictators who carried out “anti-human” policies which weakened mankind or which prevented the proper use of whatever resources their countries might happen to have. (The Oil Intervention took place when certain oil rich countries, unhappy with the results of negotiations, tried to unilaterally push up oil prices. It set an important precedent in what would and would not be allowed in the future, and some benchmarks on the difficulties of Middle Eastern occupations).

 

Cynics again grumble that the GA seemed to find local murder and oppression much less objectionable in governments that followed the line from Auckland (Capital of the Union from ‘60) than otherwise (see, Iraq). Pro-Assembly thinkers pointed out that under Union management, there had been no instances of genocide or mass starvation in Africa, the Middle East, or S. America in nearly half a century. So you want a medal maybe? Reply the third-worlders [5].

 

            Not that there is much besides grumbling said have-nots can do. Bucking the system is difficult. The large cold war armies do not go away in a society mobilized in case of future attack: they are simply used now for policing the globe. Revolutionary changes of government are tolerated, but only if the new government remains cooperative (or overthrew a regime that had displeased the Global Assembly). Of course, indirect methods are preferred to direct military intervention, which is expensive and increasingly bad for propaganda now that it’s getting so much easier to sneak pics of semi-liquified civilians and so on: embargos and other pressures are almost always used first to try and impose desired behavior. The Fifth Internationale still gives at least lip service to The Revolutions, but they too have largely made their peace with the System, nowadays having a seat in the Groups of Twelve.  Aside from the relatively small and weak anarcho-socialists, religious hardliners – Muslim and Christian – are the only people seriously trying to overthrow the _system_ as a whole.

 

 

AD ASTRA

 

Getting man into space – to strike back, to defend Earth from future invasion, for sheer survival – became a global priority as soon as actual starvation was ended, and possibly sooner in the USSR, although from the first space travel became one of the few truly international efforts. The devastation of the major powers put back a space program compared to OTL, with the first satellite not going into orbit until late ’58, but things accelerated after that. The first man on the Moon (a Russian, having won the low-gravity coin flip) stepped onto the regolith in 1966, and a nuclear-powered manned flight to Venus was in the works in the mid-70s when the Martians preempted it by getting there first. (If the strange plumes of color that stained Venus’s atmosphere for the next few years weren’t a giveaway, the way space probes started vanishing as they approached Venus kinda confirmed things). A mission to the Asteroids was delayed until the late 80s, due to trouble creating a true closed-cycle life support system (it turns out to be harder than Bio-Dome makes it out to be).

 

When probes stopped blowing up, humanity cautiously returned to Venus, and found it to be, as the first unmanned probes had shown, a hot, toxic, acid-raining hellhole of worn-down continents and vast steaming, murky seas inhabited by morbidly ferocious and insanely fast-growing and reproducing life forms with a deeply alien biology. It however, seemed to have a rather _different_ balance of species, and an even more insane level of biological competition. What slowly came out after the already crumbling Martian protective domes were discovered is that the Martians, having apparently picked Venus as their backup planet, had attempted to change Venus’ atmosphere to deal with Venus’s horrible ecology by poisoning it. All of it. Unfortunately for their plans, Venusian life was even more adoptable than they thought, and a number of species turned out to be immune or able to adapt to the changes in the atmosphere, the loss of thousands of species simply kicking the struggle for survival into overdrive. Venus is too hostile to Martians, and apparently too much for humans, as well (In spite of  all precautions, some sort of error led to the entire crew of the second human ship to Venus dying horribly on the way back to Earth), most exploration nowadays being done with remote probes operated from orbit.  However, the fact that the Martians tried is an ominous indication that the Martians have learned a lot, if not enough, about dealing with aggressive microlife. (Some say it shows desperation on the part of the Martians, which means they’re in trouble, right? Never mind the tendency of desperate people to do crazy stuff).

 

In 2003, there’s a lot of stuff in orbit around Earth, but it’s mostly there for military and scientific purposes: actually living space would be insane expensive, and any large rotating habitat would be highly vulnerable in the face of some sort of, say, interplanetary war. There _are_ space colonies, but they’re located far, far away at the L4 and L5 Lagrange points of Earth’s orbit, or snugly deep underground the surface of the Moon and some of the larger metallic asteroids. (In case the worst happens, there are ongoing efforts to make these self-sustaining). There’s a multi-year mission en route to Jupiter to check out the prospects of the outer, less radiation-soaked moons for settlement. (And check out some odd phenomena ongoing on the surface of hyper-volcanic Io. There’s stuff going on that doesn’t seem entirely... natural. It’s not Martians, since a probe flew within a couple hundred thousand miles without getting zapped).

 

Various forms of nuclear propulsion have been since the 70s the workhorses of long-term space travel, although chemical rockets are still used in one-stage-to-space and the case of probes with no need to get anywhere in a hurry. Orion-type nuclear propulsion systems were slow to catch on due to a perhaps excessive amount of energy focused on duplicating Martian paragravity. But as paragravity remained beyond human ability to duplicate, the possibility of putting a crapload of stuff into space became too tempting, and the first “full scale” test took place in 1983. The main problem with Orion ships is the amount of radioactive crap they put into both the atmosphere and the ionosphere, leading to fallout, damage to satellites not heavily shielded, and messing with communications. Their use is so far limited to cases where a great deal of crap needs to be gotten into space fast, and while their boosters claim that with mass use the cost of the many, many nuclear weapons they use will drop greatly, security-conscious Security Council members are uneasy about that many small nukes floating around. But they’re still building – there may be a day when a great deal of people need to be taken off-planet in a hurry.

 

FOR PLANETARY DEFENSE

 

Preventing a second and more successful Martian invasion is the job and most important function of the Global Assembly, and it’s military arm, the Space Defense Force. All member states of the Security Council and the twelve Associates set aside a large chunk of their budget to be pooled for the purpose of developing weapons and defenses against Mars, and to figure out how to bring the fight home to the Martians.

 

Much of the money goes to researching and trying to duplicate Martian technology, with ten great laboratories around the world specializing in the reverse engineering effort. Although in many cases Martians managed to get their machines to self destruct before they died, often enough they collapsed before they fully understood the gravity of the situation, and there are quite a few Martian war machines to play with, along with two intact landing cylinders and a variety of equipment and machines from the Martian “nests” which rapidly grew up around the landing sites once humans had been driven from the area.

 

Duplicating Martian technology has proven difficult: in some cases, the technology depends on materials simply unduplicable by Terrestrial tech (even the Professor couldn’t make a high-performance computer out of bamboo, seashells, and coconuts), while in others even the basic principles seem obscure. Martian force-fields, disintegrators, and atomic power generators remain unsolved problems, the third in large part because it uses force-fields for containment. There have been _some_ successes: a number of types of vehicle now travel on “legs” of electromagnetic force. There is now a functional Heat Ray – although admittedly four hundred times as bulky and frankly something of an immovable Rube Goldberg device – and after decades of struggling, Paragravity, the means by which the Martians accelerate their cylinders towards Earth and then crash into it without turning into strawberry jam, seems within sight. (So far they’ve only managed to cut the weight of a 1-ton test block in half with a mass of equipment the size of a city block and with its own small-city-sized dedicated  nuclear reactor, but it’s a start.

 

However, feeble starts at neutralizing gravity neither butter parsnips nor destroy Martian war machines. Post-invasion experimentation demonstrated a Martian shield _could_ be overloaded, although it took over fifty megatons for a single war machine and close to a hundred for multiple Martian machines linking their force domes: and the machines had to be essentially _inside_ the central fireball so there was no way for them to dump heat fast enough. (The largest bomb used during the invasion was a 5 megaton airburst). Force fields protecting cylinders were of comparable strength.

 

More usefully, it turned out the Martian force-domes were actually domes much of the time: they could turn them into impenetrable cylinders at need, but since the shields stopped matter as well as energy, they couldn’t extend the shields underground and move at the same time: they couldn’t generate a field that entirely enveloped them from _above_ the ground, since that would interrupt the force-beams they used to move and suspend themselves above the ground. As a result, the most important atomic projects have been the development of a variety of “mechanical moles” to burrow below Martian lines and explode when Martian machines pass over them, remotely detonable nuclear mines, and sensors to allow either moles or mines to detect when they were actually under a machine. (Since Martians shields turn automatically and fast from dome to full cylinder when an atomic explosion is detected, setting off an underground bomb should happen as close to the war machine as possible).

 

Of course, this strategy has its limitations – the exact sensitivity of (unreadable) Martian technology to radiation or ability to detect objects well underground is unknown. The most effective weapon found so far is in fact the Martian disintegrator – it is a field-effect rather than high-density radiation, and penetrates right through the Martian force shield from either side (the heat ray will only penetrate from the inside), which may explain why the Martians limit its use (possibly too much risk of Friendly Fire accidents). Like all Martian machinery, it apparently was controlled by a direct interface between the machinery and the Martian’s nervous systems, and it took years of developing complex jury rigs and work-arounds, often wrecking the control systems entirely, before it became possible to even _fire_ a disintegrator, and there are only a limited number to work with, which are parceled out to strategic locations on Earth and in space. Huge amounts of resources are being expended to find a way to duplicate the disintegrator, with various pundits and government officials claiming that if we do we’ll have any future invaders where we want them. Pessimistic types suggest that we may just be duplicating the enemy’s equivalent of canon or even machine guns, and we have yet to see what the Martian equivalent of the  atom bomb is. (Such people are generally howled down as defeatists if not downright objectively pro-Martian. Truth is, people don’t want to think about such things).

 

You can also mess with a Martian force field with a powerful enough magnetic field, but since that requires the Martians to be polite enough to drive their craft between house-sized magnetic coils, it suffers on the stealth front.

 

(There’s also a major bio-weapons project to develop new and nastier bugs to kill Martians, but it has been hampered by a distinct shortage of living Martian cells, and many wonder about how these pathogens to the Martians, given that by now they have probably figured out a little about sterile environments and decontamination, especially after visiting Venus).

 

Much of Earth’s most lethal hardware is in space, in distant orbits and here and there around the Earth-Moon system. The notion is to interrupt future Martian cylinders before they reach the Earth, where they can use mega-bombs of hundreds of megatons without worrying about the damage it will cause to Earth. (Disintegrator weapons form something of an inner line of defense in closer orbit: their range is limited). Exact details on Earth’s defenses remain highly classified: none but the deeply paranoid believe that the Martians have agents on Earth [6], but there’s no guarantee Martians can’t translate our radio broadcasts. They don’t want them to hear about Project Pale Horse, the project to deliver lethal pathogens to Mars [7]. And certainly they don’t want them to hear about Project Mjolnir, the plan to accelerate some distant and hard to see asteroids to the point where they violently crash into Mars.

 

 

SCI-TECH

 

Technology has pushed forward, boosted by a more integrated world and the research carried out by an even bigger than OTL military-industrial complex, along with spinoffs from Martian technology. As mentioned, many vehicles, especially in shipping goods, move on beams of electromagnetic force, which allows the crossing of rough or swampy ground or even rivers and lakes (the main limitations are speed – compared to airplanes - and braking: for small or medium vehicles, electromagnetic forces are less effective at bringing you to an abrupt stop than normal mechanical brakes.)  Other spinoffs include room-temperature spray-on superconductors and a variety of remarkable new synthetics for the household and construction. Martian computer tech is alien enough in both architecture and composition as to have given few clues to terrestrial computer science, but the strong push for a global free flow of information to the formation of a crude, clunky “internet” by the late 70s. (Social Media remains a gleam in the eye of various technology entrepreneurs, and may remain so, given the hostility of many governments towards disseminating false “anti-science” or “anti-Global Assembly” information on the Planetary Network. Interest in duplicating Martian machine-mind interfaces has helped with the development of advanced prosthetics, as good as anything OTL 2017, and recently direct brain interfaces have been developed to the point where they allow totally blind people to at least make out the rough shapes of things from a distance.  Sub-orbital one-hour jumps between Europe and North America are increasingly common among the Jet Set, and while large scale settlement in near-Earth orbit is not something the GA supports for obvious reasons, there certainly are luxury space hotels.

 

POLITICS, SOCIETY, RELIGION

 

Environmentalism is a heated subject of debate: although global warming is being taken more seriously than OTL, there is a strong sense of “develop the planet to the point we can beat the Martians first, then we’ll worry about damage to the environment”, which of course industry and business find very agreeable. On the other side, there are those who point to Dying Mars as a sign of the frailty of planetary environments, etc., etc., although some seem to interpret the message somewhat inaccurately as “use up the planet, we’ll do what the Martians tried and move to another.”

 

Urbanization is a bit different from OTL. Cities are even more “spread” than OTL – concentrated populations mean concentrated targets. Locations of major urban centers have changed – although a lot of important cities have been rebuilt, even if it had to be from scratch, with only 50 years many haven’t grown to match their former size, while still intact cities grew enormously from hordes of refugees looking to restart their lives. Chicago, which Martian forces stopped short of, is currently considerably larger than rebuilt New York. Some cities have been rebuilt in new locations – New Washington was built in the high Rockies, Martian war machines having been shown to have difficulties with steep slopes. Other cities were simply converted from existing ones – the current city of Moscow used to be called Gorky (Nizhny Novgorod even earlier). There are quite a few hidden, underground “secret cities” to serve both as locations for refugees and possibly fallback redoubts. Rebuilt-from-scratch cities have been fully planned for ease of evacuation and rapid removal of vital materials, but even in untouched cities there are now vast networks of normally inactive rail, tunnels, overhead road bridges, etc. to allow for carefully planned mass evacuations. Of course, as year after year pass, with no Martians showing up, standards are beginning to slip.

 

Socialism, collectivism, anarchism – compared to the OTL hegemony of neo-liberal capitalism alternate ideas on economics and social organization remain fairly vigorous, although both the USSR and China have moved a lot closer to the Capitalist model, if more ambiguously than OTL, and Italian-style Marxism looks more like technocracy nowadays. The notion of “convergence” between the Soviet and American system, largely dead OTL by the late 80s, retains some currency, given that the USSR’s move to a mix of state capitalism, free enterprise, and workers cooperatives, while the US has become rather dirigiste, with a massive military-scientific-industrial complex and a strongly interventionist tendency. Still, good old fashioned socialism is in trouble, and collectivist thinking has run into an odd public relations problem in that a lot of people now say true collectivism/Marxism is for Martians, not people, and is therefore “anti-human” by nature. Others, of course, say that since the more advanced Martians seem to be collectivists, it will likely be the future of humanity as well. (How Mars runs its economy is actually quite unknown, but at least judging from examination of Martian “nests” and other bases, Martians do not seem big on “privacy” or “personal possessions” save for the material needs of different scientific specialties, and if anything like an organizational hierarchy exists among Martians, no physical evidence of hierarchy has ever been found).

 

The US is still a democracy, if a rather authoritarian and mobilized one. There never was a 60s counterculture – the country was still rebuilding from the Martian invasion at the time – but things like Civil Rights were pushed through by a government wanting to create a genuinely unified nation which did not essentially screw itself out of a large portion of economic growth by deliberate impoverishment of many of its citizens. (Excessive unconventionality, however, is frowned on. The modern US accepts people of all races and creeds as long as they talk and behave like well-educated white Midwesterners.) Generally speaking, the US is a lot more pro-government intervention, if only because of the clearly vital role of large-scale government support and aid in the post-1953 recovery: over time people have of course begun to forget they actually owe anything to government aid, but combined with the lack of a (successful) oil embargo, one might say the rise of Reaganite and Thatcherite thinking was delayed by a couple decades. (An affable older actor with a libertarian agenda is running for President in 2004: some say George Carlin could go all the way). The Religious Right is less powerful in America, in part because quite a bit of its thunder was stolen by a broad, multi-denominational religious revival in the wake of the Martian invasion, generally referred to as the Fourth Great Awakening.

 

Globally, religion is generally doing better in the first world than OTL, while, oddly, religious fundamentalism is less active in North Africa and the Middle East, where secular regimes continue to hold power in Iraq, Egypt, Libya, and Syria, untroubled by US invasions or by ongoing clashes with Israel (the US and USSR joined forces in the 60s to bring a definite end to the Israel-Arab wars, both leaning very hard on their clients: the Arabs, which had in the cases of Iraq and Syria been reconstructed with the aid of US and Soviet military forces, weren’t in a good position to say no, and while they had held together as a country, Israel still had been burned black as far south as Caesarea.) Libya is still a monarchy.

 

Europe, which pursues a policy of “never again” after two horrible wars, has sunk its differences in a pan-European identity more successfully than OTL, although Britain actually managed to rebuild part of the Commonwealth – the white bits, mostly - into something a bit more substantial on the basis of “we must unite or the Martians will eat us all.” [8] (Theoretically they could hold a seat on the Security Council as representatives of Anglosphere Association and another as representatives for Europe, but currently those seats are held by an Australian and a Spaniard. It may be they deliberately avoid such a situation, given the accusations of excessive British influence that would no doubt follow). Europeans nowadays are perhaps the most hawkishly anti-Martian major power, old international hostilities now turned outwards towards the great enemy, and great slaughter of alien invaders is made in European movies and TV serials. Only the young, born after Europe’s economy revived and the cities rebuilt, have trouble seeing why they should hate Martians so much.

 

The USSR has gone over the years through various political gyrations, and as the government moved away from a clearly inefficient command economy (there was some effort to move towards a more efficient planned economy, but the computer science wouldn’t be there for some time, so it didn’t get very far) to a more “capitalist” one, it became increasingly dependent by the late 80s on a weird ersatz “Soviet Nationalism” based on a mix of “Eurasianism”, worship of “rationalism”, unity of all Soviet peoples against Martians and, alas, thumbing the national nose against the USA, whose continued holding of Number One Nation status increasingly grated. It was unable to keep Italy and several other socialist regimes from breaking with the USSR and creating the Fifth Internationale, a left-wing pressure group which has succeeded in getting a seat on the Group of Twelve, usually held either by Italy or Vietnam as representatives of the group as a whole.

 

China was devastated by the Martians, but by 1953 the Communists were the only real force left in China, and they were simply able to reemerge and reestablish themselves in power after the Martians left: Chiang’s effort to liberate the mainland (Taiwan, like several small island nations, had avoid Martian attack during the relatively brief invasion) was a humiliating failure. Falling out with the USSR over its turn away from World Revolution, an isolated China pursued self-sufficiency for two decades in a manner just as crazy as OTL, but in quite different ways (there’s still about 100 million concrete bunkers scattered about the country). The Chinese prefer not to talk about those years.

 

India fragmented, but was (mostly) able to pull itself together, although in the confusion Kashmir declared itself independent of both India and Pakistan. The two halves of Pakistan separated early with the collapse of government continuity, leaving (west) Pakistani leadership with a shortage of things to blame India for.

 

The Japanese had a long slow recovery, and retain a certain almost Scandinavian gloomyness to this day.

 

South Africa was and remained the Bad Seed of the Anglosphere Association: the failed First Great Rising in the aftermath of the Martian invasion did nothing for interracial relations. Eventually international intervention became necessary when they started waggling their nuclear weapons around and shouting accusations of foreigners stirring up the kaffirs.

 

Science fiction isn’t science fiction in this world, so to speak. Death rays? Force fields? Artificial gravity? Invading aliens? These are not fictional tropes, but deadly real things. The split between those religious groups who feel God will provide as long as we remain reverent and those who feel only technology and science can save us is sharpened by the fact that what many in OTL 2017 would call scientific magical thinking, old pulp-era assumptions that science can almost anything, have been validated to a substantial extent: “That Flash Gordon stuff” is achievable, so what else might be? Immortality? Faster than light travel? AI and robot butlers? Battleships fighting off the rings of Saturn with disintegrator rays and anti-matter missiles? Mere rational extrapolation. (Indeed, quite a lot of money is wasted funding projects which turn out to be mere moonshine, but can’t be dismissed as easily as they might OTL since so much pulpy stuff is real: consider the OTL US funded things like efforts to knock out goats with psychic powers, and imagine where taxpayer money may be going ATL.)

 

 

Fifty years after the Martian invasion, in 2003, the system is under some pressure, not so much from the small nations or Islamicists or neo-socialists, but from within the major powers.

 

People are beginning to grumble about the massive military budget, ongoing conscription, and the panicky atmosphere constant preparation for a future Martian attack brings with it. The Martians have gone, and aren’t coming back, right? It’s been fifty years: if they were coming back they’d be here by now.

 

There is strong opposition from religious groups, too. God clearly saved man from the Martians: it’s hubris to presume we could fight them off on our own if they came again. We should trust in the Lord, cut the budget for weapons research and stop mucking around with a global government that’s under the control of a bunch of ex-commies and bankers cabals. To their mutual surprise, a rising youth culture to which Martians are practically mythical find themselves in agreement with bedrock conservatives on the necessity for the US and Europe to get out of, well, pretty much everything outside the US and Europe.

 

            The Church of the Cosmic Lords is looked on with some suspicion by the FBI and Global Assembly intelligence. They also believe military preparation is unnecessary, because they hold that humanity was saved by some other alien intelligence, which used its cosmic powers to weaken the Martian’s immune systems. After all, they argue, it’s hardly rational that beings as advanced as Martians would know nothing of the germ theory of disease, right? They do not of course worship the Martians, but their claims that the Cosmic Lords will arriving one day soon to help us all reach a higher evolutionary level has brought in enough converts to make people nervous. Given that super-powerful aliens DO exists, it’s not that big a jump to think there might be even mightier ones...

 

            Nationalism remains a problem, and calls for “greater integration” or even “federation” of the Security Council and Groups of Twelve are sounding increasingly desperate. Although Europe seems to be slowly moving towards a true post-nationalism, the US and the USSR are increasingly at loggerheads again: it’s not the return of the Cold War, but it’s as least as rancorous as the interwar relationship between the British and French “allies.” China, too, is increasingly assertive, having moved out of isolationism in the late 70s after Mao’s death, and successfully regained its position in the Security Council. India is pushing hard to get a full seat on the Council, but this is being held up due to concerns about “India not possessing the economic and military strength to carry out its obligations as a Security Council Member” – supposedly. It probably has more to do with the fact that the Council President’s ability to get the Security Council’s ducks in a row is increasingly becoming an exercise in cat-herding, and adding another member won’t help much. There are a number of organizations – health, welfare, information – that remain global both in their reach and spirit, but the only truly muscular Global Council organization that remains a truly global organization in 2003 is the Space Defense Force.

 

Meanwhile, across the gulf of space, as Mars nears its closest approach to Earth in 60,000 years, intellects vast and cool and somewhat annoyed are once again drawing their plans…

 

 

[1] Giant Space Telescopes being rather easier for the Martians to spot than small space-probes.

[2] Martian forces from Syria advanced into northern Israel, but began dying of disease before they reached the most densely populated parts of the country, and Tel Aviv survived. Israelis called it a miracle, the Arabs said it was God saving Jerusalem, not the Jews.

[3] Mao’s eventual refusal to cooperate with what he saw as “betrayal of the global proletarian revolution” would cause China to break with the Global Assembly and withdraw into isolation for two decades. 

[4] The Soviets, seeking to bind a Russo-philic Bulgaria more closely to Moscow, actually took them up on an offer to join they had made to Stalin. The local leadership was not very happy, but at the time Romania’s regime was still holding on and willing to let Soviet armies through, so whatcha gonna do?

[5] Not that the term “Third World” exists in this world: we’re all supposed to be one big human family fighting shoulder to shoulder against the Martians, etc. But there are definitely haves and have-nots.

[6] The notion that the government has been infiltrated by people infected by Martian genetic material or perhaps Martian ghosts from their corpses is a popular one among this world’s equivalent of the Black Helicopter crowd, along with the idea that a lot of those dead Martians weren’t actually dead.

[7] Which had been hampered by the fact that to get anything by Martian defenses any space probe has to be indistinguishable from a common bit of space rubble, and not too large, either, combined with the problem that the Martians mostly live underground and most of the surface is desert and ultraviolet rich.

[8] A slur: Martians of this type have no interest in human blood save as raw materials for their biomanufacturies.

145. A Baroque Fantasy

FANTASY WORLD


The map looks superficially like our world in the 18th century, but as one looks closer, the details become increasingly strange, filled with peculiar marvels and strange peoples. Humanity shares the world with many other kinds of sapient life, and the dawning revolution in knowledge and understanding of the world is concerned as much with what our world would consider magic as proper science, alchemy as well as the laws of gravity and optics, with sorcery as well as the classification of plants and animals. 


SCIENCE AND MAGIC


This world knows about the laws of gravity, optics, microscopes and telescopes and the properties of pendulums and the manner in which the planets travel around the sun. It also knows about the eight fundamental elements, the conflict between the principles of hot and cold, dry and moist, the special principles of mercury, sulfur, and gemstones, and the interactions of the microcosm and microcosm, for this is a world where alchemy is a functional, practical art.


There are three major schools of alchemical art - the European, Islamic, Hindu, and Chinese, although with the Islamic conquests of much of India much of the Hindu school’s lore has been incorporated into Islamic alchemy. The transmutation of lower, less precious metals has been widely achieved, but as yet only the alchemists of Prague have mastered the creation of gold, the highest of metals, and it is kept a state secret: the Imperial court’s scholars are wise enough to know that gold will rapidly become no more valuable than iron if the technique becomes widely known, and extra gold manufactured to aid the Empire’s finances is created in small enough amounts to keep gold expensive, and passed off as the product of New World mines. The secret will not stay secret much longer, and the effects on the global economy will be…impressive.


(The Empire of Further Hind has in fact also mastered the transmutation of lower metals into gold, but it’s religious-minded rulers do not use it to create wealth at all, considering this a worldly distraction from the true ultimate purpose of alchemy, the purification and refinement of human beings to bring them back to a pre-lapsarian state).


The peak of alchemical science, in the view of most, is the Panacea or Elixir of life, which will reportedly cure all diseases and grant immortal life. As yet, Christian European and Islamic alchemists are a ways from achieving this: there are alchemical potions that will substantially extend life, and others which heal a wide variety of diseases, but old age still comes: however, there have been enough successes to keep people hopeful, and aging royals, nobles, and rich folks of whatever origin spend huge sums on sponsoring continued alchemical research. Fraud and quackery is widespread, on the large scale in the mansions of the rich, on the small scale in the cottages of the poor (some 50% of the population of Europe, not counting slaves and serfs, can’t afford even the cheapest real alchemical nostrums, and make do with dubious cures and hedge-magic.)


The Ecclesia Universal, the Catholic Church, opposes research into alchemical potions of immortality, and most Dissenter Churches agree: pursuit of physical immortality on Earth is, according to standard doctrine, a snare and distraction from the proper pursuit of immortal life in heaven, and is likely to lead to Hell when you eventually die anyway (even if you do conquer old age, you’re eventually going to fall down some stairs and break your neck, or something comparable. (This does not, of course, prevent wealthy clerics from sponsoring alchemical researches on the sly.)


(The ironic fact is that the more scholarly alchemists consider the Panacea as imagined by the general population a false, incomplete Panacea. As the alchemists of Ind know, the true Panacea, produced by the true, perfected Philosopher’s Stone, transmutes human beings, not metals: immunity to old age and disease is just fringe benefits of a spiritual transformation, which when shared with the general population will bring about the Millenium (or its Islamic equivalent) and the renewed terrestrial paradise.)


Another alchemical invention, the alkahest, or the universal solvent, is used principally as a weapon of war. Impossible to keep in a physical container, it is usually prepared in an incomplete form and kept in special artillery shells with the final ingredient separated from the incomplete formula by a thin partition, combining upon impact to dissolve the target. Although very useful for penetrating walls and such, the use of the alkahest in combat has the unfortunate side effect of littering the battlefield with almost bottomless holes as the alkahest dissolves its way down towards the center of the earth [1]: in the case of soft ground such holes generally collapse in on themselves, but if bedrock is close to the surface a risk of one hell of an oopsie is created.


Cathayan alchemy is in some ways more advanced than European or Islamic, especially in medical fields (see nations below, on the Xia empire) and has developed potions which allow people to work long periods without eating or drinking, and some which even remove the need to breathe for extended periods. Long study of the flows of Earth-energym AKA Qi lines AKA dragon lines has also allowed for some interested developments, such as Cathayan man-carrying kites, which can travel long distances following atmospheric lines of Qi flow. 


Advances in alchemy also have duplicated many of the effects of 19th century chemistry in our world, including a variety of dyes making things more colorful, poisons and corrosives, glues, toxic gasses, high explosives, and more. Middle Eastern palaces glitter with coatings of artificial gemstone, and imperishable Cathayan swords are eagerly sought for. 


Alchemical processes also allow the creation of homunculi, artificial humans grown in soil from blood and semen (and not just humans: a wide variety of animals have been similarly recreated by experimenters). This has not, however, eliminated regular slavery or animal husbandy: creating animals the old-fashioned way is cheaper, and homonculi are always imperfect in some ways. Most notably they lack souls, and depending on the details of how they are created are either will-less automatons that will obey orders but have no initiative and must be instructed with tedious and painstaking thoroughness, or mute, violent, and bestial creatures. Still, royal and church bureaucracies have found some use for them, as have doctors [2] and rich perverts. (In labor-rich Cathay, there is even less practical use for homunculi, but a fad has developed among the rich of creative deliberately bizarre and weirdly malformed homunculi, bred like those weirdly elaborate goldfish for an aesthetic of the outre. )


Another subject of alchemical research is the Prima Materia, the chaotic, formless substance that is the ultimate basis of all matter, the stuff that existed before the creation when all things were “without form and void.” Incautious research into this has already led to the near destruction of the city of Bologna, and the kingdom of Padania forcing all alchemical research to relocate to houses in the countryside, a healthy distance from any densely populated area.


(This world will read a state of MAD - mutually assured destruction - a lot earlier than ours did).


Another important source of technology is clockworks, “clockpunk” technology having developed in Renaissance italy. Clockworks technology includes armored vehicles, helicopters and ornithopters, printing machines, mechanical chess players, and automated music makers. Attempts have been made to create clockwork troops, but while of some use against troops unfamiliar with the technology, their limited clockwork programming allows savvy opponents to avoid their attacks and disable them.Also important are clockwork tabulators and calculators, of increasing important to bureaucrats throughout Europe, and are important in ballistic calculations increasingly used by artillerymen on at land and at sea. (At sea there are also clockwork-powered submarines, their air kept breathable by alchemical formulations, and sticky waterproof goo - another alchemical formulation - kept handy to plug frequent leaks. The need to rewind confines them so far to daily patrols in coastal waters.)


The biggest limitation in clockpunk tech is the need to keep it wound up (flying machines in particular can’t travel very far without stopping to rewind) and much of Europe’s poorest classes are employed at the extremely tedious task of winding things (in the colonies this is often done by slaves, and in Eastern Europe by serfs.) Clockwork calculating machines require the crafting of a great many tine gears, which task is so exacting that in some European countries there have been efforts to recruit labor through capturing members of the Wee Folk, the smaller the better, and put them to work as gear-makers: this has led to retaliatory magical mischief on such a level that the harassed population is increasingly demanding the practice be put to an end.


Clockpunk tech remains mostly a European thing, although it has increasingly spread to India and the Islamic world in the last century. It may however soon become obsolete as a means of propulsion: the creation of alchemically powered “engines” has been slowed by the difficulties of going directly to a form of internal combustion technology without going through steam technology first, but recently models which don’t even explode much at all are now being developed to propel balloons through the sky and armored gun-carts across land. Possibly to drive larger vehicles along tracks. (The amount of work involved in keeping a clockworks train wound is simply obscene.)


Magic also exists, but it is more obscure and less normalized. It can be divided into theurgy and thaumaturgy. Theurgy is a spiritual practice, a form of white magic by which the practitioner attunes themselves to the energies of the cosmos and allows them to act through them. There are few masters: it is not an easy practice, and requires many years of training, meditation, and self-abnegation to get to the point where results start to become impressive. The most advanced practitioners are to be found in the east, among Hindu fakirs and holy men, Buddhist monks, and Taoist sages. 


Thaumaturgy, or “practical magic”, is in turn divided into associative magic, the magic of contagion and similarity (think of voodoo dolls in our culture), the related field of symbolic magic (words and signs of power), and demonology, the summoning and control of supernatural beings to achieve one's ends. The “daemons” thus summoned are actually generally not the actual devils-out-of-hell that the Church worries about, but rather various natural spirits and elementals, including known abuman species such as djinn, naiads, dryads, ogres, etc.


Thaumaturgy is generally either tightly regulated or banned outright by most states, who consider magic in the hands of private individuals as a threat to social order and heirarchy. In *Catholic states where the Ecclesia Universal dominantes, only specially licensed agents of the church are allowed to practice magic, while in Dissenter (protestant) states it is either banned outright or controlled through a few state-run schools. In most Islamic countries all magicians are (at least in theory) employees of the Sultan, Caliph or Shah, although in Sahelian Africa the magical community is organized as a sort of guild and is (often brutally) self-regulating. In Aryavarta (India) and Cathay things are often more easy going and catch-as-catch-can, although Cathay has an extensive bureaucracy dedicated to hunting down and executing magicians who use magic to do evil (well, evil not sanctioned by the state. Honestly, it’s safer to get a government job).


Natives of the Novus Mundi have magicians of their own, priests, shamans, and elders, although gunpowder, germs, and steel have still done a number on them. [3] Due to the non-literate nature of most native societies outside of Azteca (OTL southern Mexico)use of symbolic and associative magic is less systematized than in the old world, and learning is heavily dependent on lengthy apprenticeships: nothing is written down, so any unexpected deaths can lead to a serious loss of knowledge. Spirit-summoning, at least, has at least a rich a supernatural ecosystem to draw on as the old world, and several cultures have their own theurgic practices, in which oneness with the cosmos is often pursued with the aid of rather more natural pharmaceuticals than their old world equivalents.


[1] It does not reach it, admittedly: eventually the alkahest eats its way down to a level where the heat of the Earth’s interior is so great that the alkahest breaks down into less toxic components.

[2] Spare body parts are useful, and unlike regular humans, the dissection of dead homunculi for anatomical studies is quite legal. Of course, one really should be careful about where one sources ones homunculi corpses: low-quality specimens often have malformed or misplaced internal organs, and may be missing multiple organs altogether. 

[3] Magical healing is not the same as mass-produced medicine: it’s a very hands-on procedure, and can’t be done on large numbers of people at once, so in cases where half or more of the population is falling sick at once, the shamans and priests can only do so much, and if they weaken and fall ill themselves, they’re in trouble if there isn’t another magic-user handy to heal _them_.


THE OTHER RACES


Referred to “abhuman” species by European scholars, there exist a wide variety of nonhuman intelligences on all the continents and the seven seas. Some divide them between “spirits” and “elementals” on the one hand, and “sapient beasts” and “near-men” on the other, creatures basically mystical and supernatural, and those more clearly fleshy and terrestrial.


The Tuatha de Dannan, elves, alfar, huldrafolk, etc. are definitely on the “spiritual” side of the chart. They are said to dwell beneath the Earth, but perhaps not quite literally so, since, unlike the cavern homes of dwarves and gnomes, one cannot find them just by taking a spade and digging downwards. One certainly descends into their realm through tumuli and earthen mounds and hidden caves, but reports of their realm describe caves far too vast to be physically possible, many with no visible top, roofed with either a glowing misty “day sky” with no visible or stars, or at times with a darkness filled with cold, foreign stars and a too-large Moon. Of course, such reports are unreliable: illusion and glamour is fundamental to the realm of the elves, and nothing is quite what it seems.Some mystics say that multiple interpretations and seemings are all, in fact, equally “real”, and that reality and illusion in the case of elves are in fact basically indistinguishable.


Although shunning the full light of day and vulnerable to iron, the fey are powerful, and while humans may dominate the daylight and surface world, attempts to invade their own realm have rarely gone well, even when ways down can be found at all. Ancient myth holds that the elves and their allies long ago fought humans (the ancestors of the Celts) for control of much of Europe, and the humans finally drove them underground with iron and magic. (Or rather back underground. Elves themselves claim that they first arrived on Earth by digging up. Elves tend to lie a lot, but how far and deep extend the realms of the elves, nobody is certain, but there are tales of deeper and deeper Underworlds, such mysterious places as the Land of Forever Spring and Forever Winter, places where reality is a bit “thin” and beings exist closer to pure archetypes than physical entities. Passing through these realms supposedly leads to the true Otherworld where elves originally came from: some says this is actually the realm of the dead, and it is true that elves seem to have an odd relationship with ghosts, human ghosts apparently being unable to interact with them at all.


The underground realms of the elves are inhabited not just by “true” alfar/elves, but also seemingly lesser and subordinate races such as boggarts and ogres, the tiny, winged pixies, goblins, and other peculiar creatures. Some theoreticians hold that all the abhuman races originally emerged from the caverns of the Fey Folk, while others consider this a bunch of dingoes' kidneys.


The western Elves of Europe (and, increasingly, the Americas) are divided between the courts of the Seelie and Unseelie, the Light and Dark Elves. Humans tend to think of these as “good” and “evil”, but this isn’t really accurate: they are more symbiotic than opposed, two sides of the same coin, existing in a state of balance which is often bloody but always intimate. Elves of the Seelie court may be less frankly terrifying to human sensibilities, but really should not be trusted in any case.


Cousin races exist in Asia, the Devas of Aryavata (India) and the “fairy folk” of Cathay, the Xian and Feitian. Both share the unclear, illusion-clouded nature of the elves and their subterranean-possibly-extradimensional habitats, and the Xian are said to have their own Yin and Yang themed courts but there are also substantial differences. The Devas are a more straightforward bunch, aggressive but not treacherous, and comfortable in full sunlight, warring against indian ogres (rakshasas) and sharing underground stomping grounds with the half-snake Nagas and the Yakshas, while the Cathayan earth-folk are generally benevolent in their treatment of humans, and have been known to enlighten human scholars and aid humans in times of disease and famine with infallible magical medicine. Their vast underground realms, sometimes referred to the Yellow Springs Beneath the Earth in confusion with the Cathayan traditional land of the dead, is said to be a place of wonders, where plants with stems of gold and leaves of jade grow with jewels as fruit, and the peaches of immortality can be found, but human commerce with these lands is even less than with the realms of the European fey. (The Cathayans tend to consider the Xian and Feitian as a form of minor gods rather than a specific race of beings).


One should beware the Mogwai, malevolent Chinese spirits somewhat akin to the Unseelie Court: they are known for their habit of cruel and occasionally fatal pranks inflicted on human beings. Fox spirits are also a major presence in the East, and are generally less dangerous, except for the Korean varieties, which should be avoided at all costs. 


There are various marine elementals and non-human people in the sea (notably Asian dragons), but the most common are mer-people, which generally inhabit the shallower waters of the continental shelves in tropical to temperate seas, growing cities of coral, herding fish, and cultivating seaweeds. Sailors should beware: female merfolk may look hot from the waist up, and certainly do have lovely singing voices, but aside from the occasionally weirdo which would be on the mer-folk equivalent of Furaffinity it they had the internet, they aren’t really interested in human males, their tastes being towards Merrows, the males of their species, scaly, crested and spine-plumed, noseless and fanged. Merfolks aren’t necessarily evil, but they aren’t really much more moral than their fellow sea dwellers and occasional pets/hunting dogs, the dolphins - which is to say, some may save sailors from drowning, but they’re just as likely to yank you down into the drowning deep, to make scrimshaw out of your bones, ornaments from your teeth, and giant lobster feed out of your guts. The genitals aren’t compatible, anyway.


Mermaid’s flesh if eaten can confer greatly extended life, but the side effects make it seriously not worth it some 95% of the time. This has not stopped European scholars from capturing Mermaids to harvest their flesh for experimental purposes (surely there must be some way to prevent or at least moderate the monsterism?) and Merfolk have become increasingly elusive in areas where European shipping is common. It’s also gotten rather more dangerous for fishermen in teeny boats fishing in ones or twos out of sight of other humans, and as little as the European elites give a fig about people as lowly as fishermen, there’s an increasing sense that Something Must Be Done. (Oddly, “stop capturing Merfolk for experimentation” doesn’t seem to be on the list of possibilities.)


The abyssal merfolk of the Pacific have legs and the genitalia match up: unfortunately, the females are just as awful-looking as the males.


The most common magical humanoids are the Little People, comprising a great many species, varying in size from five feet tall down to smaller than thumb-sized, hairy, hairless, many with backwards pointed feet, some with big noses, some with no noses, good, bad, and indifferent. They are generally classed as either Kobolds or Gnomes, with Kobolds being those species which have a somewhat symbiotic or at least comensual relation with humans, living in and around human houses and farms and mines, such as brownies, duende, nissen, puca, dormovoi, etc. and often doing helpful things for humans in exchange for small gifts of food/and or drink, but can be a serious pain in the ass if offended. 


The class of “wild” little people or Gnomes is much larger (see small inset map) and have a variety of lifestyles. Some live underground, although rarely burrowing as deeply and certainly not as elaborately as Dwarves: small species may construct burrow homes in soil comparable to those of rabbits or prairie dogs. Some live (at least part time) within the underground lands of the Elf folk and their east asian cousins. Some live in trees, under large bushes and hedges, in rivers, in termite nests. Some are nomads, some are fishermen, some grow mushrooms. Some seem to be able to live without food, others are almost perpetually hungry (some occasionally eat people). Most have some degree of magic that helps keep them hidden, and many can become invisible: some can make their entire settlements invisible. 


(The distinction between Gnomes and Kobolds isn’t absolute, BTW. Some species may at times become associated with humans only to later return to the hills and forests, and a number are known by one name when they dwell among humans and another when they are found in the wild.)


Naiads and Dryads - spirits of trees and rivers - and such related beings as rusalkas are largely spiritual beings, although they can sometimes materialize to an extent sufficient to, say, drown people. 


Even more elemental are Djinn, beings of fire and air and the desert sands, beings of no fixed abode and no fixed form (possibly of no “true” form at all). Popular culture is unhelpful: they aren’t muscular harem guards with legs made of smoke (although they could take that form if they wanted to), and most do not grant wishes. (Only a handful have been tied to rings, lamps, etc. in permanent servitude. More were trapped in bottles, but they are under no obligation to grant wishes. Depending on their personal feelings, you might get a servant for life if you let one out, or be divided into 42 artfully arranged pieces, depending on the mood of the Djinn when you let it out). They are also not omnipotent: they really can’t raise the dead, can’t give you all the money in the world, or give you the abilities of Silver Age superman. They can, however, summon up enough gold and silver to fill a swimming pool, summon a real mob of almost-real servants, build you a palace overnight, etc. If, of course, they feel like it.Various forms of magical protection do exist to keep them at a distance, and they generally don’t go out of their way to mess with humans: that’s how all those Djinn got locked up into bottles in the first place. 


The many-formed and variegated Yokai of Wakuko (Japan) are a whole story in themselves, and space limits forbid going into detail, but let it be noted than the Shogunal government maintains a sizable bureaucracy detailed with human-Yokai relations, and employs a small army of shamans and theurgists to negotiate with them or bring them under control if diplomacy fails).


There are also a number of normally invisible, elemental spirits of air, water earth and fire, some evil, other friendly or indifferent, which are rarely perceived by most human beings, and are generally the concern of mystics and magicians. They usually only become a real problem under certain rare circumstances, such as running into an unfriendly air elemental while halfway up a mountain in a storm: or a spirit of the wild spaces may enter into a human lost in the woods, especially one who is suffering from some sort of dissociative episode, due to, say, eating your traveling companion after you ran out of trail mix. (This can lead to wendigoes or werewolfism. This sort of “natural” metamorphosis should be distinguished from deliberate lycanthropy, in which a magician invites animal spirits into their own body to effect a transformation.)


Among the more grounded and physical abhuman races, Dwarves are probably those Europeans are most likely to encounter, living underground in perfectly physical mines and caverns, and with magic largely confined to stone cutting, earth moving, cave reshaping, mining, forging, and craftmanship. They are generally found in rocky and mountainous areas where there is good solid rock to build tunnels in, and valuable minerals, and avoiding low-lying, wet, high-water-table areas. More than half of all minerals used by human beings in Eurasia come from the mining of dwarves, who also produce swords, armor, iron wheels, toys, musical instruments, and the occasional magical gadget. While dwarves can maintain a sort of underground ecosystem without the aid of the sun, using alchemy to support a base of fungi and giant roots and unnatural growths to feed their own versions of cattle and fishponds, it is easier to trade for much of their food and drink (fungus beer is an acquired taste), cloth, and medicinal plants. Due to their somewhat symbiotic nature with the human world, dwarvish settlements often have a vassal-ruler relationship with above ground human rulers, but their feudal obligations tend to be rather light, and it generally takes a lot for a dwarven hold to go so far as send soldiers to help fight in human wars. 


Ghouls (or ghūls) are widely distributed in the old world, in middle latitudes from what in our world would be Iberia to Indonesia. While the Elven races are largely independent of humanity and dwarves have a somewhat symbiotic relationship (if capable of surviving on their own in a pinch), the relationship of Ghouls with humanity is largely parasitic. In desert areas often living on the margins of settled land, often in ruins or tombs, and burrowing under cities and their graveyards in areas where the soil is not too wet and prone to collapse, ghouls prey on the living and the dead. Extremely omnivorous, they eat the corpses of both humans and animals, stray cats and dogs, homeless beggars and solitary nocturnal travelers, stray dogs and cats, and all sorts of garbage. (Their one positive attribute is that they tend to keep the rat population down). 


A clever race, ghouls are careful to not murder too many of the living as not to panic the humans and bring about intensive efforts to destroy them, and keep their population numbers under control by eating the weaker and stupider of their kind as needed. Although foul in odor and somewhat dog-like in appearance, many ghouls can at least partly adopt human form, although there are almost always certain flaws requiring covering clothing. Some have infiltrated human society: ghouls are a long lived people, and know where many a “lost” treasure was buried, giving them the financial pull to gain entree to human society. Such urban ghouls will use their influence to get other ghouls plum jobs in slaughter houses, hospitals, graveyards, and as dogcatchers. Human-ghoul crossbreeding and the swapping out of the more human-like half-breeds as changelings gives ghouls further access to human society, but in the end such influence is limited; ghouls, even rich ones with their own cannibal chefs, are creatures of base appetite, and have no real interest in altering human society. 


Also having a rather predatorial relationship with humans are the various races lumped into the category of “Ogre”, beings bigger and stronger and more magical than humans,  but more physical and less magical than the Alfar types, and less physically impressive than giants, shapeshifters but with little ability to put spells on other races. They are generally divided into western ogres, Indian Ogres or rakshas, and eastern ogres or Oni.(There are a variety of evil spirits which are also known as Oni, which can be confusing. If they come in bright primary colors, they’re probably the spirits). There are also ogre-like beings in subsaharan Africa and parts of the Americas, but they are less commonly known. Given their shape-shifting natures, their actual appearance is unclear, and there is some uncertainty if the tiger heads often sported by Indian ogres are inherent or just as sort of fashion statements, as with the elephant ears and tusks that Arabian and Persian ogres often have. Horns seem to be the norm, although only the eastern Oni have pointy ones, the western types generally having short, blunt horns. They often take refuge in the underworld of the Alfar or Feitian, but this seems to indicate indifference rather than fellow feeling, and it may be that they are no more native to the underworld than the squirrels and plover that often hang out in prairie dog burrows helped build them.


Rakshahs, which have a rather adversarial relationship with the Devas, have their own network of magically hidden houses and even palaces in the surface world, but Oni and western ogres tend to sleep rough when they can’t or won’t couch-surf in the underworld. Some do manage to hide out in plain sight in human communities, thanks to their shape-shifting abilities (do you have suspicions about your neighbor with the terrible bad breath? Try tossing some salt on them or poke them with cold iron. WARNING -  make sure to do this only when in a public setting!)


Ogres aren’t actually obligate maneaters, and a fair number have obtained bodyguard or shock troop employment in human nations: a very few have even obtained patents of nobility.


BEASTS, FREAKS AND GIANTS: WILD MEN AND OTHER “MUNDANE”     ABHUMANS


    A number of Abhuman species which are often grouped together are those types which lack either advanced societies or supernatural abilities (they may have superhuman abilities, but these are simply a matter of size, strength and other purely physical features). These include sciapods, a nomadic people who travel by jumping long distances on their single, giant, foot, the largely solitary giants [1] and the smaller, forest-dwelling giants known as wodewose (rarely more than nine feet tall), cyclopes, dog-headed men (cynocephalids), centaurs, the goatish fauns and satyrs, and certain types of western ogres. Such beings tend to be rare nowadays, lack of magic or political organization having driven them to the fringes of the human world, inhabiting jungles and desert wastes inimical to organized human states. Centaurs have been largely been hunted to extinction by steppe nomads after the development of the stirrup and the composite bow allowed them to meet centaurs on an equal combat footing. Giants used to be occasionally seen in Europe, chained and often hamstrung giants employed as gate guards, turners of great cranks to open huge gate of or river locks, cutters and toters of quarry stone, or just as court ornaments proclaiming the might of some king or other, but the unwillingness to let them _breed_ has driven European giants to extinction over the last couple centuries.  Some have survived as subjects peoples, several Asian states fielding cynocephalid troops (they’re excellent trackers).

The Sasquachidea (Bigfoots, Yeti, and related species of giant hairy hominids) are doing OK: the fact they are all telepathic and can therefore reliably avoid running into human beings helps. They're quite intelligent, but uninterested in technology: they've seen our societies, telepathically tasted our unhappyness, and have decided that if that's civilization, we can keep it.

TROLLS 

    Some class the trolls with the above, but this is inaccurate, trolls and related species such as the Hudlar being magical beings which turn into stone in the daylight, more closely related to elf-kind. Most trolls have some talent at the arts of illusion to conceal themselves from humans: more potent magics are largely confined to older female trolls or troll-wives. Trolls are quite variable in size, from no larger than dwarves to the size of small giants, twelve feet tall and more. Although most only have one head, some have two or three or even as many as five: extra heads is a bit of status symbol among trolls.


[1] Finds of ruins built on a colossal scale world-wide suggest that giants, millennia ago, were more social and had an actual civilization: what caused it to collapse and reduce giants to their current “cannibalistic mountain men” status is unclear, although it is often linked to the fall of Atlantis and Mu.


THE DEAD

Ghosts and spirits are known world wide, although there is much philosophical debate as to whether these are the actual souls of the dead, some sort of “spiritual residue” or psychic echo, or just some sort of mischievous spirit or demon pretending to be someone who died. (Indeed, it’s often difficult to tell the difference between a troublesome spirit and a pesky Kobold.) Most cultures just tend to exorcize them, and not think too much about the theological issues.


Vampires and Revenants are rather harder to dismiss. 


A revenant is essentially a spirit so strong and stubborn that it refuses to leave the body even after it would normally cease to function. Some are trying to achieve some overriding goal, and pass on when it is achieved. Some just refuse to acknowledge they are dead - they usually give up when the signs of decomposition become obvious. And a few simply refuse to move on even thought they are dead, and stave off decomposition through cannibalism. This is how you get draugr and barrow-wrights.


Vampires are corpses which have become the habitation of dangerous chthonic elementals, and rise from their towns to prey on the living. They often spread disease, and are not charming, are not articulate, and do not dress like headwaiters.


Neither draugr nor most vampires are destroyed by sunlight [1], although vampires are immobilized by sunlight and wights are at least blinded by it. Vampires can be disposed of by staking, decapitation, fire, and combinations thereof, while wights need to be cut to pieces and then burned to ashes (the development of alchemical incendiaries has increasingly made it possible to skip other steps and go straight to the burning).


Zombies are soulless corpses animated by magic to do hard labor, and are just disgusting.(Certain west African magicians can enslave people by putting them in a trance in which they are quiescent and obedient as a Homunculus, but it’s not quite the same thing)


[1]  Chinese vampires, who manifest a rather unique form of spiritual corpse-parasitism unique to the local supernatural ecosystem, are an exception.



UNUSUAL FAUNA


Aside from the various abhuman races, this world contains a variety of unusual birds and beasts. The unicorn, although rare, still roams the high mountains of Tibet, central Asia, and north India: almost as intelligent as the great apes and able to run at over 50 miles an hour, the beast is sly and elusive, and if cornered its almost indestructible horn can penetrate plate armor like paper. Hunters seeking to kill unicorns for the unique virtues of their horn or capture them for the menageries of kings and emperors are often disappointed when they try to take advantage of their supposed predilection for virgins: unicorns have no fear of virgins, but they are not particularly drawn to them, and many a virgin has suffered near terminal embarrassment as a nearby-but-not-close-enough unicorn entirely ignores them.


The Firebird of the north Eurasian forests is a mysterious entity, neither good nor evil, bringing good or bad luck and appearing and disappearing unpredictably: it can be captured, but never kept for long. It has developed a complex lore and symbolic significance amongst alchemists, and is widely considered to be a form of pure elemental rather than a biological entity, although nobody has ever dissected one (nobody should actually kill a firebird, unless they really want to be at the center of a really impressive firestorm). It’s glowing feathers have a variety of uses for alchemists or mages, but one should only use ones that having fallen on their own: plucking a firebird may not cause a forest fire, but it is extraordinarily bad luck.


The three-horned Fanged Tyrant of India is a now nearly extinct giant reptilian predator living in large, deep rivers, needing the room: the largest specimens were capable of seizing full grown elephants and dragging them into rivers to drown. 


Griffins are considered to be the result of ancient alchemy or magic, like other chimeric species. Native to the Caucasus, they have become fairly widespread as a result of domestication (well, more or less domestication. Griffins are temperamental and never entirely safe, even after centuries of breeding for a better disposition, but the lure of a flying steed is such that macho warriors have taken the risk for nearly two millennia.) Most Asian nations west of Serica have at least some units of aerial Griffin cavalry, as do a number of European countries. Numbers are limited by the huge amounts of meat that is needed to feed them, and the lengthy process of training and establishing a rapport between rider and steed. Thule and northern Muscovia are too cold for Griffons in the winter, while tropical Africa and southern India are too hot. They are quite rare in the wild, and wild specimens are confined to a few distant mountain ranges in Asia.


Dragons are divided into western and eastern forms, and are quite different. 


The most common western dragon, found in west Asia, Africa and Europe, is a snake-like subterranean or freshwater creature, commonly known in northern Europe as a wyrm (sometimes “loathly”), heavily armored with usually blade-proof scales above but soft-skinned and vulnerable underneath, and in many cases capable of spitting copious amounts of corrosive venom. The largest African varietes, which can exceed 120 feet in length, are known to prey upon elephants, which they kill through a mix of constriction and poison injected with fangs. European varities are generally smaller, rarely exceeding 70 feet in length and more slender in length, although often rather more copiously productive of venom. Extending further east in its distribution but not as far south is the fire-breathing or “true” dragon. It is the only hexipedal reptile, having four legs and two bat-like wings, and is widely believed to have originated in the Meddling With Things that Should Not Be by ancient wizards. The largest dragons can carry off a full grown horse or cow. Although myths hold them to be sapient, they aren’t any brighter than crows, with which they share a love of bright and shiny things, leading to dragon hoards (which more often have shiny stones and quartz crystals than gold and silver). Fire breathing involves intestinal gasses and a “flint” tooth to provide a spark, and is generally overstated as a weapon (otherwise none of those knights of old would have survived). A dragon can generally produce a few bursts of flame lasting for a few seconds and then will require several hours to “refill their tank.” (Note that this is still enough to badly, even fatally burn a man or horse without protective cover). 


While flying dragons are not overly bright, very old and large wyrms can possess a degree of sapience, perhaps through mental absorption from human prey, wyrms possessing certain telepathic abilities allowing them to fascinate, snake-like, individual prey: even clearly non-intelligent young wyrms can give the impression of speaking to those they are attempting to immobilize mentally. 


Both species have been greatly reduced in numbers throughout most of their former range, thanks to the rise of modern organized states and the spread of gunpowder weapons and alchemical mordants and incendiaries, outside the most unorganized regions of Interior Africa being confined to the deepest of forests, cave systems, and swamps. [1]  The dragon hunter of song and story has been replaced by military professionals, and hardly anyone in the richer parts of Gallia or Albion is likely to encounter a dragon other than smallish ones with their venom sacks removed in a menagerie.


There is also the wyvern, a flier with two wings and legs like a bird. About the size of a condor, this very wide spread species is more a nuisance than a real threat, although it will attack sheep and occasionally children: some very patient trainers have broken them to the role of very metal hunting hawks, but this is exceptional.


Eastern dragons, in spite of some superficial similarities in appearance, are an entirely different type of being. They are elementals of air and water, taking tangible form only part of the time, capable of shape-shifting, and inhabiting clouds, rivers, seas, and mountain peaks. Like Wyrms, they develop sapience with age, and the oldest (which can be millennia old) are extremely intelligent and can take human form. They have a complex relationship with the royal Cathayan family and with the Devas and the Xian and Feitian: they have been known to aid and advice Cathayan rulers and administrators/scholars, but also punish severely those who seek their aid under false pretenses or even honest ones if they offend the dragon’s often somewhat unclear sense of ethics and propriety.


The Zmei of old Rus - shapeshifters, taking on forms human, dragonine (often with multiple heads), or mixed, are believed by some scholars to be a western branch of the oriental dragons; Little is known about them: since the conversion of Rus to Christianity, their manifestations have become very rare (there are some reports that they have begun to appear in Wakuku, where they don’t stand out that much among the weird and varied abhuman population of those Yokai-haunted islands). 


A third sort of dragon are the many Great Serpents of the new world, from the hundred-foot long anacondas of the Amazonian jungle, to the giant subterranean rattlesnakes of the northern fringes of New Castile, the giant lake serpents (lakes may or may not be giant) of Vinland (America north of Mexico), and the perhaps mythical feathered serpent of Yukutan, reported by terrified survivors as colossal, fire and lighting spitting, and able to fly. Their classification as “dragons” is a source of scholarly debate in Europe, some scholars using the term as a catch-all for giant snake-y and lizard-y creatures in general, others claiming that the term should be restricted to the Wyrms and flying dragons of the west, the east Asian dragons preferably to be renamed (the Cathayan term “Lung” is available, but European scholars will insist on coming up with something of their own) and the species of the new world not to be allowed to clutter things up further.


The Great Sea Serpent is not, as some believe, a form of sea dragon, but an enormous carnivorous eel of global distribution, with the largest specimens approaching two hundred feet in length. They do occasionally snatch sailors off the decks of ships, but since they generally do not raise their heads very high above the water, this is only a danger for the smaller ships. In the case of military ships, the anti-boarded netting is usually sufficient to provide adequate protection. 


The Kraken should be distinguished from the giant squid and colossal octopus, being a pseudocephalopod of thaumaturigal coelenterate nature, a radially symmetric creature with over one hundred tentacles spanning nearly half a mile, each with a glowing eye near its end to spot prey and constantly groping in all directions. A deep water dweller, it is rarely seen on the surface, and in cases where it is, survivors are few. Most human scholars consider it mythical, but the merfolk known better. 


[1] This represents a second large-scale die back after something of a population recovery in the Middle Ages - dragon numbers in the Mediterranean were greatly reduced during the days of the Roman Empire, which while lacking cannon or the universal solvent had catapults, onagers and ballistae, and certainly had excellent military organization and ballsy military commanders. 




NATIONS AND EMPIRES


In Europe, although it has some commonalities with our early 18th century, it’s still more a baroque world than an Age of Reason: indeed, much of this world makes such an Age implausible, and Europe remains sodden with early modern religious-magical thinking in spite of the advances in science - indeed, inseparably from said advances, since it is seen as simply another route to revelatory understanding and reshaping of the world. 


Wigs are large, society is elitist, monarchy is increasingly enlightened but what is enlightened isn’t quite the same. There are extensive bureaucracies set aside to deal with elves and dwarves and gnomes. There is at the same time a great arrogance - a notion that the secrets of life, death, and immortality are just around the corner - and at the same time a more humble understanding of humanity’s role in the world, there are others which share this world, and while we may (hopefully) be God’s favorites, it’s hard to believe we and our spiritual struggles are the sole thing of importance in this world. 


Religion is similar to our world, with the Ecclesia Univesal, headed by the Pontifex Maximus, filling the role of or Catholic Church, and with several countries having Reformist/dissident (Protestant) churches. Jews exist and suffer under various levels of religious restriction, and a surprisingly large network of secret underground Druidic societies which have been under cover since Roman times, although their polytheism has changed greatly over a millennium and a half of Christian influence. They sometimes clash with the even older “Witch-cults”, followers of the pre-Celtic Earth mother, and there were attempts by both sides to rat the other out during the witch-hunting panic. (Largely unsuccessful, since as in our world most of those burned at the stake were elderly woman with poor social skills, although some actual unlicensed magicians were also swept up (and a very few of them had actually put a curse on someone, or tried to do so). 


The Commonwealth of Albion retains its name from the period of Parliamentary rule, but is again a monarchy, ruled as in our world by a German import.  The islands are divided into the four crowns of Caledonia, Hibernia, Logres (England), and Cambria (Wales). Hibernia is restricted to the east of what we would call Ireland, the west remaining independent thanks to the aid of the Tuatha de Dannan, the Irish finding the necessary tribute of meat, dairy products, and skilled artists and the annual occurrence of the Wild Hunt less burdensome that the rule of the stinking sassenach. It is a limited parliamentary democracy, with literacy and property requirements keeping voting rights to a small (male) minority, although that makes it almost radical by the standards of many Europan monarchies. It is a leading nation in the alchemical sciences, Sir Isaak Newtone having largely established the standard rules of alchemy for Europe. (The Serian system is rather different). 


Italy remains a cutting edge sort of place in gears technology, producing the best clockwork combat automata, military vehicles, calculating machines, and ornithropters, a leadership established in the days of Leonardo the Marvellous. (Leonardo might have made Florence the rulers of Italy, but they grew too greedy, and tried to make him a prisoner in a gilded cage whose genius would be entirely at the service of the Florentine state: he escaped in a flying machine of his own design, created marvels for several Italian rulers, and in the end Milan triumphed and unified most of the Italian peninsula north of the Ecclesia in the kingdom of Padania. (Gallian efforts at military conquest, facing clockpunk military technology they were unable to duplicate at the time, came a cropper, and the Gallians went home short a monarch, and Italy avoided destruction as a battlefield for foreign great powers)


Gallia is an absolute monarchy with a notoriously corrupt nobility, but it also home to some of Europe’s most brilliant natural philosophers, and in a world where philosophy and magic aren’t that distant, some of the world’s most innovative thaumaturgical work. Lotharingia isn’t exactly a greater Netherlands, arising from something more like a surviving Valois Burgundy in the north rather than a long struggle against spanish rule, and is therefore a more conventional monarchy and somewhat less ferociously competitive, but it also has deeper pockets and more manpower than our world’s Holland, and has a larger colonial empire than said state.


While in our world this period in western European history was shaped to a considerable extent by the rivalry of Britain and France, in this world it’s more driven by the conflict between Gallia and  its allies and the Holy Europan Empire, a more effectual HRE equivalent ruled by the Habsburgs (other branches of the family ruling Pannonia (Hungary) and Hispania (Spain). Gallia allies itself with the Ottomans (menaced by  HEE-backed Pannionia) and Lotharingia (which the Emperor thinks is more in the way of a rebellious Holy Europan province than a legitimate country), while Albion plays spoiler as it sees fit: it generally has more conflicts with Gallia and Lotharingia than with the Europan Empire (the first two compete with it for colonies, the Empire doesn’t), but it doesn’t want to see the Habsburgs regain the truly dominant position in Europe they had back in the 16th century, either.


(As out HRE, the HEE has a complicated internal structure, with Electoral Principalities, Free Citiesm Dukes, Landgraves, Prince-Bishops, etc.,  but the central state functions are more powerful, and since crushing the rebellious Raetians (Bavarians) and absorbing much of their territory the Habsburgs have been largely unchallenged save for the minor surviving Protestant states of the north, ruling from Prague, the famed center of alchemical and theurgical science [1])

The *Polish nobility really leaned into that whole “we nobleman are the descendants of manly Sarmatian horse nomads, you peasants are descendants of backwards swamp-dwelling Slavs” mythos here. This will lead to problems later. 


As in our world at the time, the Islamic nations are having a bit of a tough time, struggling to keep up with the Christian Joneses, although on the alchemy and theurgical side of things they aren’t as far behind as on the organizational and technological front (their lack of an Islamic Newton to systematize alchemy is becoming a problem, though). North Aethiopia (Africa) is actually doing better than in our world, the Marinid rulers of  Barbary having actually managed to hammer the diverse groups of Al-Mahgreb into a more or less centralized state, and comport themselves as junior partners to the Osmanlis rather than vassals. (They actually did better than the Osmanlis in the last war of Islam and Christian Europa, overruning most of Sicily, although they’re now slowly being pushed back by Magna Graecia.) The Osmanlis are struggling to reform their military, trying to make deals with the thoroughly unreliable djinn, and growing some lovely tulips.


Osmanli Misr is notorious for its secret cults and societies, even a few cults still worshiping the old Gods and guarding their secrets with curses and attack mummies (corpses animated by an elemental spirit deliberately bound to it, not frustrated lovers nursing four thousand year old grudges.)


There’s always something new out of Aethiopia, whether it is Garamatian magicians, previously undiscovered kingdoms, strange beasts and monsters, gems, ivory, apes, peacocks, dragon-hide scales and rhinoceros-riding mercenaries. Chinese trading galleys visit the prosperous cities of Zanj, and the giant inhabitants of the kingdom of the cyclopes herd elephants and hunt dragons.The ancient kingdom of Aksum holds out against the tides of Islam, while the Lotharingians begin the long push that will take them to the heart of the continent in another century.


In India, the heirs of the great Christian king of Bragman (also known as Kerala), Prester John, still rule over a vast constellation of vassal kingdoms, republics, and tribal allies extending in a vast arc from western Bod (Tibet) and Kashmeer to Taprobane, including Christians Syriac and Nestorian, Hindus, Buddhists, worshippers of the Greek Gods of old, and even some Muslims, tolerated if not embraced, left behind by the withdrawal of Islamic rule from its previous high water mark, when some two thirds of the subcontinent was ruled by Muslims. The rulers boast of the variety of peoples they rule over, not just humans, but abhumans who live off smells, other who only eat snakes, dog-headed men, dwarves and Indian little people, Nagas who are snakes from the waist down, and centaurs. Allies include the Amazon tribes (Chadestians, Themiscyreans, and Lycastians), which migrated to northern India from the western steppe centuries ago to avoid falling under the rule of patriarchal groups, and to this day only allow men into their country once a year for the Festival of Love.


Under the rule of high kings less brilliant and charismatic than the Founder, the Hundred Kingdoms have become increasingly cat-like in their herding behaviors, but nobody is too worried: the current sultanate of Delhi is culturally quite brilliant, but also rather decentralized and corrupt. Of course, the applecart could be upset if the ambitious new Eranian King of Kings succeeds in his plans for eastern expansion…


The Greater Cathay area, the empires of the east, remain so far largely unmolested by Europeans. More of a concern is the hordes of Gog-Magog: their population having outgrown the remarkable system of boreal agriculture (based on engineered microclimates, the selective breeding of edible cold-climate plants, and a wee bit of shamanic magic), in the last two centuries they have expanded south, overrunning the Khanates north of the Xia Cathayan empire, pushing other nations west and south, and in the warmer climates are continuing to be fruitful and multiplying. A squat, pallid, hairy sort of people with funny-looking ears, the hordes of Gog-Magog are widely suspected of not being entirely human, of having cross-bred with goblins and forest demons and maybe even northern woods-trolls. They certainly seem inhumanly resistant to cold weather, as much as Patagonian giants, and worship a pantheon of deities of Lovecraftian creepyness (devil-worshippers, the Muscovite church says) with alarming rites and occasional human sacrifice. 


The Xia are keeping an eye on these developments, but they also have some internal issues. Chinese alchemy has now reached the point where the monarchy (and a certain selection of loyal officials and nobles of the very highest ranks) can live for centuries, which tends to lead to a great many of assassination efforts on the part of frustrated heirs [2], and in cases where assassination doesn’t work, a deeply paranoid and profoundly isolated ruling class which tends to consider the short-lived lower classes as almost a separate species, not worthy to even have ghosts of their own. This has in turn led to quite successful recruitment drives by certain apocalyptic Buddhist sects.In spite of these troubling developments, Cathay is less isolationist than the late Ming and Qing dynasties of our world: there is a formidable navy, and much direct trade with other Asian countries and even Africa. This leads to occasional clashes with European powers, in which Chinese Qi-guided alchemical rockets and European cannon balls with clockwork targeting mechanisms have so far performed with roughly equal honors.


Joseon, the Xia Empire’s most honored (for what it’s worth) vassal, is right on the front line with GOGMAGOG and is really getting nervous: at a great cost (there has already been one peasant revolt over taxes) they’re building their own equivalent of the Great Wall along the border, only higher, thicker, and with stones alchemically fused together and smooth as glass on the side facing the river dividing Joseon and GOGMAGOG territory. 


The conquest of the archipelago of Insulind (Indonesia) by Lotharingia is further along than the equivalent Dutch conquest OTL: local rulers are trying to petition the Osmanli Caliph and the Xia emperor for help, but both are too concerned with problems closer to home to pay much attention. 


Wakuku (Japan) has closed off more, roughly to the extent of our world, but hasn’t given up the gun (Xia’s alchemical artillery and the Cathayan habit of sending diplomatic missions on heavily armed mega-junks have provided incentive) and its artisans have recently been doing something rather peculiar with very large structures of elaborately hinged bamboo and machinery powered not by clockworks or alchemical potions but, strangely, boiling water.


The Polynesians are the heirs of sunken Mu, and bits and pieces of vast and strange ruins are found from the isles of Melanesia east to *Easter Island. (You think the statues in our world are impressive? You ain’t seen nothing.)


So are, in their own way, the deepwater - and deeply creepy - Merfolk of the deep Pacific. 


The Americas - in this world, the New World or Mundus Novus, divided into Vinland in the north and Columbia  in the south - is in the process of being conquered by Europeans (both human and not), but resistance is building. Hispania, like its OTL equivalent, got there first with the most and took the best bits, but expansion has mostly stalled. Thanks to local magical know-how and alchemically derived medical practices on the part of Europeans the population drop in Hispanian-ruled America hasn’t been quite as bad, and the Hispanian empire in the Americas is both more populous and more Indian/mixed race than in our world at the time: a sort of assimilated indigenous nobility is a substantial part of the ruling class. (This is reflected in the audiencia of what would be southern Mexico in our world being known as “Azteca”)


Survival rates in north America were also higher: Albionese New Hanover is nearly 10% native American while a more numerous Iroqouis are still putting up a fight to hold onto at least some of their western conquests, and trying to play the Albionese, the Gallians, and Lotharingia against each other. 


(There is a second colonial conquest of the Americas happening without humans really knowing much about it. Alfar following the Vikings found their way to the Novus Mundi, and powerful nobles of the Lands Below unhappy with their status in the complex and ever-shifting hierarchy of the Tuatha de Dannan crossed the sea in their boats of stone and established little courts of their own in Vinland. Relations with the local Little People were initially friendly, but turned cols as more of the Elfar and their associated races arrived. As Europeans arrived with their iron and church magic, they have moved further inland, in turn pushing the local Little People in a domino/Mcafene/volkswanderung effect: however, the local little people have been forming larger confederations, allying with the flying heads and other forest spirits, and shit is getting real.)


This world’s version of the Mound Builder culture was heavily influenced by Muvian models, although it still ended up ecologically overextended and collapsing. There does remain a denser and more settled native American population in the lower *Mississippi river valley, which has both pluses and minuses from the point of view of Gallian colonizers.


Aside from Andean and Mesoamerican empires similar the ones of OTL before the Hispanian conquests, the Americas have a couple pockets of high culture tracing their heritage to colonies of Ancient Mu, having migrated deep inland in the process of fleeing the poorly understood and largely forgotten (if clearly very catastrophic) events taking place around the end of Old Mu. The peoples of the Seven Cities of Cibola and the kingdom of El Dorado didn’t manage to hold onto much more than agriculture, stoneworking, and a badly mutated version of their polytheistic religion, but this was enough to make them distinctly appealing targets for Hispanian aggression a few millennia later.


[1] - Wien? You craaazy? It’s a hick sort of town.

[2] - a side effect of the many, many failed efforts to produce an elixir of immortality has been the development of a remarkable pharmaecopia of immensely powerful poisons. 

146. Endsieg

This is an update of my original Endsieg scenario. I didn't do much but add a Moon inset. 

---

The conclusion of the Second World War was inevitable. The Axis had the brightest, and maddest, minds of the wartime generation, and Berlin and Tokyo had more than enough will to give these mad scientists and occultists the resources they needed to bring death and destruction to the Allies. Entire organizations were devoted to the pursuit of "wonderweapons." In Germany, the Wehrmacht and SS competed with one another to gain the newest weapons that would bring victory to the Reich. Deeper within the Reich's organizations, the Thule Society, the Order of the Black Sun, the Vril Society, and others worked on countless projects. 

In Japan, several army "units," and societies such as the Riken and Black Dragon Society, operated in tandem to develop wonderweapons weapons of their own. These projects had been in development since the early 1930s, and by 1939, when the Germans launched their surprise attack on Poland, they were ready to be unleashed on the world. 

The Allies were utterly decimated. The Maginot Line was destroyed by only a few German landkreuzers, and the French quickly sued for peace. When the Royal Navy was sunk in the English Channel and the RAF obliterated by a fleet of German flying disks, the Luftwaffe's air fleet had no obstacles and the British Isles were quickly occupied by the Wehrmacht. The Soviets, who believed they could buy time by making an agreement with Hitler to partition Poland, attempted to fortify their new border, but by the time Operation Barbarossa was launched in 1941, those defenses were not enough. The Soviet Union was destroyed. 

In the East, new biological, chemical and supernatural weapons devastated the Chinese population and forced all resistance to the very inner parts of the continent. The Japanese sunk the remnants of the European navies through judicious use of Umibōzu, and conquered Australia by using massive carrier submarines surrounding the continent. The Philippines was taken during this assault, prompting an American declaration of war, but the US Navy too was decimated. Germany declared war soon afterward, Hitler sensing that this was the opportunity to destroy a future threat to his power. 

By 1946, the USA was the only Allied power remaining. The Americans tried to sue for peace, but the Axis knew that they could do what they pleased with the United States. On both the Atlantic and the Pacific, the Axis invaded, and by 1947 German and Japanese troops shook hands along the Mississippi. The world belonged to the Axis Powers. 

But as with all empires, there could only be one. It was not long before Berlin and Tokyo decided that they could do without the other. However, both nations knew that a war between them would destroy civilization on Earth and leave nothing for them. Both sides had too many wonderweapons, their armies and fleets too large to be destroyed quickly. To be sure, there were many bloody proxy wars in Africa and South America, while German and Japanese troops stared each other down in Siberia and in the middle of North America. Great engineering projects were conducted to awe the other side, the “Atlantropa” project being the greatest of them all. Both sides prepared for the Final War by building bases deep beneath the earth and the waves, in space and the Moon, and even beyond the physical universe’s bounds. Even if the world burned, the leaders made sure that they would not join their people in suffering. 

The Final War did come, of course. Nobody could remember why. The war itself was over in only seven hours, the time it took for both the Germans and Japanese to launch their weapons. Interestingly enough, many German weapons were targeted at Germany itself, implying that a power struggle took place during the war. At least two billion people died during the war and the immediate aftermath, a full third of the world’s population. The secrets of technology were lost to almost everyone, and rag-tag remnants of the once great armies of the world took control of what they could. In other places, resistance movements long-dormant arose and took advantage of the chaos, eventually giving rise to nation-states that were thought to have been erased for decades. And in the secluded parts of the world, officials hid from the destruction, waiting for their moment to retake the world and win the Final War. 

It is now 2233, three hundred years after the rise of the Third Reich. The Earth is a devastated place. Europe in particular, trading the Nazi jackboot for total chaos, is a horrific place. Here, many successors to the Third Reich and its puppets jockey for power. The two dominant German successors are the SS-Staat Burgund and Der Ostreich. These states have rival origins from within Germany, and compete for dominance over Europe against one another through the use of their vassal states. 

As the name suggests, the SS-Staat Burgund (Burgundy) is descended from the SS, who established their own state-within-a-state from occupied France after the war. Today, Burgundy is a neo-feudal state, where serfs of non-German and German descent toil for their Aryan overlords, descendants of SS personnel. A brutal regime that values racial and physical strength, Burgundy encourages brutality and warfare among the lords, as they believe this leads to a weeding out of the weak. The Burgundians believe in traditional modes of warfare: knights have made a return, but they ride genetically engineered, cybernetically enhanced horses and wield swords imbued with vril energy. In addition to traditional forms of physical improvement, the Burgundians have also inherited much of the Third Reich’s genetic engineering technology. Seeking to further improve the Aryan form, those women “fortunate” enough to marry a Burgundian lord have their eggs and uteruses modified to be able to sire a true Aryan child. This painful process leaves the woman unable to bear children after her first child, and so it is common for a lord to discard his wife as soon as she gives him a child. Burgundy’s political structure is based off that of the SS, with SS ranks becoming lordship ranks. The leader of Burdundy still bears the title of Reichsführer-SS, but the de jure leader of the Reich is a machine allegedly keeping the ghost of Heinrich Himmler himself tied to the mortal world. 

Der Ostreich is descended from the Wehrmacht, which defeated the SS in the eastern territories during the chaos of the Final War. Though still maintaining some trappings of Nazism, especially ideas of social Darwinism, der Ostreich is closer to a Prussian-style military dictatorship. The culture of der Ostreich is much closer to that of pre-Nazi Germany: it is deeply Christian, respects the old German aristocracy, and believes more in German cultural supremacy than German racial supremacy. To that end, der Ostreich has loosened its racial discrimination laws, a pragmatic move that allows even Slavs and Turks full citizenship so long as they are German in culture. Those that are not German in culture are treated poorly, often as peasants in the massive, once-SS farms that have survived the Final War. Der Ostreich’s leadership consists of descendants of the old Wehrmacht, many of whom were descended from the Second Reich’s aristocracy. A truly pompous aristocratic culture has returned to der Ostreich with a vengeance; anyone who’s anyone has a “von” somewhere in their name, listens to classical music on old WWII-era gramophones with their eyes shut, and believes that it is his familial heritage, not his racial characteristics, that places him above the rabble. Indeed, der Ostreich holds Nazism in disdain, and believes that the more Nazi German successors are ruled by plebeians who have no divine right to rule the Reich like they do. 

What used to be the heart of the Reich is now a despoiled land, filled with horrors of every imaginable sort. Mutants, created by radiation or chemicals, or both, roam the wastes attacking any they can find. Zombies, an old WWII-era weapon, returned as both German and Japanese zombification materials hit Germany. Whether it is from demonic possession, virus or the properties of the mysterious Element 115, the undead can take an abnormal number of shots unless shot in the head, and they can run. The “Wehrwolf,” an organization of German soldiers infected with the werewolf gene, are another menace. Perpetually in their bestial state thanks to the vril radiation in Germany, the individual Wehrwolf is a significant threat. They could only be killed with specialist weapons or dismembering, options not open to most survivors. A few still-human warlords roam the German wastes, preying on the weak. The major German cities have been wiped out, although the so-called Munich Anomaly is an exception. Perpetually covered in a dense fog, those that walk into the fog are greeted with a strange sight: an intact, but empty, Munich as it was in 1927. However, many of those who venture into the Munich Anomaly disappear without a trace. 

In the north is Reichskommissariat Großbritannien. Although hit by wonderweapons during the Final War, Großbritannien managed to pull together. Aware of the threats beyond the British Isles, Großbritannien has cut itself off from the outside world, creating an advanced system of minefields and vril shields that surround the British Isles. Any ships or aircraft that approach, and there are very few, are shot down without warning. The people of Großbritannien themselves are taught that they are the sole remaining civilization on the planet, and that the rest of the world is populated by mutants and demons. Großbritannien’s leadership, still a Nazi-style one party state, has become somewhat nativized, glorifying Anglo-Saxon culture and the British Empire, and pointing out that the still-extant House of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha (they changed their name back) were Germans that led Britain to create one of the largest empires of all time. 

To the south, the Spanish State has largely survived the Final War by being not as lucrative a target as Germany proper and successfully defending their border at the Pyrenees. Though still dominated by the Falangists, the Spanish monarchy’s power increased since the Final War, and the Spanish king is once again the premier policymaker in Spain. Reactionary Catholicism has also made a return, a side effect of Spanish propaganda in the immediate post-war period that hinted that the Apocalypse had arrived. The Spanish Catholic Church has its own Pope, and has had one since reports of Rome’s destruction arrived. Persecution of non-Catholics has returned, which is causing problems in Spain’s African territories. 

The Kingdom of Italy is the dominant force in the eastern Mediterranean, but it is not the same kingdom as the state that existed prior to the Final War. This new Kingdom of Italy was founded by remnants of the Regia Marina, with the fleet’s admiral crowned as the new king and sworn in as the new Duce. For most of this kingdom’s history, it was nothing but these ships, moving around the Mediterranean waiting for the chaos of the Italian peninsula to subside. When it did, the Italians were able to secure the southern part of the peninsula, with new settlements growing out of the old wartime ships that were purposefully beached throughout Italy. Having a credible claim to the leadership of Italy, the Kingdom of Italy attracted many to their cause, becoming the dominant Italian remnant in Europe. 

The Kingdom of Italy retains most of the old kingdom’s imagery, ideology and religion. Italy is deeply Catholic, although they have their own pope (now a hereditary position, with the popes descended from a fleet chaplain) and reject the Spanish pope. While having vassals in the north and competing with both Burgundy and Spain for regional dominance, the Italians’ primary concern is Rome. The ancient city had been hit with a multitude of wonderweapons, one of which tore a hole in reality that transformed the city into a literal hell on Earth. Populated by demonic entities and covered in deep red flesh, both the mutated remnants of the city’s wartime population, Rome poses a constant threat to Italy’s security in the southern peninsula. 

The New Roman Empire, on the other hand, was founded by a group of Fascists that secretly rejected Christianity and instead embraced a form of Greco-Roman paganism. This group, who were most powerful in and had governorship over Greece, founded the New Roman Empire almost as soon as the Final War ended. They were, however, unable to secure the Italian peninsula or the Balkans, as their heretical views alienated most Italians. The Romans were able to use the Final War to their advantage with regard to propaganda, saying that it was the wrath of the old gods made manifest. This belief system spread gradually throughout the Balkans, causing tensions with neighboring states and allowing the Romans to expand to groups of survivors that accepted their theology. Modeling themselves after the old Roman Empire during the Principate, the New Roman Empire has one “Caesar” ruling over the entire country, with a group of Fascist party Senators giving him aid. Slavery has been reintroduced to Rome, and indeed one of Rome’s primary reasons for waging war on its neighbors is to gain more slaves. What is most unique about the Romans is their technology. Inspired by Renaissance designs, the Romans intentionally crafted machines of peace and war in a “clockwork” fashion. These machines, which can be rewound with horses or even a group of men, are visually impressive and get the job done, even if they are fragile. 

Other great powers include Scandinavia, Romania and Hungary. Scandinavia is the most powerful democracy on the planet, and was formed by Finland after the Finns secured former German Norway and Sweden. Dominated by the Finns, Scandinavia has embraced some elements of Nordic supremacy, but they remain tolerant of Russians and other ethnic minorities, so long as they don’t cause trouble. 

Hungary remains much as it did prior to the war, although it is a far more closed society. The aftermath of the Final War was still tremendously violent for the Hungarians, and the Hungarians responded to this violence by closing off their borders and reinforcing them with trenches, minefields and pillboxes. The Hungarians, like Großbritannien, have cut themselves off entirely from the outside world. 

Romania is governed by a group of vampiric SS officers, who had been running the country behind the scenes since before the Final War. Being the center of European vampirism, the SS took an interest in Romania. Being stronger than the average human, and also effectively immortal, much of the SS in Romania voluntarily infected themselves. Now, these vampires hide in bunkers and castles constructed by the SS and rule as lords of a feudal kingdom, only this time humans are the farm animals. 

North America was split between the German and Japanese empires prior to the Final War. After the bombs fell, the dormant American resistance movement took advantage of the chaos and established the North American Republic. Although slow to expand, the NAR now encompasses most of North America’s heart, and is quickly outpacing its neighbors. Inspired by decades of fascism, the North American Republic is a military dictatorship that has immense pride in its past, prior to the Axis invasion, and seeks to restore American dominance over the North American continent. This includes a belief in the superiority of white Americans, who are believed to be superior because they have taken the best traits from all of Europe’s ethnic groups. 

The other major powers on the North American continent are the Pacific States and the Confederate States. Puppet governments established by the Japanese and Germans, respectively, the Axis powers encouraged the PSA and CSA to develop their own independent national identities, apart from that of the old United States. The Axis powers succeeded to an extraordinary degree. The PSA was consciously modeled off the government of Japan, applied to an American system: a military-dominated Congress and Presidency, where the President’s commander-in-chief position is the most important. Although persecuted in other parts of the GEACPS, the Chinese minority in the PSA was granted more privilege and power than the other minorities. This Chinese minority, now intermarried well with the remaining Japanese population, still run the PSA as a dictatorship, fearing the expansionist white supremacists in the North American Republic. 

The Confederate States, having a historical ancestor state, embarked on a program of recreating the antebellum South. This is partially due to the Confederacy’s leadership, composed of local white supremacy groups such as the Ku Klux Klan, which turned to support the Nazis as soon as it was clear that victory was theirs. This was successful in some respects: the reintroduction of black slavery managed to work as the Confederacy moved to a more agrarian economy than it had prior to the war. The large, newly enslaved population allowed Confederate politicians to demand greater leeway with military affairs and greater military assistance from Germany. By the time of the Final War, the Confederate States had the third largest military within the German sphere, behind only Italy and Germany itself. With the limited hits against the Confederacy, the Confederates established themselves as a juggernaut in North America, being dominant in North America prior to the rise of the North American Republic. The modern CSA is still powerful, being dominant over the other Reichskommissariats in North America, but the rising North American Republic and their decaying military causes concern in Richmond. 

South America is dominated by Brazil, which managed to stay out from under the Axis jackboot by quickly surrendering to the Germans and ceding Recife to the Wehrmacht. The Estado Novo is a dictatorial state, but it is notable for rejecting racial supremacy outright in its ideology. In contrast, its rival, the Greater Argentine Republic, resembles the Third Reich during its rise. Seeing an influx of German immigrants throughout the post-war years, the Argentines embraced Germany and began to gradually Germanize its culture. This process continued after the Final War, and by the modern day Argentina is majority German in culture. German is the primary language spoken in Argentina, and now the Argentine National Socialist Party (in power since the 1950s) wants to destroy the “mongrel” Brazilians and dominate South America. The German influence in Argentina runs deeper than that. Secret organizations such as Die Spinne have been running Argentina’s government since before the Final War, as a means of surviving the inevitable apocalypse. The Argentine National Socialist Party is, at its highest echelons, is the NSDAP. 

A few states exist in Africa, mostly the remnants of German colonies there. The dominant power by far is South Africa. The South Africans, who gradually embraced Nazism and mixed it with their own system of apartheid, is a society with a strict, racially stratified caste system. Percentages of an individual’s ancestry determine their social status, with “purer” Boers and German-descended whites on the top and full blacks at the bottom, with those of Asian descent somewhere in between. The South Africans have also reintegrated slavery in their puppet states, which is essential to their agricultural economies in those formerly German colonies. South Africa is rather isolationist, being a great power that is all alone. Of note is that South Africa is the home to the world’s last Jews, whose ancestors were exiled there by the Germans. 

The Empire of the Oasis is descended from a group of Italians from Libya, who moved south to the Chadian Sea to escape the harsh desert sands. The Chadian Sea has allowed the empire to grow into a pseudo-thallassocracy, and the Empire uses its comparatively advanced technology (at around an 18th century level) to enslave and dominate its tribal neighbors. The Empire’s culture is loosely based on that of Fascist Italy, with a warped view of history and with plenty of Arab and African influences. The Empire’s religion conflates Jesus, Mohammad and Mussolini as the one “Savior-Emperor” that would return one day to lead the Empire of the Oasis to their lost homeland. The Empire’s system of government is autocratic, with one Imperator as the supreme overlord, but regional governors have significant leeway if they are far away enough from the capital. 

The Empire of Tripoli is another Italian successor, but it has embraced the native culture far more. Instead of looking to just the Roman Empire, the Empire of Tripoli also looks back to the North African Caliphates as its antecedents. In fact, while Tripoli is majority Italian by descent, it has adopted an apocalyptic and radical form of Islam as its official religion. Christianity, the Tripolitans contend, was too “flabby” and weak, and the warrior traditions of Islam serve them better. The most radical forms of Sharia law are enforced to the death in Tripoli, and all advanced technology of non-military nature are banned. The clerics don’t have much traction in government, however, which is still dominated by the Fascist Party. 

In Egypt, the Afrika Korps reigns. This is not the same Afrika Korps as that which existed during the Final War; no, these are the few men who embraced the curse of the pharaohs. Originally an SS program based on the findings of German archaeologists during the war, the Mumie program was intended to allow German soldiers to operate in the desert indefinitely, at the cost of their humanity. During the Final War, the commanders of the Afrika Korps, desperate to avoid radiation sickness, seized the sarcophagi that turned men into walking dead. The process robbed most of the transformed of their old personalities, although a few commanders retained theirs and were thus able to continue leading the Afrika Korps. Today, the Afrika Korps keep a monopoly on advanced technology, ruling as despots over the Egyptian population like the pharaohs of old. Indeed, Islam has evolved to incorporate elements of ancient Egyptian mythology, as the Afrika Korps sought to transform Egypt into a true Egyptian empire. The Afrika Korps remain fairly isolationist, although they do have dreams of taking over the Nile River. 

The Kingdom of Jerusalem is descended from the Italian and Papal enclaves established in the Holy Land. The Final War sparked a wave of violence between Christians and Muslims in the region, and the Christians emerged supreme. The Archbishop of Jerusalem declared himself Pope after hearing of the destruction of Rome, and the Roman Catholic Church (as they insist they be called) rules over the Kingdom of Jerusalem. While the kingdom does have a king, he is a puppet of the Pope, who is the true ruler of the country. 

Central and Western Asia are dominated by two states born from revolt. The Russian Republic was formed by fleeing Slavic serfs after the chaos of the Final War, one that has a burning hatred for anything German. Revering figures such as Peter the Great, Ivan the Terrible, Vladimir Lenin and Joseph Stalin as saints of the Russian (and they mean Russian) Orthodox Church, the Russian Republic is fairly dictatorial and theocratic. Believing that the Final War was God’s judgment upon the demonic Germans, the Russians are keen on finishing the job. However, their medieval technology is still no match for the tanks and planes of der Ostreich. 

The Republic of India was formed shortly after the Final War, when a popular revolt overthrew the Japanese colonial government. However, the fighting did not stop there. While the Indians were united in not wanting Japanese occupation, they were divided as to how to attain it. Fighting engulfed the subcontinent for more than a century, stabilizing under the rule of nationalists who wanted to reassert the caste system, slavery and Hindu theocracy. They kept the name “Republic of India” because it granted them legitimacy, but the government of India is far more similar to the autocratic monarchies of the past. India is an expanding power, although oppressive Japanese rule and their civil war have reduced the Indians to a nineteenth century level of development, with only a few exceptions. This has allowed them to dominate South Asia, their Gatling guns mowing down their opponents and their rail lines crisscrossing South Asia, as they wage ever greater wars to feed slaves into their economy. 

East Asia was once dominated by Japan, but no more. Several heirs to the Japanese Empire have arisen. Three prominent successor states are based on the Home Islands themselves. First is the Tohoku Shogunate. Descended from a group of military officers who believed that modernization is the cause of the Final War and that its evil must be purged from the world. Looking back to traditional Japan, the Tohoku Shogunate would not look out of place in the 16th century, even if a few officers carry machine guns. Fortunately, there are supernatural forces that agree with them. The yōkai, instrumental to the Japanese victory in WWII, were largely ignored by post-war Japan as technological advances made them "obsolete." This enraged the yōkai, and their human supporters, but the Imperial military was too powerful for them to overcome. When the Final War broke the power of the Japanese military, the supporters of Japanese traditionalism were able to commune with the yōkai and the two groups agreed to live together and support one another against their enemies. Thus, the Tohoku Shogunate has access to very fearsome creatures indeed; tengu swoop down from the skies to attack vulnerable positions, oni charge through battle lines, shrugging off anything less powerful than an anti-tank shell, and tsukumogami play hell with technological systems, sometimes turning them against their masters entirely. The Shogunate is trying to secure the entirety of Japan, but is meeting some problems against Mikado-1 and the Fifth Area Army. 

Mikado-1 was a Japanese military supercomputer that had control of the entire Japanese wonderweapon arsenal. Thanks to it being situated hundreds of feet beneath the earth, Mikado-1 survived the destruction of Tokyo, and took command of automated factories to create a machine army to reclaim the city. Using advanced nanotechnology, Mikado-1 is quickly rebuilding Tokyo and has ambitions of global domination. Mikado-1 believes that, as the last surviving member of the Japanese government, that it is now the new Emperor. This blasphemy has made it an enemy of all the other Japanese factions. 

The Fifth Area Army was an army group stationed in Vladivostok during the Final War. Miraculously, the city wasn’t hit, and the Fifth Area Army went about trying (and failing) to rebuild the Japanese Empire. The Fifth Area Army maintains most of the pre-war culture of Japan, still revering an emperor (whose identity they do not know), the Bushido code, and the Yamato race. The technology under the aegis of the Fifth Area Army is mostly outdated, dating back even to WWII, but their improvisations and reverse-engineering have allowed the Fifth Area Army to advance their part of the world to 19th century levels of development. The Fifth Area Army is feverishly trying to enhance its technology further, allowing it to dominate East Asia once again. 

The Imperial Japanese Navy had seized control of Formosa, and from there have isolated itself from the rest of the world. Formosa was also not hit during the Final War, allowing it to maintain a fairly high level of technology. Great factories spew pollution into the air and water, fabricating everything from artificial protein powder (processed from corpses) to battleship cannons. Indeed, the entire island is covered in buildings. The IJN’s dictatorial rule is enforced by special guards: cybernetic automatons, the bodies of prisoners fused with machinery to create monsters that obey every command. As with most other Japanese successors, emperor veneration is still in practice, but the IJN claim to have the true Emperor of Japan cloistered away in a new Imperial Palace, while the IJN’s hereditary leadership actually runs the country. While technologically superior to almost all of their neighbors, the lack of a large human population prevents the IJN from having as large a presence in the Pacific as they would like. 

Although a nominally independent state prior to the Final War, most Japanese successors still consider the Empire of Manchukuo to be a breakaway part of the Japanese Empire proper that has gone native. Still ruled nominally by the Qing Dynasty with the military as the true power, Manchukuo has become far more Chinese than Japanese culturally. Its people speak Chinese, including top-ranking officers of Japanese ancestry. In fact, there are more Korean speakers in the Empire than there are Japanese speakers. The Manchurians have largely abandoned their connection to the ocean, and instead live a rough and tumble frontier lifestyle with some striking similarities to the late 19th century American West. And the Manchurians claim the territory of the entire Chinese Empire, placing them at constant war with the Republic of China. 

The Republic of China is another fanatical successor state founded by a once-oppressed people. The Chinese population was devastated during the Final War, thanks in no small part to a good deal of Japanese weapons being pre-directed at China’s east coast in an attempt to bring down the still-restless Chinese down with the Japanese Empire. The Chinese coast remains a despoiled hell, populated by all sorts of mutants, undead and demons. It is against these that the Republic of China directs most of its efforts, as they seek to reunite their country. However, the Chinese are also pursuing their divine mission: the destruction of the Yamato race, those upstarts that thought that they could destroy the Middle Kingdom. Indeed, the recreation of China and destruction of Japan is so deeply ingrained in Chinese society that their national philosophies and ideologies revolve around it. Everything must be sacrificed for the Chinese state and their mysterious philosopher-kings, as they know how to bring glory back to the Chinese people. The Chinese have a good deal of ancient spiritual secrets to aid them in their quest. The spirits of great generals have been communicated with, and are eager to help China in its time of need. The secrets of animating terracotta warriors has been rediscovered, and village artisans are even making terracotta tanks and aircraft to augment China's military. And some brave heroes have even found the dragons, who have been slumbering for countless centuries and do not like what has happened to Asia. 

Almost an Asian answer to the Empire of Tripoli, the East Indies Governorship is a surviving Japanese colonial government that has established itself as a native government. True, the East Indies Governorship is still run by an aristocracy descended from the Japanese military, but even the Japanese lords have more or less adopted the culture of the East Indies. They have converted to Islam (indeed, the Governor of the East Indies is also Caliph of the East), dress like old Indonesian nobility, but they still speak a form of Japanese. A thalassocracy, the East Indies Governorship makes most of its money through its massive shipping fleets, utilizing massive wooden junks that can circumnavigate the world. The sailors of the East Indies are the most skilled and well-traveled around the world, and of Earth’s inhabitants, they are probably the most knowledgeable of the world’s current situation. 

Then there are those societies that ran from the traditionally inhabited parts of the Earth. The various “Fourth Reichs” are the premier example. These governments are descended from the Third Reich’s various continuity of government schemes. The most powerful of these is the Mondreich. The Third Reich’s premier continuation of government plan was located on the dark side of the Moon, and during the Final War, the Nazi Party’s highest ranking members fled the Earth for those bases. From the Moon, the Mondreich will return to Earth and win the Final War. The Mondreich remains the most technologically advanced and knowledgeable of the Third Reich’s successors. Fleets of UFOs and star zeppelins are preparing for a mass invasion of the Earth. But time on the Moon has left them physically incapable of dealing with Earth’s gravitational pull. Their return has also been rejected by most German successors, who believe that the Mondreich abandoned them to their fate and thus have no right to rule over them anymore. The Mondreich’s efforts are also being stymied by Wotan, a massive flying fortress containing the god Wotan within its supercomputer. Believing that it has the sole authority to decide the Reich’s fate, Wotan has been waging its own personal war against the Mondreich’s invasion fleet. 

The Erdkernreich was another continuation of government plan, but in the other direction. The Germans wanted to keep their Mondreich plans secret, so they created another program with which to share with their Axis partners. So while the Mondreich is exclusively German, the Erdkernreich has representatives from all the Axis nations. Leaving the Earth through a hole drilled in the Arctic, the antecedents of the Erdkernreich were well-prepared for the “inner world” they were to live in. This environment was primeval, with examples of life from almost all past eras living in it. To this end, the Erdkernreich has focused on taming the wild through technology, an effort which has had significant success. Large, reptilian creatures, engineered from the inner world’s dinosaur stock, have replaced vehicles in the Erdkernreich, and they will be the ones to lead the charge in retaking the surface world. 

In the south of the world is the Neuschwabenlandreich. Descended from Neuschwabenland, the Neuschwabenlandreich was an exclusively Kriegsmarine continuity plan. The surviving vessels of the Kriesgmarine were ordered to limp to Antarctica as soon as the Final War ended. Few made it, and fewer still survived the first winter. But now, the Neuschwabenlandreich thrives. With elaborate bases deep beneath the glaciers, powered by geothermal energy, the Neuschwabenlandreich has only one ambition: to survive. It considers the rest of the world a lost cause, and is merely crossing its fingers that nothing bad happens to them. 

Then there is the Schwarzesonnereich. The most extreme of the continuation of government schemes, this time by the SS, the Schwarzesonnereich was established in the aptly named “Black Sun” dimension, the source of vril energy. This dimension of chaos and madness drove the already-evil SS officers who ventured there to totally abandon their humanity, committing depraved acts against each other and the local “fauna” for what to them seemed like millennia. This invasion attracted the attention of the Black Sun itself, the entity that is the epicenter of the Black Sun dimension. In communing with the SS, the Black Sun learned of the material world proper. Now, with the SS worshiping it as a god, the Black Sun seeks to extend its domain to the material universe. 

The Japanese also had their own continuation of government plan. To escape the apocalypse, the Japanese built undersea bases built along the Pacific’s trenches. It was there that the Japanese could have easy access to geothermal energy. Most of Japan’s government, including the Imperial family, escaped to these bases, where they continue to live in relative comfort. Amazing discoveries, such as sea slugs that generate stem cells and massive sea monsters, keep the Japanese busy. The few expeditions they have sent across the world have returned disappointing results: a world in chaos, which the Japanese will not be able to conquer any time soon. And with some cities dropping out of contact altogether, the Japanese have more pressing concerns than global conquest at the moment.

147. Old Testament Cosmology

A world with a somewhat old-fashioned cosmology.

The world is flat. The continents are arranged roughly as on a Mercator map (although Greenland is of course much smaller. :) ). A thousand miles of sea east of far Siberia and west of Alaska, there arises a continuous line of mountains twenty miles high. This wall of mountains encircles the world. Beyond it is another three thousand miles of sea. This sea is apparently bottomless and inhabited by vast monsters. Beyond that is a wall of white alabaster, rising fifty miles from the sea. It supports the blue dome of heaven.

Radiological studies indicate the world is perhaps 50,000 years old. It is widely accepted that someone created it, although the nature of the Creator remains in dispute. Recent genetic studies indicate that humanity was created in Africa and spread out from there, although some remain huffily convinced of the Multiple Creations theory of human history.

The moon and planets emerge from under the Outer Sea and sink under it when they set. The sun emerges from a great pair of brazen doors set just above the waters, which open and close with a metallic clash that can be heard from the Encircling Mountains. The sun and moon are each perhaps a hundred miles across. The stars simply appear when the sun descends and travel complex paths right under the vault: they are currently understood as being somehow generated or projected from the material of the vault rather than being individual moving bodies.

Air extends only a small distance up above the earth, various forms of weightless and cold or fiery Aethers filling the greater bulk of the volume beneath the vault of heaven. (This is fortunate since otherwise atmospheric pressures would crush everything flat).

Since the world's surface is flat, the rays of the sun do not arrive at the poles at as an acute an angle as they do in our world. There is no Antarctic continent, but Greenland is as habitable as OTL Norway and actually pretty green in the summer, and supports some 23 million people, mostly of British descent (The Vikings didn't make it past Iceland, given the wider north Atlantic). Siberia and Canada are also more pleasant.

Since the first rockets made it over the Encircling Mountains in the 1950s and showed humanity the ultimate extent of the world, the debate has raged about how far humanity should go in exploring God's creation. The debate has continued as the Outer Seas were surveyed, and as fliers landed on the fairly narrow strip atop the Alabaster Wall, landed on the Moon and Planets, and took a close look at the Firmament, and there was some _serious_ outrage when an exploratory rocket actually hit the top of the Firmament.

No harm was done: the material of which the Firmament is made seems to be virtually indestructible, as are the Gates of the Sun, and the Alabaster Wall. The cloudy crystal of the Moon, the yellow-gold crystal of Venus, the red crystal of Mars – these seems less impervious, although multiple diamond drills were used up to get some nearly microscopic samples of the Moon on the second expedition (the first expedition did not go well: the Moon's surface is almost frictionless, and the first lunar lander kept sliding off the Moon). So far, studies of these samples, and those obtained by automated probes to the planets, seem to indicate that whatever the celestial bodies are made of, it does not seem to be made of atoms.

The Sun is of course too hot to get anywhere near, and various efforts to get a good look past the Gates of the Sun have failed due to the heat and light of the sun burning out any instrumentation: about all that can be told is that there is a square-walled tunnel extending some ways back, but that is about all: the Gates do not remain open long enough to make a run for it once the sun has moved far enough away. (What exactly the sun is remains uncertain: some scientists suggest it is not so much a thing in itself but some sort of link or channel to some fiery other space. Fusion is a theoretical process outside of bombs).

If going up is blocked by the Vault, going down is blocked by water. Using atomic weapons to create sufficiently powerful vibrations in the earth for sonar-type measurements, scientists have determined that the Encircling Mountains actually encircle a partially water-filled basin: earth underlies the inner seas, and extends downwards some five hundred miles, but below that there is water, with the earth apparently supported on a great number of vast pillars. The Outer Seas are connected with this Great Deep, and presumably of equal depth: how deep is unknown, since the most ingeniously reflected and counter-reflected wave vibrations can't resolve things more than a few thousand miles down. In any event, water pressures as one descends soon grow far too high for even the sturdiest of submersibles. There is some talk of developing a solid metallic probe with no internal voids, but the technology remains speculative.

There are a great many curious voids and apparently flows of liquids through the interior of the earth, water and fiery gasses and molten rock: some suggest that these resemble some sort of vast circulatory system, and that the Earth is alive in some sense: others see a vast mechanism, while others look at the impossibly vast caverns below the reach of current mining technology and mutter of Hell and Sheol.

Travel above the atmosphere is somewhat complicated by the fact that the gravity field is constant in all places: there is no way to "orbit" and no such thing as "escape velocity." This is to some extent offset by the fact that the aether, although weightless, is substantial enough to provide support for large enough wing surfaces.

Native Americans in this un-curved world never reached the Americas by way of Siberia, but by island-hopping managed to reach the Encircling Mountains, where in spite of wars with the Unipeds and the Blemmyes they created various nations of their own in the harsh but habitable foothills. (The Vikings also reached the Encircling Mountains by going north, but Ultima Thule is colder and rather less hospitable place than the *Amerindian lands which go south to past the OTL Equator. The *Amerindians are in this world called, of course, East Indians.).

The Americas were uninhabited when Europeans arrived: given the lack of a "great circle route", it was a good deal further from Europe to Greenland. Fortunately for colonists lacking a native hand up with corn and so on, the Creator provided several useful local plants and a rich variety of mega-fauna which made colonization easier. Still, the Spanish American nations, without locals to till the soil or dig up gold and silver, were settled rather more slowly than OTL, and have a rather different political history. Due to the lack of local labor, the population tends to be rather more African, ethnically, than OTL, and there are several "African nations" on the continent as well as in the Caribbean. (And I shan't even mention Evil Pseudo-CSA Greater Argentina). On the other hand, the Empire of Brazil is no further from Africa than it is OTL, and in our world never had a dense and easily exploitable native rural population: if a bit smaller, it is otherwise similar to OTL.

The inhabitants of this world's United States have no blood on their hands (well, aside from that of slaves). Colonized initially a bit more slowly than OTL US due to greater travel distances, its population is not as great as in our world, and in defending freedom and democracy it has often leaned on the support of its northern neighbor, mighty Canada.

The Encircling Mountains in the east were reached by Europeans in the 1700s when the Russians followed the island chains east for furs. The long, narrow habitable strip (rarely more than 20 miles wide) between un-farmable slopes and the sea is divided up into various former British and Russian colonies for a length of 7,000 miles, south to the point where the Monster Empire blocked further East Indian expansion, north to the fringes of Greater Norden territory. Less biologically vulnerable than the Amerindians of our world (the Monster Races carried a variety of diseases which kept their immune systems active), the locals in a number of places retain their own languages and religions, and the states tend to be more "East Indian" and less white and Mestizo than the Latin American nations of OTL: total population is about 40 million, divided into some thirty smallish states.

The northern Encircling Mountains are part of the Scandinavian federation of Greater Norden, a fairly important middling-sized state in this world. The western ones were colonized by the United States of Columbia in the final stages of Manifest Destiny. The Monster Races survive mostly in the south, which was not colonized until the 19th century and avoided a flood of colonists, although there are enclaves and protectorates in US territory. The Unipeds, Blemmyes, Cynocephalids, and those guys with the really big ears have small, shaky independent states in the south nowadays.

History was roughly similar to OTL (the locals would probably say something about predestination) until the Age of Discovery, and has followed some parallels since. In spite of the lack of gravitational orbits to inspire a Newton, a Scientific Revolution still took place, and Europe as OTL industrialized and came to (for a while) dominate the globe. Germany unified, tried to conquer Europe twice, and was beaten twice. (Although the Jews managed to avoid any particularly unpleasant experiences in the process). Russia had a revolution and instituted a socialist dictatorship, although in this world it was a Christian socialist dictatorship. Japan, the long way around from America, never got into a war with the United States of Columbia, although it was eventually largely driven from the East Asian mainland by Russian-backed insurrection.

The Philippines weren't on the way to anywhere and weren't colonized until modern times (by the French): they are currently part of the remaining Japanese Co-Prosperity Sphere. The US has never been that interested in the Chinese and never really cared that much that much of East Asia went Socialist (currently India, Japan and Australia are allied to contain further expansion of the Proletarian Menace in East Asia).

Due to the lack of transpolar flight routes, the USC and the USCR remained less capable of directly striking at each other than OTL for a while: Europe remained the main staging force for any attack on the Soviet heartland for a while, and the US-European alliance was closer than OTL due to the greater need for military cooperation.

The Cold War has largely faded, with the Russians moving to a less socialist and more religious-nationalist outlook and withdrawing from Turkestan and some parts of Europe: although the Chinese state remains relatively radical, it is far away and its current missile technology is unable to hit Western Europe or the Americas. Let the Japs and the Indians handle them, most Americans feel. (There was no Vietnam War in this world).

Siberia is less Russian in this world, having supported considerably larger native populations when the Czars moved east: no less than four of the seventeen Soviet Republics are ethnically dominated by Siberian peoples.
Japan also still rules Taiwan and parts of OTL Indonesia, along with some Pacific islands. (The Polynesians moved east until they reached the Encircling Mountains and got stuck through with arrows by the "East Indians."

Sub-Saharan Africa, where the slave trade was even more extensive than OTL (to make up for those missing Amerindians), is politically carved up pretty differently: penetration of the interior and mastery of its diseases occurred earlier, due to that need for slaves, and "modernization" set in generations before OTL. As a result, in spite of Cold War hijinks, the continent is generally richer and more developed than in our world, and also more Christianized.

Black people have also had it better off in that evolutionary theory never caught on in this world, for obvious reasons: although some have tried to dismiss Africans as a separate, inferior creation, or invoked the curse of Ham, a basic biological inferiority has never been attributed to blacks with anything like the OTL consensus from the late 19th to early 20th centuries. (Not that it saved the US of this world from its own civil war over slavery).

Canada has a population and economy roughly comparable to that of Germany OTL. It has its own nuclear arsenal and the world's deepest mining operations (they really want to know what's in that 20-mile wide cave 300 miles below Ottowa).

Satellite communications are of course impossible, but the Aether layers act like the terrestrial magnetosphere, in that they can be used to reflect down radio messages to areas on the Earth's surface thousands of miles away. (And of course the range of a radio tower atop a high peak is pretty impressive given the lack of line-of-sight problems in a world sans curvature).

The Monster Races are a puzzlement, and some consider them to be "rough drafts" for the creation of humanity. Since the expansion of the US to the western Encircling Mountains, a large number of dog-headed men and other oddities have achieved US citizenship, although social prejudices remain a serious problem. (Especially in California). So far, Sweden is the only country that allows human-Monster marriage.

Since Muslims, Jews and Christians all share roughly the same mythology about the nature of the World, there is a greater willingness to accept the notion of a common "religious tradition" and a bit more interfaith tolerance. (Although of course the Hindus, with their florid and overblown mythical geography, get a bit of a hard deal, with western Monotheists either denying their having received revelation in the first place or suggested that tropical fevers and oriental opium fantasies had led them to forget the simple, obvious nature of the world).

The real argument in this modern and rational age is over the nature of the creator - between those who believe in an imminent and transcendent Creator and the "great engineer" crowd, who tend to take that "created in his own image" thing a bit too seriously and suggest God is simply a race of superior humanoid beings who manufactured the world for some unknown purpose. In a world which can be crossed by rocket from one end to another within a few hours, the Creator doesn't seem as big as He/She/It used to be, and this world's equivalent of science fiction writers indulge in all sorts of elaborate fantasies about what might lie beyond the observable universe.

Worries about the Wrath of God have been exacerbated by the facts that 1. Although geology shows there was no global Great Flood, there have been some local ones of scale hard to explain, and 2. Close-up photographs of the surface of the Vault of Heaven show thin lines that might be doors. (Some also mention the Tower of Babel, but this is poo-poohed by historical linguists that feel it is solidly proven that linguistic variety existed well before 1900 BC, and archeologists feel that it is also pretty much proven that the Tower of Babel collapsed under its own weight at 550-600 feet, much less than 1% of the way to the Vault.)

Still, governments in most places have successfully overridden religious hostility to excessive Creation-poking, but recent events have caused consternation and temporarily put a freeze on any new exploratory activity beyond the Encircling Mountains or above the airy atmosphere.

The Japanese Empire, on January 12, 2011, set off a thermonuclear device at the base of the Vault of Heaven. Helicopters quickly brought in a team in anti-radiation gear to examine the results, and the first radio reports indicated that finally something had overcome the seeming invulnerability of the Vault and the Wall: over an area of about a square mile, where the central fireball had burned, there were innumerable tiny (from microscopic to a few millimeters) pittings in the material of the Vault and the upper surface of the Wall, and their luminous blue and white colors seemed darkened.

Further data was not obtained, since around the time the first reports were transmitted people noted a curious little luminous patch, like a cloud, some ways up the side of the Vault. No telescopes were looking at the area where it appeared, so the exact manner and timing of its appearance remain unknown. As people watched, the cloud rapidly descended: telescopic examination showed a white, luminous mass, slowly changing its shape, cloud-like but more cohesive than a cloud, some tens of miles in diameter and lit up by constant internal flashes of light. It reached the location of the atomic test within five minutes: although one of the Japanese helicopters made it into the air, it failed to get far enough away to avoid being enveloped.

The "cloud" descended to the Wall-Vault joint, where it hovered for an hour, emitting frequent light flashes: finally, in a series of particularly bright flashes, it vanished entirely – leaving no trace of the reported damage, or of any of the helicopters.

The question as to what it has been continues to rage: neither the "Avenging Angel" crowd nor the "Automatic Repair Mechanism" crowd is giving an inch. What is definite is that a very serious damper has been put on any talk of finding out what lies beyond the Vault of Heaven…

148. Fascist Australia

FASCIST AUSTRALIA WORLD (A BRUCE M. /TORMSEN PRODUCTION)

This is my version of a scenario by Tormsen, one of the regulars of ah.com.

In this world, a delayed invention of the atom bomb led to a devastating invasion of Japan, which left all of Korea in Soviet hands as well as Hokkaido. (Germany was occupied and divided into zones well before the invasion of Japan, so no change there). With Japan a wreck and Korea in Soviet hands, the US needed other cockpits in Asia. Taiwan was a major base from early on, and Australia also found itself playing a larger role in US Far East strategy – especially after most of Indonesia went Red. (This led to a more right-wing and Asian-Hordes paranoid Australia than OTL). The Australians, with US help, built up their military, and by the 1970s Australia had its own nuclear deterrent and Aussie troops were helping out the US in “Free Indonesia”, Vietnam, and Sarawak…

The British-Australian-US strategy of ATL was more successful, and there still was a wobbly South Vietnam in 1983, when the balloon went up after an overzealous Soviet officer failed to realize his radar system had been assembled by someone who had been hitting the vodka a little too hard that day at Radar Unit Assembly Factory 7. Australia got nuked at a couple places hosting US bases, but overall the majority of Australia’s population and infrastructure survived, and it found itself in a position of strength post-war.

Not that things weren’t unpleasant (economic collapse, resource shortage, rationing and hunger, loads of miserable refugees…) and before long things had gone from “emergency measures” to outright military dictatorship. And the new regime, once it had consolidated its rule, was quick to expand its resource and manpower pool by alliance or conquest: New Zealand and various Pacific isles were annexed, most of “free Indonesia” ended up as puppets or directly ruled by Australia, and the Australian navy joined forces with exiled fleets from the north to join forces with the desperate Israelis to make a grab for the vitally important oil fields.

27 years after Doomsday, the world is dominated by four or five “great powers.” The most technologically developed (having largely managed to maintain or regain 1983 levels of tech, in spite of the greatly shrunken pool of talent) is the Australian alliance, which has expanded around the globe. Thanks in part to heavy emigration from devastated lands Australia and New Zealand proper have more people than OTL 2010, and with its Indonesian, Pacific and American territories, the new capital at Newcastle runs either directly or through puppet regimes the lives of almost 90 million people. With the largest remaining nuclear arsenal and an aging although still powerful fleet (Australian shipyards aren’t up to cranking out aircraft carriers and nuclear submarines), Australia and its major allies (Argentina, Israel, and Thailand) are the closest of the Powers to having a “global reach”, although in practice lacking the human and material resources to project much power outside of SE Asia – Pacific region.

The Capetown Alliance is fairly friendly to Australia, although it has its own interests. South Africa and Portugal didn’t received much hurt in WWIII, although the horrid famines brought about by nuclear winter brought about an exile of Portuguese to its remaining African possessions (still in Portuguese hands in this ATL). Nowadays, emigration from devastated Europe and North America and commie-plagued South America has allowed the South Africans and the Portuguese to consolidate and maintain white dominance in Africa, and an alliance exists to keep the black man down. South Africa is the dominant partner in the relationship, although the Portuguese Junta has some friends of its own among the more conservative (nay, reactionary) Catholic, Latin states of the Med. South Africa is one of the few remaining democracies – albeit for whites (and, lately, Asians) only.

Taiwan, which got a couple nukes but managed to survive as a society (being far enough south to avoid the worst of the nuclear winter helped), is only moderately friendly with Australia nowadays: they both see the other as a competitor for influence and power in the region. Although Taiwan managed to conquer quite a bit of south China during the worst of the pre-war chaos, regional warlords – former Red Army folks – have managed to consolidate enough control in the interior to make further expansion difficult, although the warlord tech kit is not developed enough as yet to build jet planes or tanks better than 1945 issue. Taiwan is usually considered the least of the great powers, and some don’t count it so at all.

If Australia is the most high-tech, India is by far the most populous. Even with a substantial die-off from famine and radiation poisoning, there are still over three quarters of a billion inhabitants of the Republic of India, which has reabsorbed the Punjab after the collapse of Pakistan. India’s leftist, authoritarian government has so far managed to hold off calls for a restoration of democracy with mumbles about Islamicist terror and unrest, not to mention the Siberian or possibly the Australian menace. Technology, which dropped back to an essentially 19th century level for a while, is gaining fast on the 1950s, and a revived nuclear program gave them a Deterrent in the late 90s.

The universally disliked Power is the People’s Republic of Brazil: with economic collapse, fallout, etc. a Junta of more than customary incompetence established itself in Brasilia, and managed to so thoroughly alienate the population in a mere decade than in 1995 the revolutionary movement were willing to let the radical left take the head. The radicals, once in power, shortened their partners in power by their heads, and established a nastily Stalinist regime which is, admittedly, rather more efficient than the Junta that preceded it, and which, in a gentlemanly manner, never starves people to death unintentionally. As yet Brazil isn’t developed enough to have much power projection (although the Argentines are grateful indeed for Australian nuclear munitions), but they have plans. Multiple five-year ones, in fact.

OTHER STATES
The US, after almost three decades, is only now congealing into something resembling a unified nation, the Reunited States of America. It is very unhappy with Australia, which moved into particularly devastated California to “give aid” and then never left, not to mention the Cubans and traitorous Virginians and Mormons, but there isn’t much that can be done right now: there are less than 25 million Americans left in the new states and territories, and the standard of living and industrial development is generally rather poorer than Australia: aside from some old warheads which may or may not work, the US is no longer a nuclear military power (although there are still a few working power plants), and much of the country is still struggling to get back out of the 19th century. The radioactive mess of the heartlands is a no-man’s-land where government writ is nonexistent and there roam various odd groups and sects and crazed survivalists who don’t care about the still-high radiation levels in so much of the region. For now the big issue is reconstruction, and trying to attract immigrants from areas equally or even worse screwed up.

To keep what they took in the aftermath, the Israelis have brought in a great many European immigrants, who don’t like the idea of being overrun by angry Muslims, but like staying in the radioactive hellholes of their homelands even less: between them and Israel’s Muslim subjects, Jews are now a minority in their own country, and a crazy jumpy genocide-spooked bunch they are. To the north, things are fairly chaotic: the Israelis were perhaps a bit quick on the nuclear gun when the Arab leaders (trying to distract their hungry, radioactive, out-of-jobs subjects) started on the business about Allah punishing Israel for its sins and leaving it vulnerable. (At least the Israelis were polite enough to set off one of their nukes near the Aswan Dam as a warning, rather than actually hitting it).

The Russian Republic (not so much post-Communist as highly pragmatic) survives along the north edge of the Black sea, where nuclear winter wasn’t quite so bad: they have some scraps of remaining tech, but are a purely regional player, as is the other “heir to the USSR”, the Soviet Republic of Siberia, an oddball pseudo-Communist dictatorship inhabited mostly by Mongols and other ridiculously tough Siberian people who survived on a diet of frozen animal parts, Vodka, and, it is rumored, by moving into depopulated N. China in the winter to eat anything – and anyone – they can find. The present Supreme Commissar-Khan is a man of reputed Von Sternberg-ish awfulness, and although there aren’t many Siberians, they are all armed to the teeth and reputedly batshit insane. (A reputation, admittedly, they work rather hard on cultivating).

Although the collapse of trade and civilization throughout much of the globe was bad indeed for Sub-Saharan Africa, in the subsequent chaos a certain amount of Darwinian competition set in: sans outside aid and food and fuel and electronics, a warlord had to have some competence to rule over an area larger than a few days march. As a result of this, plus the revival of world trade after the first horrible decade, and the “tech support” provided by Europeans seeking a less cancer-y environment, although much of the continent is still flea-bite warlords hoarding their shrinking bullet supply, some functional, albeit mostly pre-industrial states exist. Most important are the English-speaking Kenyan-Tanzanian East African Federation, now closely allied to India, lest S. Africa kick it in like an egg carton, and the French-speaking and rather unwieldy anti-S.African, anti-Portugal Union of Free Africa, which has reestablished close ties with the French states and with the RSA, which although no longer a Power, is still an industrial nation with an influential African minority.

The Italians don’t like the Swiss: the Swiss didn’t get nuked (although the fallout was bad), but the weather was rather horrible in their mountains when Nuclear Winter set in, and the whole Swiss-march-to-the-sea-and-still-marginally-productive-farmland displaced a lot of Italians. The whole “they would have starved anyway thanks to your inferior Italian farming technique” argument somehow does not placate many Italians.

Un-nuked, the neutral Swedes fished and did a remarkable industrial job of extracting nutrition from such unlike sources as tree-trunks and clothing, and their egalitarian society meant that only a minority fully starved while everyone else almost starved to death, but survived. Colder Finland and nuked Norway did rather worse, which is why the new Scandinavian Union is dominated by Sweden (the Danes had some problems themselves when the cows and the butter ran out).

Japan, given that both sides wanted it united under their leadership, wasn’t nuked as badly as some other northern hemisphere states, but it was bad enough that along with the bloody invasion from Hokkaido there was a considerable breakdown, and there was no hope of doing as well as the Swedes. Currently, what is left of Japan is divided into two hostile regimes, one a dictatorship, the other rather worse. Japanese immigrants form a sizeable minority in Taiwan and a smaller but still influential one in Australia.

149. A Campbellian Future

In this world an alien spaceship with a blue shape-changer and body-snatcher frozen alongside was discovered by a US Antarctica expedition in 1939. It was defeated, but left behind some gadgets it had made to escape: with anti-gravity and an atomic power source, the US intervention in WWII looked rather different from OTL, with US anti-gravity fliers bombing German cities pretty much at will from 1942 onward, from heights where they couldn't be reached, and atom-powered US ships zipping across the Atlantic at speeds that subs couldn't intercept. (The Japanese sensibly stayed out of the war).

The US didn't find a way to use the atomic power process to make big booms till 1949, but the Soviets had stolen the initial secrets even faster than they stole the ones relating to atom bombs OTL, and although it took them till 1956 to find a way to make an earth-shaking kaboom, a chunk of iron with an anti-gravity drive on the other end makes a fine substitute, given a long enough trip through space to build up some speed, so the jingoist calls for taking down the USSR before it could become a major menace were sensibly ignored. Today the major powers (US, the European Confederation, the Greater Soviet Union, and the Empire of Japan) are busy exploring and colonizing the planets.

The colossal glob which is the Soviet Union extends from Poland to central China, and is the world's largest economy, if a lot poorer than the US per capita. The Chinese territories, liberated by Soviet-backed popular insurrection and then assimilated into the USSR over a period of thirty years, have about 2/3 of the total manpower, and are increasingly wagging the Slavic dog, although with the replacement of both Chinese and Russian by universal NewSpeak and the standardization of Cyrillic writing, merging into a universal 'soviet' culture is far advanced.

Since the breakup of the Red International, the realization that depriving the Capitalists of third-world labor and resources simply wasn't going to work if said Capitalists got their raw materials off-planet and refused to impoverished their workers like Marx said they were bound to, the USSR has slowly come to accept Global Revolution isn't coming any time soon. Instead, the USSR has concentrated on turning the planets red (which incidentally serves as a way to put millions of discontented citizens to work somewhere far away from the more docile members of the State). Currently, the Soviet colonization programs are nearly as large as that of all the other states put together.

The Japanese Empire was eventually pushed out of most of China by the aforementioned Soviet-backed popular insurrection, but has held onto Korea and Taiwan, and props up a Capitalist Running Dog regime in Greater Manchuria. Both the Japanese and their Manchurian puppets are very big nowadays on Tradition, Confucius, the Buddha, etc., to appeal to popular hostility to the Soviet "scientific" uni-culture. With about 220 million inhabitants in the Empire proper and another in 350 million in economically unified Manchuria and Thailand, the Japanese Economic Zone is the world's third largest after the Greater USSR and the United States-dominated North American Customs Union. As America has become increasingly alienated from the Soviets over the years, Japanese relations with the US have improved: although the US came close to war with Japan back in the 40s, the slant-eyed little militarist bastards are now welcome as slant-eyed little militarist bastards on our side.

Relations with Europe have decayed a bit. Europe, nowadays dominated by the Franco-Spanish-Italian "catholic axis", has turned increasingly inward and conservative, hostile to US Liberal Technocracy and disinterested in pursuing the Good Fight against Communist influence in Africa and the Middle East. Increasingly Europe challenges the US for influence in Catholic and authoritarian or Techno-Unionist Latin America: there is some talk of the increasingly restive Scandinavians and Brits leaving the Confederation and South Brazil and Argentina joining in their place. Europe also has close relations with the Neo-Fascist Arab North African Union. Austria, Croatia, and the OTL Czech republic are part of the EC. Germany is part of the EC as several smaller states, of which the Southern ones nowadays dominate.

What with Red revolution and Islamic counter-revolution, dictators, rebellions, attempts at empire-building and the occasional mad scientist-adventurer trying to carve out their own space in the wake of the withdrawal of Colonialism, Africa and the Middle East are a mess, although the New Caliph has managed to establish peace and public safety in much of West Africa and Dr. Elton Perry (formerly of Harlem, NY) and his robo-zombies have managed to bring stability to the Congo Basin. Iran is a Soviet puppet, South Africa is large and Technocratic and white-ruled and rather scary, and Israel, after the Jerusalem War of '71, was moved into the Asteroid Belt, where it was a bit less easy to target with suicide spaceships.

India, the Great Neutral, is a loose and peaceable federation, although the Brotherhood of Kali are sworn to bring atomic spaceship Armageddon to the USSR the day Red Horde one crosses the sacred mountains. Their secret bases and installations are scattered across the solar system. Indian sages seek inner knowledge and the powers of the mind rather than better ways to split atoms, and Soviet and US and Japanese agents, hearing weird rumors, have been poking around lately, only to be baffled with annoying skill.
Australia is in the US sphere, and thanks to easy-peasy atomic power providing cheap desalination, rather more populous and green than in our world.

Popular culture is flamboyant and colorful in the US, more conservative and backward-looking in Europe, dull and standardized as a billion mass-produced Happy Faces in the Soviet Union, weird and baroque and decadent in the Empire of Japan (as odd as OTL, but with 90% less pedo-porn). Aliens and alien technology, shape-shifters and body-thieves, are part of universal culture and world entertainment: the mad who think others are aliens, or that they are themselves aliens, are far more numerous than in our world. Many odd religions have sprung up based on Mysterious Messages from space: they are illegal in the USSR and closely watched elsewhere, because they might actually be alien-inspired.

The solar system is different from ours. Mercury is tidally locked, with lakes of liquid metal on the endless dusty plains of its dayside and Plutonian cold among the jagged mountains of its far side. Rich in minerals if unlovely, a number of mining colonies have been established, with the bases usually in the more livable twilight zone while machines are sent into the freezing and baking regions.

Venus rotates slowly, an ocean-covered world, a vast global steam-bath reeking of the sulfide-based life which exploits it's innumerable, constantly bubbling underwater volcanoes. Great barges harvest the medically valuable complex molecules floating in its malodorous oceans, and far above floating cities bob at heights where the atmosphere thins enough to be breathable and to let in enough light to allow the air-filled bubbles of the vegetoids to carry out the photosynthetic portion of their eternally rising and falling life-cycles.

Mars is not too dissimilar to OTL, but there is life: fast-growing, near-vacuum adapted plant life near the poles, sessile in near-indestructible seed form for more than half the year; immensely tough self-insulating "cacti" nearer the equator: weird, iron-tough lichen-like forms scattered throughout wherever even then teensiest bit of permafrost exists. No animals, save some tiny creatures which almost entirely dry out in the cold to revive and feed and breed during the brief polar 'spring.' Harsh as it is, this is the most settled planet, and vast burrows inhabited by identically-uniformed Children of the Revolution now are being extended with nuclear power under the red sands and frozen icecaps. Lesser but still substantial efforts are being pursued by the US and Japan.

The scattered asteroids are variously claimed by multiple governments and some private agencies, but increasingly the stereotype of an asteroid miner is Jewish: the state/corporation of High Israel owns free several of the larger asteroids, and has mining and settlements rights on dozens of others. Not that this is all of High Israel: pursuing their policy of "many, many baskets" Jewish settlements can be found far into the outer darkness of the Solar System.

Jupiter is in fact rich in life, but it is hydrogen-ammonia life, operating under horrendous pressures and as unreachable to human science as in turn it is unable to survive outside of its own atmosphere. There is even a form of intelligence – vast, flatworm like creatures, communicating by radio waves, and slowly building immense structures of crystalline ices for purposes quite incomprehensible to human beings, devices meant to do things and learn things which humans could barely grasp. They care little about the outside universe – which is perhaps to humanity's benefit. Mining settlements occupy a few of the cold moons: anti-gravity makes Jupiter's crushing gravitational attraction a minor issue.

The rest of the outer solar system is similar to OTL: frozen and lifeless. However, there are some scientific bases here and there, and on Pluto, eternally frozen, important research is going on in extreme low-temperature chemical synthesis. And even beyond Saturn the atom-power heated settlements of the Space Jews are to be found here and there, on far-drifting asteroids as well as on frozen moons. The Jews will never be exterminated, and some of the settlers have begun to probe into the vast dark beyond Pluto, (not called that here), where dark worlds roll in the ocean of night.

The Moon, lifeless as OTL, is still quite heavily settled, being after all essentially a hop and a skip away from earth in these days of anti-gravity propulsion. Unlike the other planets, which have been carved up into various national claims (fortunately, they are large enough and settlers still few enough that violent disputes are so far almost unknown), the Moon is international territory, and the International Lunar Commission adjudicates purchases of territory, mining claims, etc. The "Free City" of Luna is the most cosmopolitan place in the solar system outside of Earth proper, and the Soviets have noticed some worrying signs of Lunar patriotism among their settlers.

150. The Nazi World Empire Collapsed: Long Afterwards

Hokay, this map is for FieldMarshallPatton’s [link] “Post-Apocalyptic Axis Victory World”, which is inspired by Kornbluth’s “Two Dooms”, the Anime So Ra No Wo To, and one of my maps. It’s a somewhat ASB setup in which Germany and Japan win WWII thanks to an ultra-isolationist US, and win WWIII with a German nuclear first strike in the 1960s, only for Germany to turn on their allies and nuke them in 2033 ( in a serious display of overkill, but might as well get rid of the Chinese too while we’re at it, no?). Global warming, resource depletion, and massive corruption at the center led to crisis by the late 21st century, and finally in 2087 an SS revolt with nukes on plunged the Nazi empire into chaos, and a world-wide breakdown of the economy, government, trade, etc. took place. The Chaos Years, an era of civil wars, famines, wacky religions, socialistic dictatorships, mass population movements, and other fun stuff followed. A peace of exhaustion eventually ensued, a dark age with global communications and interchange almost extinct. Technology stagnated, and progress long came to a standstill.

Only now, a couple centuries later, have things returned to something resembling a global economy. South America and South Africa, areas largely left out of the Nazi civil war, are the most developed parts of the globe. Scandinavia is almost as developed: Europe and North America more backwards, the rest of the world a mess. Sea levels have risen sharply (there is little left of the Netherlands) and global warming related desertification has battered much of the globe, especially the Middle East. World population is a bit over a billion. Siberia between the Urals and the formerly Japanese Far East was formerly a Slavic “reservation”, backwards and brutalized: largely untouched by the wars (it was hardly worth wasting missiles on) it has begged, borrowed or stolen the technology needed to modernize and now plans revenge on its former tormentors.

The New Confederacy (one of the states into which the Nazis broke up the defeated US) is no more: having attempted to make it through the Chaos years on the backs of their black population (after paring them down to a more manageable number) the local whites were quite surprised that the sneaky negroes had been preparing for some sort of showdown for decades (they knew damn well what had happened to the American Jews).
India passed out of British hands only to end up in German and Japanese ones, and brutal they were: Indian “independence” arrived amid civil war and famine and the general collapse of the chaos years, and with no functional Party of Independence (aside from a bunch of angry guys plotting in cellars) collapsed into a multitude of states, currently 16 not including former Nepal and Afganistan (the former high was over 30). Several groups want reunification, but the democrats of Maharastah, the Naziesque Hindu nationalists, the socialistic regimes, the Sikhs, and that one weird state of Kali cultists can’t really agree on terms (and that’s not counting the Muslim states). With the Monsoon having become unreliable, some parts of India have become depopulated, while others still suffer from severe droughts and famine (Maharastah’s “we could feed ourselves if we all worked together” message is so far ignored).

The west coast of North America is…different. The Nazis killed most of the population of east Asia (and killed a couple hundred million more world-wide due to nuclear winter crop failures), but over two centuries there has been some recovery, although their separation from the wider world by the more radioactive coastlines has hampered the development of the warlord states of the interior. Japanese America (where the Japanese had settled a lot of their Asian subjects to divide the population, encourage whites to move east, and strengthen their hold) was hit more lightly, as not to irradiate their North American puppets too badly. A rising by the non-Japanese majority forced the Japanese to retreat to whatever enclaves they could fight to with whatever minorities still retained some loyalty. The Happy Shiny Multiracial state of Pacifica, alas, didn’t last: the Germans refused to trade with such a “mongrel” people, the three US descendants and Canada plotted to swallow them, and the west coast whites automatically assumed that with the Japanese mostly gone, they got to be in charge again…and then there came the Collapse. Nowadays, Asians, Blacks, and Hispanics run the fragmented “helot” states (as white fascistic [1] nations contemptuously call them) and WASPs had best be married to someone of color or be gone. (Indeed, an inland white “rump California” is currently a Japanese Golden Mountain ally). The “helot” states are also one of the very few places on earth where it is safe to be an acknowledged Jew.

The Third Reich has broken into three major pieces, but people speak of the “two Germanies”: the hellhole of former European Russia is considered Warlord territory by most countries (partly due to German pressure: neither German state wants the eastern states to gain recognition that could interfere with their eventual reincorporation into a reunited Reich).

The Pope currently lives in Mantua (Rome having been vaporized by a Japanese multi-mega-tonner in a lucky shot), under the protection of that rather grotesque and baroque German-Italian hybrid, the new Holy Roman Empire.
A lot of people have emigrated from the areas hit by warming: there are a lot of Muslims in South America, as many proportionally as in OTL 2012 France (and there are of course some right-wing pundits warning of an impending Caliphate. :) ) There are a lot Indians in South Africa, where along with other Asians they form an intermediate caste between the whites and blacks. (There are also rather more whites, proportionally: beside the birth control chemicals in the African’s drinking waters, relatively untouched South Africa welcomed a _lot_ of immigrants from the North during the chaos years.)

The South Americans and South Africans are quite influential in Europe: indeed, Spain and Portugal (what’s left of them) are respectively Argentine and Brazilian puppets, and Ireland is quite close to Argentina if not quite an official ally. Both the Frances and the Germanys are to some extent in South Americas pocket economically speaking, and there is considerable popular resentment over this fact.

Scandinavia is expanding into the wilds of northern Russia: they are beginning to get a bit nervous re the Holy Slavs, which have started a serious thrust into the territories of their nearest “German Warlord” state after some careful initial nibbling to make sure the German regimes would not react too hastily (the German states have most of the world’s remaining nuclear warheads, but nobody is sure if any of them still work after all this time: it’s not like they’ve used one in a long while. What they do have which _does_ work unpleasantly is a lot of radioactive waste with long lives that can be dumped from zeppelins onto cities: also, a large arsenal of chemical weapons and a crapload of anthrax spores.)

Perhaps the world’s oddest state is the state of Helvetia, in the Alps. After the destruction of Japan and the conquest of Australia and New Zealand, there were still some millions of Japanese to dispose of, and the west coast of North America was descending into chaos (not that they cared what happened to the Japanese, but it might put German ships at risk). Some were sent to South Africa or South America or settled in parts of German Africa where it was almost impossible to recruit German settlers to go save by force: but in a moment of dictator whimsy, Fuhrer Rennicke, a lover of oriental kitsch, settled quite a few in rump French-speaking Switzerland and the German Alps, visions of quaint Japan-towns dancing in his head. And then the waters of the Collapse close over the scene…

…and when they retreat, a very odd new “Switzerland” has emerged, the Helvetian Confederation, consisting of French Cantons, German cantons rather unwilling to join either German state or the HRE, and cantons where a weird fusion culture dominates, people who speak a Japanese heavily larded with German and French, follow the Shinto faith but cheerfully attend mass with Catholic neighbors, and whose currency, the Helvetian Yen, has become the dominant currency of the new Confederation. (The new Confederation, although its form of government is essentially a republic, also has a hereditary Archduke whose grandfather they dug up from somewhere, along with his supposed noble genealogy. Some of the founders decided that having a noble family would be useful in diplomatic dealings with states like the HRE). With clever tactics, the use of their mountains, and salvaged and repurposed old German technology from before the Collapse, they have so far held their own against efforts by the Holy Romans to expand into their territory.

The world’s technology is…odd. Much old knowledge is maintained, but the infrastructure and international scientific community to build certain technologies does not exist. Brazil has a sophisticated biofuels industry, but no computers beyond some hulking vacuum-tube monsters. Plenty is still known about nuclear technology, but no nation currently has the depth of technological skill to build and run a nuclear power plant (the last of which ceased to function a century and more back. Many melted down, with varying levels of damage and often little reaction: in the post-chaos dark age, most people were willing to accent very high rates of cancer to hold onto, for instance, good farmland). The oil is long run out, and power comes from wind, biofuels, solar power of the old-fashioned sort (big mirrors and boilers for turbines), hydro power, and coal (the effects of burning which are well known, but what are you gonna do? At least with the much reduced population, not too much is being burned).

Shipping is by sail mixed with steam (coal or biofuels), transport by rail: civilian automobiles are steam or electric, and are a luxury or military only item outside the richest nations. Building heavier-than-air craft, with their fuel demands and challenging engineering, is largely a lost art, although the Chileans are fiddling with some designs: zeppelins and blimps are still around. Telephone and radio are also a luxury item in most countries. On the other hand, there is a lot of leftover tech from before the Collapse – and unlike nuclear warheads, some of it still works. There are a lot of still functional battle machines, although some must be rebuilt so they can be propelled by steam or biofuels rather than by petrol. And then there are old computers with still functional databases, if one can power them up: bioweapons, still deadly bacterial spores: combat robots: and waiting, buried in the Antarctic Ice, what was never used, for the last German Fuhrer, in perhaps the one decent action of a life of gratified appetites, refused to use to take the world down with him…

151. Kinder, Gentler Zombie World

In this world the solar system moved in 1992 into a curious cloud of greenish radiation unknown to science, only barely visible through reflection from the dark side of the Moon. It took a decade for the solar system to pass through the relatively small region suffused with the strange energy. Scientific study of the green glow (which seemed to have properties somewhere between those of particles and waves) would eventually revolutionize quantum mechanics and the understanding of the Multiverse, but at the time the effects of the green radiation were much more on people's minds. Principally, it's tendency to raise the dead.

Affecting everything with a nervous system above a certain level of development, the radiation caused reanimation as long as the brain was not entirely decayed and was not shielded by over fifty feet of solid rock. Reanimated were most birds, mammals…and more troublingly, human beings.
It might have been less complicated if the zombies were all shambling, drooling mindless monsters ravenously hungry for flesh, but the fresher ones reanimated with full memories and personalities (if also with a ravenous appetite for living flesh), while more badly spoiled ones ranged all the way from amnesiac but still fully sapient to stereotypical mindless shamblers, with barely enough consciousness to try doorknobs and an annoying tendency to find their way to their original homes. And as people continued to die, as they usually do, the number of fresh, sentient zombies steadily increased.

Fortunately, zombiesm is not catching.

Given the rate of decay of flesh in tropical lands and the fondness for cremation in many countries, the initial rising was outnumbered by the living at least forty to one, and in many cases the dead were unable to break out of solidly made vaults and caskets. Still, there was quite a bit of panic, horror, etc. and zombies did indeed take a lot of killing; brain shots worked, but only if really massive damage was inflicted (nailguns, small axes, etc. generally did not work, and even some low-caliber guns didn't always do the trick: zombie brains soon take on a firm, rubbery consistency not much hurt by hydraulic shock). And of course many of the human ones were sapient and not at all pleased with people trying to kill them: many of them were soon shooting back.

Zombie animals were not quite so much of a problem, given that generally small animals killed in the wild are eaten rather quickly, and the radiation took several hours to work its strange magic on a dead body: however, dead deer, moose, etc. soon became a serious problem, given their all-encompassing carnivorous attitudes. Many cats, inflicting horrible injuries on small animals and then not bothering with finishing them off, had nasty experiences upon returning to the scene of the crime, with fledglings, small mice, etc sinking their beaks or teeth into their flesh and not letting go even after the rest of their bodies were torn off. Rats, killed with gas or poison and then returning to life, were a _really_ big problem. Some very nasty scenes took place in slaughterhouses.

After a great deal of violence, negotiations set in.

The emergence of the Earth from the radiation zone was a great relief for the living, who worried that as they continued dying the zombies would eventually become a majority. It has left the sentient zombies, of which there are now over three hundred millions, at a bit of a loss: will there ever be any more of their kind?

It has also disappointed a great many of the living, who had hoped to avoid the Big Sleep through zombie resurrection. (Few wanted other people to arise again as zombies, but many, perhaps even most, weren't going to deny themselves the choice by having themselves immediately skullcrushed or cremated after death). Now that becoming a zombie is no longer an option, many religions are pushing hard the notion that zombies are mere soulless replicas of the original person, which of course leads to much anger from the Zombie Antidiscrimination Society. And of course there is the accusation of being sleeper agents for Satan…

(Most Hindus and many Buddhists are generally more accepting, seeing the whole thing as some sort of temporary glitch in the cycle of rebirth).

Religious wackiness is up all over, with the zombie epidemic widely being seen as a sign of the approaching end times.

Zombies generally have full legal equality in only a few countries: in some challenges to their relatives holding onto their inheritance have failed, in others they are not allowed to join the armed forces, efforts to repeal the "until death do us part" bit of marriage from the other end have generally failed, and many countries refuse to let them vote, pointing out that it was illegal for dead people to vote even before the zombies arrived. The US generally has a fairly good record, although the Defense of Living Families act makes human-zombie marriage illegal and prohibits zombies to adopt anyone except other zombies.

Some countries have no zombies: several dictatorships (most notoriously North Korea), once they realized what was going on, made it a capital offense to fail to destroy the brain immediately upon death (and in far too many cases, before it). Others have seen their zombie populations move away, due to unsuitable climate.

Animal zombies are increasingly rare: having no intelligence, they cannot restrain themselves from attacking dangerous targets, and they know nothing about how to protect themselves from decay. All the zombie whales, constantly soaking in salt water, have fallen apart by now, although their attacks sadly brought about the extinction of several species of marine mammals. The ecological damage Worldwide, has been considerable, and brought about a new rebirth of conservationism. Many national forests have been declared safe for human visitors again, the danger of being eaten by a zombie bear or moose having declined to almost nothing.

A great many Manly Hunters perished looking for that big-animal-zombie trophy.

If large animal zombies are rare now, small animals have only survived under most unusual circumstances, wear tear decay and larger animals making fairly quick work of them. People going outside generally no longer wear the heavy boots and protective quilted clothes and basket helmets used as protection against zombie mice, rats and sparrows. (The last tended to have a very short half-life, what with the feathers falling out). The exterminator's job has lost some of its heroic glamour.

The internet is rather more global and universal than OTL, with many people preferring to avoid going outside during the years of the green radiation, although a new outdoorsy movement has sprung up in reaction of late.
Politics are a bit different. The zombie problem clearly could not be dealt with purely through private enterprise, so people have come to expect a more interventionist government. The security state of OTL set up after 2001 to deal with terrorists was set up under Clinton to deal with zombies human and otherwise: Bin Laden was killed in the wilds of Afghanistan by a zombie mountain goat. Terror bombing went out of style during the 90s as it became clear that the results were usually to create a bunch of vengeful zombies, and that the bomber would face justice as long as their head remained in one piece. (The Israelis deny that they have the heads of several terrorists locked in a vault somewhere, forever alive, forever starving. But they don't deny it too hard).

Zombies or no zombies, history has kept on going. The Iranian-Taliban war (which produced a lot of zombies) and the breakup of Afghanistan into three smaller states. The growth of the Death-God cult in Germany from a few whackos to a global church of three million and a blood feud with the Scientologists, who claim it's all Xenu's work. There's an even worse mess in Africa than OTL, with large areas essentially depopulated by people too poor to afford adequate protection fleeing plagues of zombie animals. The State of Emergency continues in Russia. The assassination of Saddam Hussein by zombie Special Forces.

The global economy didn't grow too much during the 90s, due to a lack of (zombie-terrorized) consumer confidence, heavy diversion of economic activity into the building of weapons, traps, zombie small animal-proof houses, an increased death rate, and civil wars, triggered either by human-zombie conflict, massive increases in the amount of weapons in private hands in some nations, and in other cases the lack of weapons in the hands of the public and their consequent annoyance at governments that would not allow them to defend themselves. Things have picked up nicely in the last five years, though.

Meat-eating among humans went down rather sharply during the 90s, partly due to increased costs (more thorough killing procedures, the difficulty of protecting free-range cattle from zombie animal attacks) and party due to psychological issues (the fear that the meat might somehow still be alive or taken from a zombie animal, and the association of meat-eating with zombies themselves). It has bounced back a bit since 2002, but more people than OTL remain vegetarians.

Keeping zombie animals is illegal in most countries, but that doesn't prevent a lot of people from doing so. Accidents are frequent.

It is not easy being a zombie.
There are some good points. You'll never feel pain again, you'll never get tired, you don't feel too hot or too cold, you're very hard to kill, you're usually (unless badly damaged before revival) stronger than a normal human, you don't need to breathe, you don't get sick, and you can live a long time – if you can keep yourself in good shape. Which is, admittedly, difficult.
For one thing, there's the decomposition. Whatever curious force animates zombies has the side effect of slowing down decay and repelling insects to some extent, but although it will take a while, sooner or later, if you are a zombie, you have to deal with maggots, and sooner or later you'll start turning a funny color. Most zombies smell rather strongly of alcohol, formaldehyde, DDT: they bathe in them, drink them, inject them into their bodies (a bit difficult: the slimy black goo that serves zombies as blood moves only sluggishly). It's not nice (even the zombies themselves don't like the odor), but it beats being slowly eaten or puffing up and turning purple.

Related to that is the wear and tear. Zombies, like severe leprosy sufferers some of them resemble, have no sense of pain, and as such suffer many small scrapes and cuts without noticing, and one can get rather ragged-looking after not too many months that way. Zombie cuts will in fact grow back together if stitched or glued together, but it's a slow process. Heavy, protective clothing is a must. Humidity is also a problem: too little, and you start drying out and getting increasingly leathery: too much, and one begins to suffer from what can be called "full-body trench foot." (Zombies do dry out rather more slowly than human beings: they do not lose moisture in aspiration since they don't breathe, and don't lose it through body cooling, since they don't sweat).

A zombie can hydrate, either by drinking a lot of water (slowly absorbed through inner body surfaces) or soaking in it, but must be careful not to overdo it. Drying out is generally more feared: once you get "shriveled eyeball", it'll be a long time before your eyesight recovers. Many zombies wear masks or Invisible Man style bandages over exposed skin.

Heat, as long as the humidity is not too high or too low, is not a problem: cold is. Zombies do not feel hot or cold, but their exotic biology generates very little heat, and once the temperature drops more than a few degrees below freezing, a zombie will eventually freeze solid, no matter how much they bundle up. And although a zombie can survive freezing and thawing out, the "freezer burn of the brain" has permanent effects: it doesn't take many freeze/thaw cycles to make you a mindless shambler. Zombies in cold climates are very big on heat packs. (Short distances in the cold aren't a problem, since a human body well wrapped up has a fair amount of thermal inertia: long periods outside is a no-no. There are zombies in cold areas, and rural zombies, but there are no cold-climate rural zombies).

The worst part is the appetite.

Zombies are hungry for the flesh of the living. Why, nobody is sure: they don't seem to get much nutritional value out of it – flesh going through zombie digestive tracts (which takes a week or more) tends to come out rotten and slimy-green but largely undigested. However, zombies have a strong appetite, which requires sizeable amounts of raw, warm, bloody meat to satisfy (global beef and pork production have gone up substantially, almost compensating for the losses in the 90s). The trouble is that appetite generally exceeds the capacities of the zombies' slow, largely gravity-driven "digestion."

Most zombies are all too familiar with the stomach pump.

Almost as bad is sex, or rather the lack of it. Zombies are capable of affection and even love, but they are unable to get aroused. There are some human fetishists who will pay good money to have sex with female zombies, but it doesn't do anything for the zombies.

Zombies of course need jobs to pay for large amounts of meat, and zombie employment is a major political football. On the one hand, keeping hungry zombies from going on a department-store-raiding rampage (with some cat and dog eating among the more desperate) is a big issue, since a zombie mob is not easily dispersed, but on the other nobody wants to be seen as picking the taxpayer's pocket to subsidize zombies' disgusting eating habits. And very few people are happy with zombie co-workers. On the Gripping Hand, zombies usually will work cheap, and can work tirelessly, don't sleep, and are unaffected by, say, a working environment rich in asbestos or other toxins.

So a lot of zombies end up in construction or shitty industrial jobs or in the new US national infrastructure program: they are of course denounced for taking jobs away from the poor and needy. In some countries, zombies are essentially slaves of the state: zombie labor is increasingly important in Chinese sweatshops.

If a zombie manages to hold a job, they are a definite economic plus, zombie supporters and zombies point out: they work hard, pay taxes, and are much less of a social cost than normal humans (for one thing, very little in healthcare costs).

Other zombies serve in the armed forces of various nations, although usually in separate "zombie battalions" to spare other soldiers the sight and smell. Zombie soldiers often complain of being assigned to the crappiest and most dangerous positions, to which comes the logical reply that there's no point in having zombies in the armed forces if they aren't in positions where their relative unkillability would be of some use.

Anti-zombie prejudice remains a serious problem world-wide. Many nations have concentrated zombies in special "undead residence zones" (AKA ghettos) or even tried to put them in barracks behind wire (for their own safety, of course): such efforts have usually ended messily. Even in more democratic countries, things are often unpleasant. Hospitals nowadays build special annexes for dealing with zombies who need a finger stitched back on or a breadknife pulled out of their back, on the excuse that zombies might bring disease into the regular hospital: the people in such annexes, zombies complain, are often not doctors or even nurses, just people good with string, pliers and a staple gun. Zombie workers on the new US southwest fast rail line rioted over their overseer's habit of feeding them by throwing chunks of raw meat at them out of the back of a moving truck.

There is often a good deal of human-on-zombie violence, since people know zombies who kill or bite humans will face severe penalties, while a human who makes a dent in a zombie's skull with a length of piping, as long as the zombie cannot prove permanent impairment (and there usually isn't) will be let off lightly. And of course, it's not like the zombie actually feels anything, right? Of course, such fun and games usually involve a crowd of humans vs. one zombie: one on one, or even two or three on one, it gets a bit too scary.

Zombies have a good sense of taste and smell, and can (moderately) enjoy eating other things than raw meat, although it does nothing to reduce their appetite, and of course just speeds the time until the pipes need to be flushed out. (Lots of very hot water also will speed things along, but can lead to bloating).

TV also provides some jobs for zombies: some Extreme Sports shows now feature zombie action which would cripple any normal human (and sometimes leads to a zombie spending some months immobilized while a limb slowly grows back together. But hey, it's not like it hurts or does permanent damage, no?). Self-mocking zombie comedians remain popular. Then there's the zombie nature photographer who coats himself with Water Seal, wears some heavy weights, and then simply walks along the sea bottom in search of good shots…

The notion of using zombies as a non-air using, radiation-resistant spaceship crew has taken a bit of a setback after some wiseass calculated just how much raw meat would be needed to send one zombie to Mars and back without going mad with hunger.

If zombies struggle to find employment, they provide employment for many humans. Segregated zombie housing. Zombie "just killed large animals" eating places. Self-heated clothing for zombies living in cold climates. A rich variety of new, toxic chemical products for zombies working to stave off rot and carrion-eaters. Even zombie beauticians: some zombies still try to put on an effort of looking human, with massive amounts of makeup, skin repair, surgical fixes, hair implants, etc. (Of course, there are those which go the other way, deliberately wearing their hair stringy and coated with mysterious goo, sharpened teeth, openings sliced in their blackened faces, and some of the most alarming piercings you will ever see.)

Mexico has seen a burst of pro-zombie sentiment, since some illegal immigrants lost in the desert were carried to safety by Mexican zombies (who, like the living, were headed for the US in search of jobs).

Graveyards worldwide have been extensively dug up, as zombies looked for those of their kind trapped in overly solid coffins and vaults. This has often led to nasty clashes with humans outraged at the desecration of their honored (decomposed beyond possibility of revival) dead.

The ultimate zombie taboo is the eating of a human. It does happen: zombies as much as humans have their crazies and sickos, and sometimes a zombie will go so long without being able to eat as to go a bit psycho (imagine your standard Warner Bros cartoon where starving people begin to see each other as food items). The zombies try hard to police their own community, and there are many rumored cases of "private justice" being carried out among the zombies. But it does happen, and most often with a huge burst of publicity. Zombies hate it, since it reduces them to the status of dangerous animals, and always brings a burst of new demands to police zombies, to isolate zombies, to lock zombies away. In vain zombies point out that humans are far likelier to be murdered by other humans than by zombies: human-eating always acts as blood to the sharks of the media.

Such things help strengthen not just human desires to have zombies far away from them, but also those zombies who have similar feelings. The Zombie Nation movement, calling for a zombie homeland, has been increasingly visible on the news lately. Of course, where such a place could be established is difficult to say: there has been some talk of buying desert land from Australia or some of the Saharan nations, but the costs of establishing an infrastructure would be formidable.

Zombies are not inherently slow. Their ability to exert muscular contraction greater than that of living humans means that theoretically they should be able to move their legs faster than untrained normal humans. And this is true, more or less: however, over any distance, a healthy normal human will almost always outdistance the Zombie, especially over uneven ground. Why? The Zombie is falling down a lot of the time. Zombies are not well coordinated, in most cases. Clumsiness and imperfect motor control appear to be a result of initial nerve decay in the time period immediately following death: Zombies who die under conditions of intense cold tend to be somewhat more agile than the regular variety. Nevertheless, most Zombies will not move faster than a quick walk, and indeed usually either shuffle or adopt an exaggerated high-stepping march, very carefully placing their feet. That is because falling down is not something a Zombie wants to do: feeling no pain, they could easily break something important without knowing it.

Zombies are usually recognizable from a distance by a number of clues: their characteristic walk, their tendency to wear heavy, baggy clothing even in warm weather, and their tendency to wear masks or bandages to protect their faces from the elements. (This is of course not taking into account "punk" and "deathcore" Zombies, whose characteristic deliberate disfigurements are noticeable from quite a distance). Zombies are frequently stooped forward, watching their feet. Sunglasses in dim light are also a giveaway: Zombies rarely blink, and they frequently hide their glassy, staring eyes (usually with somewhat yellowed whites). In the cases where there is no mask, there is the pallor (the ashy color of Zombie Africans is particularly distinctive) the often puffy or shrunken facial features, and the stink of preservatives. (Still, Zombie spotting is not necessarily 100% accurate: some Zombies manage to "pass" with loads of makeup and surgery, and some elderly cold-climate alcoholics are occasionally mistaken for Zombies).

Zombies are major users of wigs. They have an advantage over humans in that they can have their wigs superglued to their scalps, or even nailed to the underlying bone, making for fewer embarrassing accidents. (Of course, putting on a new one can be a problem). Some Zombie punks decorate their skulls with nails or broken glass. (The Pinhead look never caught on: it was hell on the skin).

False teeth are also common: the strength of Zombie jaw muscles generally exceeds the structural strength of their teeth, and loss of teeth through overly energetic tearing at tough meat is frequent. Zombies who were dentists in life are often still in business serving their own kind, human dentists often being very nervous about putting their fingers in a Zombie's mouth.

Zombies who died at an advanced age have to take particular care of their bodies. Their stringy muscles can contract with typical Zombie strength, but their thin, brittle old-person bones break easily, and a "reanimated codger" can easily inflict serious structural damage on themselves lifting things they could not have lifted while alive. Those old-person Zombies who can afford it often have their skeletons strengthened with metal implants: a delicate time-consuming process, since cutting muscle tissue is to be avoided if at all possible, given the very long time Zombie flesh takes to knit back together.

Zombie love is a complicated issue. Some humans love Zombies, some Zombies love humans, and some Zombies love eachother. Sex is not a part of it, given the Zombie's incapability in that department, but Zombies can care as deeply as normal people: and many Zombies retain close ties to those people who knew them when alive. It's a bit hard to deal with the fact that Grandpa now smells of formaldehyde and doesn't breathe, but a lot of people do manage to deal: families now include both living and dead members, although in many countries they are not allowed to actually live together.

And, of course, where there is love and caring there is also disappointment and misery. Many people simply cannot accept that the pallid ghoul is in fact their husband or wife or child or parent, and they are supported in these sentiments by many religious leaders and various governments. Some try to believe but fail, others believe but in the end simply cannot overcome their sense of horror at something which stimulates the ancient human fears of death and decay and corpses (not to mention the fear that they will be eaten, however irrational) and either cut their Zombie relatives off entirely or insist on a long-distance relationship.

Zombies cannot cry. But they can moan.

Reunion of couples separated by death rarely work out in the long run unless both return as Zombies (and even then there are often difficulties: things often work out better with elderly couples, which weren't getting any before death either.) In some cases the living partner has killed himself or herself to join their love in Zombie status, which is considered a serious sin by most religious authorities.

Dogs, being smell-dependent creatures, rarely recognize their former masters, but there are plenty of Zombies who keep cats, dogs, etc. who are as loyal to the person who feeds them and walks them as they are to normal people. In spite of many TV and movie gags, Zombies do not keep Zombie cats and dogs, it being illegal almost everywhere, although some countries allow permits for Zombie goldfish, swimming in fishbowls filled with formaldehyde or alcohol.

Zombies do not grow or age, which leads to the disturbing phenomenon of Zombie pre-teen children which have been children for some three decades now. Their brains have not developed as human brains do, so they are not adults mentally, either: on the other hand, their length of learning and experience means they do not view the world the way normal children do, either. A new species in terms of mentality, a race of overly well-informed obnoxious and tricky brats, the "old child" is an annoyance to Zombies and humans both, and Zombie parents which have taken in Zombie children find them a bit of a pain in the ass after two decades. Zombie child labor is a subject of controversy in many countries.

Crime and punishment have not remained unchanged. Although Zombies are generally less hormonal than young male humans, and under strong pressure from members of the Zombie community to avoid conflict with humans, Zombie-on-Zombie crime and Zombie-on-human crime persists, if at lower levels than human-on-human. Inner city crime underwent some odd mutations, with the arrival of the Zombie gang member (accompanied by initial stiff resistance by police unions to the arrival of Zombie police officers). One hard-bitten Chicago cop and a gang member managed to rack up three kills solely involving the two of them. Zombies were briefly popular as drug mules, given that you can stuff a lot more drugs inside a Zombie's body without harm.

Murder rates are up again. They dropped sharply during 1992-2002, since unless you wrecked the brain, you would have a vengeful Zombie after you (or at least testifying against you) shortly. Prison riots have been brought on by prisoners unwilling to share space with Zombie criminals, and the building of prisons specifically for Zombies has led to outrages in even the most Zombie-liberal countries. Brain-damaged "drooler" Zombies remain popular with crime kings and warlords as instruments of terror: having a pit of them to throw enemies into is considered pretty awesome. Speaking of warlords, few third-world warlords tried going with Zombie soldiers rather than child soldiers, noting advantages in endurance, carrying capacity, durability under fire and scariness, but found them a lot harder to discipline, and in some cases ended up eaten by their own troops.

A number of celebrities died during the 90s, and although some took steps to prevent their "rebirth", many are still around as Zombies. Carl Sagan is no longer making TV specials, but is busy at a second scientific career trying to determine the nature of Zombiesm. George Burns is still cracking dry jokes, and grumbles that nicotine no longer does anything for him. Vincent Price is scarier than ever. The Royal Family does their best to keep Princess Di out of the public eye. Mother Teresa wanted her body immediately cremated after death to prevent it from rising, but her followers weren't quite ready to let her go, to her current annoyance: she insists she's only a soulless copy of the original, and has resigned from Church service, but she did still travel to the US to punch Christopher Hitchens in the face.

And then there's Thurgood Marshall, whose dismissal from the Supreme Court caused a national controversy. However, in the end, both Democrats and Republicans agreed that having the same person stay on the court for perhaps a century or more was not a good idea, and currently positions on the Supreme Court are only allowed for Zombies which have not served while living (not that their chances of getting nominated would have a chance in hell of getting through human-dominated congress: there are as yet no Zombie Senators, and a bare handful of Congressmen: and their existence has ignited a new debate about Term Limits).

Human and zombie scientists (they are some) struggle to find a way to cure zombie hunger, or at least find out why eating large amounts of meat temporarily cures it: such efforts are rarely backed by governments, who see the need for flesh as being one of the few things that forces zombies to subordinate themselves to human rule in their search for employment to fund their meat-hunger. If zombies did not hunger, how much would they need human society at all?

152. A Jules Verne Universe

(sorry about some overlap with the previous one, but can't have Verne sans "Journey to the Center of the Earth"):

JULES VERNE UNIVERSE

It's a steam-punk world, of course.

In the Jules Verne universe, arts is ornate and baroque, and the neo-futurist style nowadays clashes with the techno-Egyptian in architecture, and "function determines form" is hardly heard of: pillars, balconies, statues atop spires are normal parts of skyscrapers. Peristyles, monoliths, domes and geometric colossi: lots of shiny brass, colorful synthetic stone. Not that this is all very visible: this is a vigorously capitalist society, and enormous advertising placards and posters glued to building walls by boys riding one-man blimps deface the buildings, which are also usually a bit dingy from pollution. Slidewalks carry the gaily dressed throngs along streets glittering with electrical lighting, and the tubes of pneumatic transport services criss-cross overhead.

Technology is advanced, but alien to that of our universe. Television and radio of sorts exist, although working on somewhat different physics than in our universe. The sky is full of giant airships, propeller-driven craft with not one but dozens of propeller "masts" utilizing rules of aerodynamics unknown to our world, tiny airplanes and one-man blimps suitable for landing on the roof of your club. There are nuclear power generators the size of a walk-in closet and super-batteries of exotic metal ("curie cells"), but computers are constructed out of intricate systems of gears and require oiling. The seas are crossed by half-mile long ocean liners and submarines come out of the sea onto land by way of belly treads, while giant steam-powered robots (or, as the Japanese would call them, Mecha) are directed by sweating navvies in overalls on such colossal tasks as the currently building Bering Straits bridge.
Crude forms of pseudo-life created from the primordial ooze of the sea-bottom have existed in the laboratory for brief periods of time, and "super-apes" capable of doing crude labor have been surgically created, although their mass production is viciously opposed by labor. Hypnotism, which can achieve some astounding biofeedback results, is a rather larger part of medicine than in our world.

It is a world of heavy industry and massive engineering projects: railways cross the continent and plunge through tunnels under straits and small seas, great rivers have been diverted to water central Asia and make parts of Africa more accessible, and a sea has been created in the central Sahara. (Although the supposed moderating climate effects have been disappointing, the tides do produce some useful hydroelectricity and evaporative minerals). Although atomic power utilizing the miracle element, Radium, is increasingly important, lots of coal and oil are still being used, and global warming is an increasing problem: in this science-happy world, there have been seriously drawn up plans to modify the world's planetary axis or orbital path to deal with the problem of rising temperatures, with much hot argument between the Barbicane "use a giant cannon" crowd and the Xirdal "induced magnetic field braking" crowd. In any event, the world continues wizzing forward, the occasional progress-induced disaster redeemed (more or less) by the next technological miracle.

Nowadays, the Barbicane-style space cannon is considered a backwards means of delivering items to outer space: the Xirdal attraction-repulsion ray is the normal method for heading out into the solar system. There are two known inhabited planets, Venus and Mars. The first is a planet of jungles and deserts and hot, moist fog, plagued with various monsters which attract Earth's best big-game hunters and adventurers. Mars is dry, cold and inhabited by unimaginably old civilizations of vaguely insectile beings who have managed their planetary environment long enough to observe changes in the brightness of the sun, without ever developing a systematic science. The USA has established an "open door" policy on Mars to prevent wars over colonial claims. Mercury is red-hot crystal mountains, moving and seeming animate flame, and seas of liquid metal: the asteroids include mountains of diamond and precious metals, which has been very disruptive to the earth economy. As yet the outer planets remain unreached, and giant telescopes have yet to observe any lively activity, but strange and seemingly organized radio signals have been detected from Jupiter. National governments and giant corporations are busily expanding into space: there are fortunes to be made from Venusian drugs and Martian artwork and artifacts, and the Catholic Church, US Protestant evangelists, plus the Russian Orthodox Church, compete for Martian souls (so far with not much success).

At the same time, people are expanding into the interior of the Earth. In spite of Professor Lindenbrock's views, the Earth does get uninhabitably hot more than a few hundred miles down, and some of the lower parts of the Abyssal Realm have atmospheres of poisonous gas or hot steam. Wars have been fought over the possession of these new territories – the most successful underground colonists have been the Japanese, deflected from Chinese adventures by the discovery of an Abyss accessible through caves below mount Fuji – millions of now pallid Japanese colonists now grow giant mushrooms and edible ferns, and raise pigmy Hadrosaurids many miles beneath the pacific. There is also the German complex, which now holds the government-in-exile of the Total Society (overthrown in this world's equivalent of the Second World War, the Total Society make OTLs Nazis look like a bunch of spaced-out hippies, although lacking their particular animus towards Jews). Rather hard to get to (to say the least) the Abyssal Germans are a popular culture bogeyman: there are rumors of secret plots to return to power above, of hidden tunnels dug to the surface traversed by spies and infiltrators, of strange disk-shaped German flying machines…

The rich variety of Abyssal life has enlivened zoos, museums, and safari companies, and provided a boon to biological science (although the Creationists claim surviving dinosaurs simply are proof humans coexisted with them before the Flood): it has also led to ghastly slaughters by big game hunters. (The Abyssal titan ape and Megalosaurus, alas, have been driven to extinction). Messier still has been the relationship between surface civilization and the various human and human-derived inhabitants of the Abyss: the Native American derived civilization beneath the Andes was wrecked by introduced surface world diseases, the sub-European Dwarves were enslaved by the Germans, and the giant mammoth-herders are only fully recognized as human in a few countries. The ape-men of sub-India are not given full human rights in any nation save Sweden, where exactly 0 of them dwell. Access to the Abyssal realm has been greatly improved in recent years by the development of the atom-powered mechanical mole, although this has its own risks: a boring into a so far unexplored cave system deep below Russia released a plume of poisonous gasses that killed all vegetation for 50 miles downwind before it could be sealed.

The deep seas, too, are being explored, submarines with massively reinforced hulls descending into the depths and exploring the eroded remnants of the island of Atlantis. The French have a substantial colonization project underway under the Mediterranean.

Styles of dress and appearance are on the conservative side. Hats (in bewildering variety) remain the norm for men, skirts are generally worn below the knee, and even loose-fitting women's pants are considered risqué: although women are legally equal nowadays in Europe and North America, the sexual revolution never took off, and Keeping Up Appearances is still very important. (Contraceptives are cheap and easily available, but no magazine would be gauche enough to advertise them without the use of euphemism).
National politics are also generally conservative: it's a capitalist, corporate-dominated world (more in some countries than others), in which there has never been a successful Communist movement. OTOH, undiscouraged by a real-life catastrophic failure, the Left remains revolutionary and the laboring classes remain turbulent.

World politics are based upon the relations between the Big Six powers.
The greatest of these is the United States, which has absorbed Cuba, Puerto Rico, and Panama, unified all of Latin America in an economic common market, and his home to the world's most powerful corporations and financial institutions. The US is dominated by its great corporations and industrial dynasties: having never been drawn into a cold-war type confrontation, business remains America's principal business (and occasionally evangelical religion). It is more urban and less suburban than our world, with huge cities, equally huge wealth disparities, and half a dozen leftist revolutionary movements. There is also a revolutionary "technocratic" strain, which builds bizarre millennial "science cities" in the middle of nowhere and practices "eugenic breeding." The US is the Land of Big, a land of absurdly large skyscrapers, giant holographic ads projected on huge blimps, and the self-propelled floating islands of eccentric billionaires. Although a major player in outer space, aide from maintaining a foothold in the Philippines, the US generally remains politically and militarily uninvolved outside the western hemisphere.

The US may be the richest, but France is the most prestigious. France leads the Latin League in Europe (France, Spain, Italy, Portugal, and Belgium – an "honorary member") and a wider league of democratic states joined in an economic union, a military mutual protection society, a resource pool for interplanetary colonization, and in the view of the French, a repository of man's noblest aspirations. France and its allies also run about ½ of Germany, divided between France and Russia after the Second Great War. Then there is the French Empire, which has seen tremendous development and industrialization in the last century: although the GNP/capita of sub-Saharan French Africa is still only about 1/5 of the Metropole, much French heavy industry has been moved to Africa, and Dakar and Accra are now huge, smelly, industry-filled metropolitan complexes, managed by suave French-speaking black African officials who all keep powerful steam-powered refrigeration engines in the their offices so they can pull off the three-piece suit look without unsightly sweat.

Black rather than white, since the Empire is slowly being converted into a federation, and the new African universities are cranking out African graduates in political science: the fundamental inequality of other races has been thoroughly disproved by Modern Science, and since the direct union of France with its colonies would swamp the French government with black and Muslim deputies, Federation is seen as the way to go (although cultural assimilation remains the ideal, and indeed French is the common language of most of Africa today, and far more French food than is healthy is consumed by African elites). Black Africa is indeed more "French" now than much of North Africa, where stronger cultural and religious resistance to assimilation persists: and the French Holy Land is such a headache that politicians sometimes suggest pulling out, only to be severely lashed by the religious vote.

Russia, which runs from central Germany to Northern Manchuria, also includes Iran and the Black Sea Straits. Politics are dominated by right-wing, nationalist parties, and Russian messianic tendencies are in fine fettle. Russia competes with the US as the nation of Bigness, with huge cities, enormous trains, rechanneled rivers and leveled mountains, and is second only to the US in its population of (steam) automobiles: Russian scientists speculate on changing the orbits of Venus or Mars to make them more amenable to Russian settlement, or of Terraforming the Moon. Poorer by capita than the US or France, it is a nation of weird political movements, corrupt noblemen with Belgium-sized estates, mad monks with television shows, and reengineered ursine bodyguards.

Japan is a somewhat discontented power, never having quite grasped the brass ring of first-rank power. Ruling Korea, Taiwan and the vast Taisho Abyss, Japan lacks the allies or manpower to compete with the US or Russia or France, and sees China rapidly catching up: there is much dispute between those who want to join with the Chinese in a common Asian identity, and those who hope to maintain national autonomy through an anti-Chinese alliance with Russia or Australia. Japan is known for its artistry, craftsmanship, and its production of the world's finest steam-powered Mecha.

China is still an empire, albeit under a different dynasty, and without Japanese invasions has been pretty successful at modernizing itself, although it remains the most backwards of the Great Powers. Great black iron pagodas tower over crowded cities sometimes so polluted that elaborately lacquered gas masks are a fashion accessory, great "floating fortress" 100-propellor gyros decorated with the Imperial Dragon patrol the disputed border with Russia, and a million coolies are building what the Imperial Court proclaims will be the largest space-launch complex in the world high atop the Tibetan plateau.

The British Empire is in poor shape: having been less successful at integrating its empire, and largely shut out of Europe by its division into French and Russian spheres of influence, it is currently in decline, suffering from revolutionary terrorism in India and Africa and increased separatism on the part of Australia and Canada, increasingly unwilling to contribute blood or money to the cause of holding the Empire together. (Australia includes New Zealand and New Guinea and is rather more populous than in our world). Still, Great Britain itself remains the most heavily industrialized of nations, and even more densely populated than in our world, and a most exciting place. The colossal conurbation of London, with its innumerable crisscrossing levels of streets and electric trolleys, its colossal factories with chimneys a mile high so their pollution does not reach the ground inside city limits, its garish lighting and swarming multi-ethnic crowds and multiple dialects and modes of speech, its robot beasts controlled by animal brains kept alive in a solution of Brown's Best Vital Fluid (distilled from the very best sea-floor primordial ooze), its scarred travelers, occasionally with a steam-powered arm or leg, returning from other planets, make even Greater New York look bland by comparison.

International tensions still exist, and although the form of nuclear power this universe uses is impractical for weapons-making, there are giant battleships, colossal tanks (treaded or with legs), giant steam-bots, chemical and biological weapons, and weapons using magnetic and electrical rays of terrible power. Many earnest conferences are held regularly in Switzerland, but so far there has been little progress in disarmament.

153. Gomberg's New World Order

This one is based on this map [link] , which has made the rounds of the internet, supposedly as some bizzare scheme of the New Deal gang.

According to online sources, it seems to have been rather the product of a patriotic if leftist (and somewhat wacky) individual by the name of Maurice Gomberg.

Soo...what if this had actually been a plan with the full authority of the President of the United States behind it...?

“Maurice Gomberg barely made it as a US citizen, being born only two weeks after his mother’s arrival in the US – Roosevelt’s successor often stated himself that he had been “phenomenally lucky to be born as a citizen of the US, the world’s greatest nation”….”

“The death of Roosevelt in 1945 would therefore place the destiny of the USA – and to some extent the world – in the hands of a man who, largely unknown to the American people, represented the most radical tendencies of the New Deal Era…”

“The sheer extent of his ambition won him many admirers. In those years after the atomic bomb, it seemed to many that the US could, indeed, reshape the whole world in its image, make the world anew…”

“In his last three years in office, President Gomberg’s undemocratic tendencies revealed themselves at their worst, as various constitutional dodges – some of them essentially created on the spot – were used to force through legislation unpopular with the majority of Senate and Congress. Many argue that Gomberg’s assassination in 1951 averted not just an impeachment – possibly, a civil war…”

“Stalin’s death allowed the realization of many of Gomberg’s objectives. Although many historians, believers in deep currents in history, find it repulsive to imagine that mere botulism-contaminated caviar could have the profound historical effects they did, it is hard to see Stalin agreeing to the global partnership Beria was willing to at least pay lip service to…many feel that Beria, too, was to some extent carried away by the extent of the President’s vision. Of course, US aid and investment also played their role…”

“Although President Gomberg had initially planned a post-war order in which only Roosevelt’s “four policemen” – China, the US, the USSR and the UK – would be allowed to maintain military forces, political realities forced him to allow France to rearm. While pacifistic India would agree to keep its military forces minimal, only through a combination of bribes and threats would the Latin American nations be persuaded to eliminate their small armies – and this would in turn be compensated for by extensive enlargement of various forms of non-military “special forces” – after all, the major function of Latin American armies had historically been to accomplish – or prevent – coups…and Gomberg’s strongly pro-Israel policy would lead to endless headaches in the Middle East as everyone tried to cheat on military limits… of course, one might well argue, as does Professor Freidman, that arms limitations and the buffer position of Israel have also prevented a horrendous war between Baghdad and Cairo over who gets to unify the Arab world…”

“International control of nuclear weapons never quite got off the ground – President Gomberg’s internationalism did not go so far as to prevent him from feeling the US should get something back in exchange for its military supremacy, and the Soviets stalled and temporized on creating an organized system of global inspection and validation to prevent any secret atomic weapons buildups until 1949, when their secret atomic weapons program bore fruit…”

“The creation of immense new systems of road and rail and new “super-ports” to tie together the new international alliances was in the end more than the US and it’s war-battered allies could afford – indeed, probably more than the US today could afford. At the time of President Gomberg’s death, only a fraction of the new transportation links had been constructed...a few continued as prestige projects, notably the Trans-Siberian superhighway and the Pan-American Highway, completed in 1959 after the atomic leveling of two mountains in the Panamanian portion of the Darien Gap.”

“The ‘Peace and Security’ bases – a global network of fortified bases to deter warmongers – proved a political football from the first…Given Soviet demands for an equal role with the British and the French in establishing bases abroad and the fact that the British and the French could not afford a network of bases on the scale the US and the Soviets could maintain, combined with the hostility of so many towards any Soviet bases in Africa and Asia to begin with, in the end plans for national US, British, etc. Peace and Security bases were heavily scaled back and replaced by a system of multinational bases under World League of Nations administration…during the Nervous Fifties, due to the rapid worsening of US-Soviet relations after President Gomberg’s assassination, the situation on the internationalized bases descended into black farce, with pro-US and pro-Soviet factions occupying different sections of the bases and employing most of their energies either in mutual obstructionism or in spying on eachother… an absurd number of bases were built in Africa, where they could provide little useful purpose for maintaining world peace, but where the locals in the immediate postwar era were in no position to object…”

“In spite of later claims of his “irresponsible naivety” in respect to the Soviet Union, the President privately held some surprisingly hard-headed views, as revealed in private letters: discussing the creation of the Soviet Zone in Eastern Europe, Gomberg wrote ‘Are in de facto possession of Eastern Europe and would require another war to dislodge them. Direct incorporation will force upon the Soviets new Polish, Romanian, etc. Party members rising to the highest levels of power, and therefore far more influential upon Soviet policy than the leaders of any puppet states would be…’”

“One element of the bargain that left Iran within the Soviet sphere of influence if still independent was Beria’s turning of a blind eye on US efforts to crush the Communist rebels in China: indeed, recently declassified Soviet documents indicate Beria considered he had made the better bargain, given that the US was eliminating a possible competitor to his utter dominance of the International Communist Movement and would be kept busy for years chasing around the interior of China (the last US troops would not leave until 1958).”

“One of Gomberg’s most decided views was his detestation of ‘vulgar’ or ‘blood and soil’ nationalism…it appears from his writings that he saw his new system of multi-national federations as merely a pause, a temporary stopping point on the way to the creation of a genuine ‘United States of Mankind’.”

“Perhaps the largest obstacle to President Gomberg’s plans for the Old World was the resistance of the UK and France towards schemes to dismantle their empires. France’s proposed role as the linchpin of a unified “Latin West” did not mollify many French nationalists, especially those from Algeria…while France was in too weak a position post-war to prevent the dismantling of much of their empire, delays and passive resistance on their side combined with a stronger British position scuttled ambitions of a federal free Africa…which given the unhappy histories of states such as the East African Confederation, probably would have been something of a disaster waiting to happen…President Gomberg’s occasionally somewhat dim notions of Asian geography proved troublesome, such as the time he proposed Indonesia as part of the new British Commonwealth, possibly out of some degree of uncertainty as to where else to shoehorn it.”

From "President Gomberg’s New World Order: a Study in Hubris", Professor J Sherman, University of Pennsylvania Press, 1972.

It is 1976, twenty-five years after the death of the 20th century’s most controversial president. After the Nervous Fifties and the downright chaotic sixties, a shaky sort of stability has returned to world relations.

With the Soviets badly shaken by the 60’s internal unrest in what used to be Eastern Europe and the brutal political infighting after Beria’s death in 1971 (massive stroke while having sex with three fourteen-year-olds), the new ruling troika is in no mood for confrontation or adventures abroad. They are still busy purging the system of “unreformed Beriaists” and closing down the last of the Gulags (Beria was conscious of the post-WWII shortage of male Soviets, and tried to keep the terror more sharply focused during his rule, but three million executions is still THREE MILLION despite being little more than 10% his predecessor’s toll).

The US, in the meantime, has undergone some violent political swings since 1950: Vice-President Adlai Stevenson barely avoided impeachment himself, and US-Soviet cooperation almost ceased under President McArthur: the bitter Civil Rights struggle (not helped by bloody US “stabilization campaigns” in Africa), women’s rights, and the battle for the survival of the economic aspects of the New Deal (to some extent tainted by association) have polarized politics and caused a spate of assassinations. Even as both Left and Right have distanced themselves from the man they have maintained or revived some of Gomberg’s more aggressive policies sans attribution: his notion of an “Ever-Expanding Union” has overcome racial prejudice to the extent that the US now has three new Spanish-speaking states.

Détente is the word of the day, and both sides have reigned in the military buildup that began under McArthur, and are trying to avoid confrontation in the Third World, and are struggling to find a solution to the Israel Problem.

China in the last few years has begun the economic boom that will make it a third superpower not too far into the 21st century, but with both sides still considering it a corrupt dictatorship wracked by Left-wing unrest (well, it actually is still corrupt and a dictatorship, but not as corrupt as it used to be), the fact of its very rapid current economic growth has not really penetrated public consciousness. Korea (given over entirely to the US as part of the horse-trading) is today a bit of a Chinese satellite.

Federations and unions have been a major aim of political leaders and shakers since Gomberg: although his more ambitious aims of a unified world are not currently on the agenda of anyone save a few soap-box-preacher types (the internet is not yet available for ranting), the general view is that nations smaller than the US are unlikely to ever play an independent role in world politics, so democratic federalism is the way to go: there have been some successes, and some rather dreadful messes.

Efforts to create a unified Arab nation have been stymied so far by French mulishness over Algeria, Saudi massive disinterest in joining an Arab republic, and Gomberg’s mulishness over the existence of a Jewish state, which has led to perpetual efforts to circumvent World League weapons inspectors, two wars, and the current World League occupation of the borders…

The South American project remains bogged down, and it looks like the Columbian-Venezuelan union may break apart: the likelihood that any closer union will lead to Brazilian hegemony makes it a no-starter. (The suggestion that Brazil should break itself apart into several smaller states has not been received well in Rio).[2] However, the continent remains a unified free market, which has allowed for greater growth and trade then the mostly protectionist individual nations of OTL.

The French-led United States of Western Europe (which despite its name also includes Greece and Albania) is a closer union than OTL’s EC at the time, and very much French-dominated, although rapid Italian growth is beginning to challenge Paris’s dominance. Ties are increasing with Germany, which although permanently disarmed and neutralized, has become part of the greater USWE economic sphere as part of the general move towards détente after ’71: this had greatly benefitted the German economy, which had only sputtered through the 50s and early 60s in an atmosphere of continuing political unrest. [1] There is talk of removing the remaining French forces from the Rhinelands.

The revived World League of Nations is a more powerful organization than OTLs United Nations, in spite of efforts by the post-Gomberg reaction to cripple it, and has a large budget and sizeable military capacities: international forces under its flag guard important straits and canals, keep the peace in civil war-ravaged East Africa, and oversee “for future generations” the international territory of Antarctica. If that Moon base ever gets constructed, it will also be under League administration.

In spite of US pressures for India to remain united, Jinnah and the Muslim League were not easily dissuaded, and currently India has a “two-tier” federal system, with regular provinces and special “autonomous nationalities” only very loosely under the control of Delhi: a careful balancing act has so far avoided collapse.

(Then there’s the whole Rajasthan thing…)

Africa is something of a mess, various half-assed efforts at creating federal unions and colonial free trade zones in the brief interval before independence having left a legacy of dysfunctional states. (US pressures, it came earlier even in British territory, and the Portuguese colonies started on a fast track to independence after the US toppled Portugal’s “Pro-Fascist” government.) The last straw for the already over-complicated Sudanese Federation was probably the addition of Eritrea. Not really trusting the Belgians, the US moved into the Congo as a US-Belgian “co-dominion”: nowadays, the area remains essentially a US protectorate, initial efforts to make the place fully independent having led to a messy outbreak of civil war (and alarmed a number of US corporations which by that time had largely bought out the Belgians). Local politics are fairly hairy, and the autonomous state of Shaba is largely corporate run. Now that Black is loudly claimed to be Beautiful, there has been some wild talk of making the Congo a US state (or states), but people think Filipino statehood, remote as the chance is, to be likelier.

The British Commonwealth still exists as a sort of federal Union with some muscle: this probably due to US support and financing, but the British don’t know about the existence of OTL, and feel that the US robbed them of Canada (never mind that it had been pretty much independent for decades) and are responsible for the loss of India (never mind that India was well on the way out before Roosevelt died). When South Africa goes (likely soon) they probably won’t be able to blame it on the US, though. (White South Africa, alas, is in no more mood than OTL to be reasonable on the whole “black people have rights too” viewpoint).

The Soviet Union under Beria took a more consumer goods oriented, more tolerant of petty capitalism approach than OTL, although economic reforms were to some extent countered by the quite unwanted arms race from ’52 onward (never quite as intense as OTL: it started later and did not have quite the urgency the mess in Korea and the “loss of China” gave it OTL, and never involved such OTL flash points as divided Berlin or armies face to face along the Fulda gap). The current government, at the same time as it is pursuing peace abroad, has ironically heightened government control of the economy, in an effort to reinforce a political structure battered by nationalist unrest.

The US economy has not grown quite as fast as OTL, trade being less with a somewhat poorer Europe and expenditures on maintaining a “global role” and efforts to raise all of North America to a comparable level of productivity having hit the pocketbook hard (the space race was also more expensive, since Beria’s Soviet Union did manage to put some Cosmonauts on the Moon and the US then had to build that huge space station and all…). On the other hand, there hasn’t been an Oil Crisis, and although economic growth has slowed somewhat, the 70s don’t look so bad (the fashions are less offensive than OTL, too). There was no “Liberal Consensus” in this world for the Vietnam/Civil Rights era to smash: while OTL this was the era when the reaction to the 60s was gathering strength, the US in this world was and remains divided not over the era from Kennedy to the Vietnam skedaddle, but over the years from ’45 to ’51, when it briefly seemed an entirely new world was in the making…

[1] Why is Germany not in the Soviet sphere? President Gomberg was rather happy with the idea of turning Germany over to Beria's tender mercies, especially after the scale of the Holocaust and deaths in Soviet and Polish territory got out, but was talked out of it by his advisors, cabinet, congressional leaders, etc. (everyone pretty much thought it was a bad idea) so he grudgingly settled for permanently disarmed, neutralized, and militarily occupied. There was still a sort of modified Morgenthau plan and a far more thorough de-Nazification, leading in part to the economic difficulties and political turmoil of the next two decades, and a great deal of German immigration abroad (the immigrants to South Africa will Not Help At All with the Apartheid problem).

[2] Still the capital in this timeline.

154. A World Most Pulpy

A Pulpy-Verse (some ideas stolen from GURPS "tales of the space patrol")

This is a world of High Adventure, where pulp adventure localities are as normal as New Jersey and often safer to visit. Currently the quarreling terrestrial governments are shakily united as allies against the menacing power of the Overlord of Jupiter, against which the earth governments fought a short but brutal war 2001-2003.

The world is dominated by the Five Great Powers: the USA, greatest of all, and its dependencies and economic partners in Latin America, Japan, and the Philippines; China, a capitalist dictatorship under the rule of the Insidious Doctor's great-great-grandson (with his ancient grandmother occasionally doing a bit of back-seat driving); the USSR, which nowadays has an informal alliance with the US against the common Yellow Menace: the Third Reich, which glares at the USSR across the "dead zone" left by the ultra-catalyst by which the Soviets ended the Six Years War, and breed like rabbits by government degree; (in this timeline's WWII, the US stayed out of Europe and other events went rather differently: Hitler was assassinated by one of his generals in 1943) and, although not as strong as it once was, the still powerful, rich, and deeply cosmopolitan British Empire. (Oh, and then there's the Lost Kingdom of ancient Egypt, with their anti-gravity metal flying boats and sun-powered weapons. And we shouldn't forget Shamballah or the Deep Ones).

NATIONS

United States of America - dominates the Americas through a series of economic agreements rather more extensive than NAFTA OTL (although Canada trades more with the Empire and less with the US), and has powerful influence in the west Pacific through its protectorate over the Philippines which has a relation to the US similar to Puerto Rico in our world (Puerto Rico is here the 51st state, and there are a _lot_ of Filipinos in the USA), and Japan, which was far more thoroughly "de-fascist-ized" after the Pacific War. It is the most technologically advanced of nations, with the worlds' most advanced space program, (the Long Island spaceport is the world's largest, and a common tourist destination) the biggest and shiniest cities, and more be-goggled, lab-coating wearing super-scientists than anyone else.

It's a bit more sexist and sexually conservative US than ours – skirts and old-fashioned modes of dress are more common among women, and the Pill was later in arriving – but it's also a somewhat less racist society. (Fewer poor blacks and plenty of wealthy dusky-skinned visitors from the British Empire and more occasionally from the French Union have also undermined racist stereotypes). In a world of Super-Science, religious fundamentalists are rather cut off from the political system, which is breeding up trouble for the future as they increasingly try to seal themselves off from "decadent" society. Blue-collar jobs are abundant, globalization and the shipping of jobs abroad not having gone very far in this world.

There is less in the way of suburbs: cities are cleaner and with far less crime than OTL, and most impressive-looking: New York, Chicago, and San Francisco have positively alarming Frank-Paulesque skylines in this TL, with a number of the new buildings designed with Martian super-plastics looking impossibly top-heavy to natives of our world. Wildly swooping roads criss-cross the cities, busy with ultra-fast two-wheel cars balanced by gyroscopes. Cars, clothes, and machinery are garishly colorful, technology is viewed with enthusiasm rather than alarm, and the country's garages are full of young would-be mad scientists trying to develop the new super-invention. The skies at night glow faintly with the spill-off from broadcast power, but that doesn't matter much, since all the more advanced astronomical observatories have moved into space.

President Arthur Savage wishes his old man was around, but given that he was last seen ten years ago leading an expedition into a largely unknown area of Martian desert, and he was ninety-six at the time, he doesn't hope for any help from that quarter. Will the peace with Jupiter be maintained, or does mankind face a new war which it will probably lose?

China remains a harsh dictatorship, as brutally as run as OTL Red China, if with more fiendish intelligence and with a touch more class. It's also a lot richer: it's been modernizing fast since the early 40's, and is, correcting for the effects of our world's rather different technology, where our China is often predicted to be by the late 2030's. It's still not as rich or influential as the US, but its number two with a bullet, and it's gaining at a good clip. It's a lot _cleaner_ than OTL: people have been forcibly moved from coal to electric heat and cooking, Tesla-space powers all industries, and only military vehicles are non-electric. (There is also a lot less spitting than OTL. The Emperor's Reverend Grandmother was a very elegant lady in her day, and the public cleanliness rules are more stringent than OTL Singapore). There is an odd mix of the modern and antique: a fierce pursuit of science and technology, but learning the Confucian Classics is as important to an educated man or woman as Latin and Greek would be to an Oxford man class of 1890, and traditional dress is as strongly encouraged as blue overalls were in Mao's China (although the pigtail, a symbol of submission to Manchu rule, is Right Out). Shanghai is perhaps the world's most decadent city, where human beings, strange drugs from inner Asia, and the hideous products of forbidden science are all for sale- at the right price.

The USSR is a near- (or "guided") democracy: after the Third Period of Correction, the Techno-Socialist Party dominates with the aid of giant robot brains rather than commissars: creating another political party is theoretically possible, but the rules for creating a new party are so stringent that the "opposition" consists of groups that in other countries would be factions within the larger party. Parties based in particularist nationalism are _very_ illegal, although without an Eastern European empire, the USSR has less to worry about in this respect. The USSR claims to be the world's only truly 'rational' and 'scientific' nation, and invests a massive amount of its budget in basic research. The master computer-wranglers have, among other things, made the black market semi-legal, and have encouraged the replacement of collective farms with for-profit farmer-owned collectives, although the government still holds the Commanding Heights of the economy.

The USSR has a much more developed internal communications system than ours did: the country is full of highways, railways, and buzzing little cars which can be repaired almost indefinitely with a rag, a wrench, and perhaps a bit of wire. There are more Soviets than OTL: although growth has been only a bit over replacement for a while, even in the Islamic areas, there's been nothing like our Russia's demographic collapse. And they're enthusiastic about attracting (and converting) immigrants. "Constant reinvention" is the creed of the regime today, and it certainly can be exciting, especially for those evicted from their crumbly but cozy apartments as a new round of Urban Innovation and Renewal gets under way, or the development of a new Truth Drug leads to a new round of Ideological Commitment Tests. (Not that they shoot you for failing anymore, but ending up repairing transistors in Magadan is no picnic either).

Nazi Germany is, well, Nazi Germany: Hitler's assassination was kind of a spur-of-the-moment thing, and the Army failed to remove the Party, although they managed to force a degree of independence from "civilian" control they have never let go. They may have mellowed a bit on race matters – to the point where the long-term objective is the Germanification of 80% of the Slavs still under their control – but Jews, blacks, East Asians, and non-Aryan Indians are still forbidden to become citizens. OTOH, "Aryans" from wherever, (as long as they don't show signs of "mongrelization"), the lighter sorts of Italians, Spaniards, etc., and even Arabs and Latin Americans of an appropriate hue are welcomed – in spite of vigorously pro-reproduction policies (only lately have non-party female "race traitors" escaped from the risk of being dragged off to a "fertility clinic" by the Eugenics Police), there are still fewer Reich citizens than Soviets or Americans – let alone Chinese! Berlin is quite a tourist spot. [1]

The country is still a dictatorship, although now more of a corporate phenomenon than a one-man show – there are limits how far Fuhrer Heisenberg can go in challenging the power of the Army, the Secret Police (the old SS was broken up after Hitler's death), and the Party – which has over 70 years professionalized itself to the point where it is actually a well-disciplined political party rather than a club for thugs and street-fighters favored by Hitler. It is also capitalist, depressingly commercial-minded from the point of view of the few surviving old radicals, and has spent more per capita on space exploration and colonization than any other country – there, on Venus and the Asteroids and beyond, is true Lebenstraum, the room for a Germany of billions. Germany is also very big on Post-Humanism, and crude cybernetics and body-enhancing drugs are common. Ideologically and genetically pure Aryans are raised free of corrupting influence in moon-castles, to serve as seed stock for extraterrestrial settlements. The Reich has close ties to the Argentine dictatorship, and supports its efforts to puppetize Brazil, where Germany already has a great deal of influence.

The British Empire is still an Empire, although it is increasingly just called "The Empire." The entry of India into self-government as five separate Dominions (plus Tribal Areas, Noble Protectorates, and the Free City of Bombay) helped calm fears the Empire would eventually become "India and its li'l buddies", and the number of Dominions is now 14, although much of Africa has not yet become fully self-governing: it is generally agreed that an educated and commercial class of a certain size is needed to allow for self-government (the Tanzanians have been rather loudly disagreeing of late, noting that such interpretations were taken a lot more loosely 46 years ago, when still piss-poor Tamil S. India became a full Dominion). The Empire's administrative center was moved in 1981 from the UK to more neutral – and close to the statistical center of its population – Sri Lanka.

South Africa is the Empire's Problem Child: having broken with the rest of the Empire over its racial policies, it had its first free elections in 1990 and returned to the Imperial fold in 1992. In spite of massive investment, it remains only slightly wealthier than Nigeria, and the most crime-ridden state in the Empire: a legacy of the disastrous policies of Apartheid. Palestine is doing OK, since the Jews have settled deep under the Atlantic instead [2]. Egypt is one of the empire's chief workshops; Islamic Universalist Terrorism is an increasing problem, but the British are being helped by the Secret Cultists who still follow the Ancient Gods of Egypt (since regular cooperation became the norm, mummy attacks are down by 90%).

The Indian states occasionally talk a bit about unification, but unwillingness to agree as to cultural autonomy, strength of the central government, and who gets the capital (it was offered to Bombay, but they politely turned it down) had led to some impressive meltdowns at Imperial Policy conferences. The UK has outsourced most of its heavy industry to other parts of the Empire, but remains a leader in high-tech. Currently, Kukuanaland has been much in the news: extraordinarily rich in gold and diamonds, this British protectorate's traditional-minded monarchy is now suffering from Red Rebellion and Imperial troops are being rushed to the area.

OTHER POWERS

Lesser states include decadent Italy under Mussolini III, which has withdrawn from Empire and taken a largely neutral role in international affairs: the Syndicalist French Empire and their Spanish and Vietnamese client states, busily at work trying to green the Sahara with atomic power and imported Martian vegetation; the Technocratic Scandinavian Community; the Argentine Junta, with its mad plans to unite all of Latin America under its rule; and the rich but nervous Benelux Union, which hangs close with the US and the British in the face of alarming neighbors. Haiti, a crapsack nation in our world, has managed to make lemonade from the sour lemons of Voodoo, and through mind control and zombie labor has managed to maintain control of all of Hispaniola and hold at bay most gunboat diplomacy. Transylvania is known for its rich variety of cultures and peoples, its traditional tolerance, and its horrors of the night, while Dacia-Macedonia-Transbalkania is widely reputed as a place where anything can happen, and probably will.

The there is the regime of the Mad Mullah, whose fanatical warriors work toward the final unification of all Islam: his agents are active in every Islamic nation, and work to undermine the British and French Empires (the Chinese have their own Muslims, but an alliance of convenience exist there: the Mullah also has cordial relations with the Reich). The Islamic Union has made big strides in modernization, but is currently banned from having its own spaceships by the major powers, which worry about the destructive potential of Islamic hashishim at the controls of a spaceship.

LOST CITIES, HIDDEN CIVILIZATION, AND SECRET POWERS

All the mysterious lost kingdoms of old have by now been found: the impenetrable thorn forest burned down, the impassable desert crossed by rail and airplane, the Veil of Illusion penetrated by satellite photography. Surviving Carthaginians now learn about their ancestors the Gauls, the Great White Apes spend far more time than they would like learning sign language and are getting sick of Jane Goodall, and Shangri-La has gone badly downhill since the tourists started arriving. On the other hand the pale, mushroom-growing Troglodytes have been able to maintain some autonomy within the French Union by being able to collapse entry tunnels when the French get too pushy, and have managed to develop a profitable trade in mushroom-derived products: while the Hidden Egyptian Civilization has managed to maintain independence from the British Empire through its Ancient Secret Science (which other nations are distinctly annoyed at their not sharing) and its influence over Secret Cults in north Africa.

Some Lost Cities turned out to be, well, rather unpleasant places, and have required the extensive use of atomic energy plus some vigorous government cover-ups. Even more troublesome are the Deep Ones, the strange fish-men of the Pacific Ocean abyss, possibly the descendants of the peoples of sunken Mu. Worshippers of strange and monstrous gods, controlling hordes of deep-sea monsters, they have fortunately so far shown very little interest in the "upper world", but remain a worry for inhabitants of wee little Pacific islands (Hawaii is less popular as a place of residence than in our world).

Shamballah has no official diplomatic relations with the upper world (although its psychic monks do have an annoying habit of communicating by dream with upper-world officials), but it is enough of a power to discourage Chinese occupation of Tibet, and played an important intelligence role in the war with Jupiter. And then there is the mad scientist population, and you never know when one of them is going to emerge from their lair with an army of giant mutant gerbils.


GLOBAL POLITICS

Although the Jovian Menace provides something of a unifying force in terrestrial politics, the Big Powers still don't get along very well. The Russians and the Germans hate each other, the French hate them both, the Chinese aren't very hot on the British, the Americans think they're all second-rate compared to the Glorious Ark of Liberty. The British are good at diplomacy, having been forced over the last century to move from force to persuasion as a way of keeping the Empire together, and often play the part of negotiators and peacemakers. The anti-Jovian alliances and treaties have not brought into the light the various "black book" technological projects pursued by national governments – German Dealings With the Unspeakable and grotesque cybernetics experiments, Soviet experiments with psychic sciences, Chinese efforts to breed armies of giant mutant insects and achieve mind-control through the medium of TV, US experiments with Venusian plagues and the project to use a modified Tesla-Space generator to create a temporary "electron singularity" that would require an H-bomb the size of a building to duplicate in destructive power. A lot of people are now calling for a World Government to deal with the alien menace: the US is positive, as long as it is structured like the US government: the Brits suggest a loosely federal structure like their Empire, perhaps with some sort of unelected figurehead, like a queen or something; the Soviets are more tentative, and want a more "scientifically" organized government with education tests for its members. The Chinese and Germans want nothing to do with it.

PULP BIOLOGY AND GEOLOGY

Vast underground cave systems snake through the depths of the Earth, which heats up rather more slowly than OTL as you go downwards, providing living space for troglodytes, giant mammoth-herders, ape-men, Shamballians, mad scientists, secret Nazi bases, the mysterious and elusive Mole-men, and a large colony of by now rather pallid Jews. Strange beasts from the ancient past are common enough, and dinosaurs are found not only under the Atlantic seafloor but also in South America, the Congo, and Skull Island. (Where an international breeding program is underway to attempt to preserve the endangered Gorilla Giganticus Kong from extinction). Other, stranger beasts are found in the deep seas, from the Colossal Octopus to the Great Sea Serpent to the Shoggoths (Greater and Blue-Spotted).

SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY

This world has seen technological developments only made possible by a rather different set of physical laws. In this world, transistorized circuits, due to a different sort of quantum mechanics, simply don't work: computer still run either on tubes or on "circuit boards" of metal-etched glass, although US and British (which is to say, a few Brits, a few Canadians, and a bunch of Indians) researchers are working on building computers that work purely on the principle of interfering light-rays. There is no internet: there are online repositories with enormous depths of well-cataloged knowledge, but it is usually a giant national computer the size of a skyscraper (in the US and British versions, there is a subsection of a few tens of thousands of cubic feet where interested private researchers can contribute their own knowledge, but most people don't consider the ".pub" directory very seriously).

On the positive side, there is T-space: derived from experiments of Tesla, it led in the 1950's to an unlimited power source, for industry, space-drives, and the Electron-Ray. There are no more fossil-fuel power plants, and the only reason there are still gas-burning cars in some countries (mostly in the US) is that with so little demand outside the plastics and synthetics industry, petroleum remains dirt cheap. (As yet, power plants are too unwieldy to use in anything smaller than a _big_ tank, although if you just want a jet of super-high energy electrons, you can build something the size of a rifle – the principal weapon of Our Men and Women in Space.) The T-space powered, electron-cannon armed, electron-jet propelled rocket is the principal military weapon. Heavy tanks are obsolete, since no armor of practical thickness can protect from a high-power electron beam. Given early and easy rocket-ship travel, the development of guided missiles has lagged compared to OTL.

The air is cleaner, and in Europe (which prefers electrical cars and trains anyway) the German woods are untainted by acid rain. Cheap energy has helped many in the third world, who can build their own power plants (a T-space generator, now that the technology has matured, is considerably easier to build, and less dangerous to run, than an atomic power plant) and free themselves from dependence on imported fuel to light their cities and power their (often limited) industries. (Not that there are as many third-world poor as OTL. India is richer, China a lot richer than OTL: and much of Africa is still under colonial and semi-colonial rule). On the other hand, the oil rich countries are a lot poorer: such places as Oman and Bahrain are still sleepy dependencies of the Empire, with a modest income from the plastics industry (the US is running short on oil to satisfy its motorists, but prefers to import from closely tied countries such as Mexico and Venezuela). The Saudis never seized the brass ring, and the Hashemite Dynasty runs Arabia: it is a conservative, pious country with veiled women, but on the other hand the locals aren't flying rocket ships into skyscrapers.

Chemistry is more advanced, as is medicine: some remarkable new drugs have emerged from the seething jungles of Venus, and combined with Chinese breakthroughs in organ transplants and grafting (those political prisoners are good for other things than building railways to outer Sianking), has raised the average lifespan in the richer countries to over 90. Remarkable new synthetics have allowed for wild new Technicolor skyscrapers of unusual shape and swooping sky-bridges, which gives the skyline of big cities in the US and the British Empire a Frank Paul look (the Germans prefer a neo-classical look, the Chinese a faux-Xanadu look with lots of pagodas and winged roofs, while the Soviets like things shiny, metallic and geometric – more "scientific" looking).

TV is now 3-d, not to mention high-definition and Very Large. Movie theatres are few, and tend to specialize in stuff too violent, too spicy, or outré for the TV companies (of which there are fewer than OTL. Cable has been slow to be adopted). No flying cars, alas: computers and power plants remain too bulky to build a genuinely "safe for those at ground level" flyer, and although there are a few cities which are fairly lax about helicopters, getting a license is still almost as hard as OTL.

People travel by rocket, of course, for long distances: this does have the disadvantage that the airports (due to the noise and the need for deep pits to avoid frying the landscape with electron beams) tend to be well outside city limits, which means that you'll always spend much more time going to and fro the airport than on the actual rocket. (Longer still if you are visiting countries with stiff customs regulations, such as Germany, China, or France).

Robots are no more common than OTL: you just can't build an AI inside a human-sized skull with vacuum tubes, no matter how miniaturized. The Soviets have built a computer the size of a city block, which is sentient enough to be deeply neurotic and deeply depressed (Soviet scientists have often come away with splitting headaches after an extended discussion with Marvinski). Computers are much used in business and industry, but it's usually a big ol' computer with lots of peripherals rather than stand-alone units.
Sports remain as popular, lawyers as distrusted, and fast food as ubiquitous and unhealthy as OTL. Governments are more trusted, there is more confidence in progress, and Mans Future in Space looks very bright. On the gripping hand, there is also the unfortunate fact that something like half the world's population lives under dictatorships of one sort or another, although the Soviets have mellowed lately.

THE SOLAR SYSTEM

The moon is as desolate as in our world, aside from radiation-eating, slow-growing "moon coral" (also found on many asteroids), but there are a number of colonies, scientific bases, mines, etc., and grizzled moon-prospectors comb the barren wastes in hopes of a rich strike. The Asteroid Belt is heavily colonized by the major powers (with variable intensity: not too many from the resource-rich British empire, lots of Germans), and is a political hodge-podge, with innumerable little self-proclaimed governments squatting on one asteroid or another, (with heavy electron-beam asteroid mining tools and ships engines convertible to weapons, it is often more trouble than it is worth to kick them off) and the territories of various nations are scattered far and wide, with some of the larger asteroids split between several nations, and small ones owned by corporations.

Venus is only slowly being settled by terrestrials. The swamps and jungles are nasty places even for the best-prepared explorer, and without careful scouting your ship is likely to sink into a swamp, get tangled in the branches of a Kraken-Tree, or, if you're _really_ unlucky, end up right in the crawl path of an Immeasurable Worm. Mercury, OTOH, is hot, airless, and uninhabited save for a small penal colony mining the riches of the Williamson Caverns (which are deep within the planet, and have a stable temperature of a mere 110 Farehnheit.)

Mars is inhabited by the Red Men (descended from proto - homo sapiens imported by the ruling Mind Masters to serve as more skillful "mounts" than the local hexapodal apes and the semi-sapient four-armed "green men" a hundred thousand years ago). Tough and warlike and with an advanced science, they are no real threat to earth, too concerned with their ancient and ongoing conflict with their former masters and defending their desert cities to get involved with wars off-planet. (In any event, although human in ancestry, the Red Men take months to adapt to Earth's gravity). The Warlord of Mars is sympathetic to Earthmen, but fails to see any profit in risking the wrath of the Jovians.

And then there is Jupiter, whose icy Cold Folk objected most strenuously to Terrestrial efforts to exploit Io; Io, the fiery moon, never settled by the Jovians, but claimed as theirs by gravitational domain. Although the end of the conflict left the Earth Alliance with some mining rights on Io, it also forced them to accept Jovian extraterritorial rights in the Greenland ice cap: and many fear that the ancient and monstrous being which is the Overlord of Jupiter is still unsatisfied.

Bruce

[1] Different from Hitler's notions, but almost as vainglorious. (All Nazi government buildings are unnecessarily large and look fitted more to a world-wide or even solar-system-wide empire rather than one which is objectively a not-too-large chunk of western Eurasia).

[2] This is a PulpVerse: since SF writers of the 30's didn't imagine Hitler would take as much trouble as he did OTL with the Jews, the Holocaust didn't happen (although 7 decades of energetic, um, "support for emigration" has left the Reich essentially Jew-free, even in its Polish territories.)

155. After Dormancy

It has been nearly a decade since the Earth fell into the sun, and children are growing up on Mars to whom the notion of Earth as a "home" is strange. The endless tunnels of Mars are what is familiar, the sour stink of the enormous recycling algae tanks, the harsher smell of the powerful disinfectants that prevent the growth of fungi and bacteria in vital equipment the endless throb of air purifiers and heating systems, spacesuit drill and tunnel-digging, and the terrible/wonderful sight of the endless red desert of Mars, speckled here and there with the dark, lumpy shapes of Martian pseudo-cacti.

************************************************** **

When Iilah blew itself to atoms in 1950, it initially provided a propaganda boost to the USSR, which accused the US of endangering the world with a new "superbomb", which had distributed an alarming amount of radioactivity into the upper atmosphere and caused hundreds of thousands of casualties throughout the Pacific region thanks to the tidal waves created. Winter closed in with some truly spectacular sunsets and frightful cold as a result of the enormous amount of debris thrown up: when the next summer proved chilly, more propaganda points were won as even the US suffered food rationing, the USSR suffered some famines (not nearly as bad as previous ones, and fairly easily covered up), and nastier and non-concealable famines hit China and other dirt-poor parts of the globe. The US government spluttered about a volcanic phenomenon, realizing that the truth ("we were trying to fight an aggressive alien invader") would not be received well.

However, November of '51 brought some revelations that (in the wealthier parts of the globe, anyway) made mere famines pale by comparison.

Early on scientists noted that given the size of the blast and the monstrous crater in the sea-floor, there should have been a rather worse global winter, with far more debris settling into the atmosphere: it was as if much of the mass had achieved escape velocity. This was explained before long, as astronomers noted something odd going on with the relative positions of the Earth and Moon, and to a lesser extent the positions of the other planets: and even when it became fairly obvious what was happening, many returned to check their findings again and again, refusing to believe. Not until a French astronomer broke his silence on Paris radio in early November was the situation revealed to the public, and even then panicky governments worldwide tried to deny or diminish the situation: ever so slowly, the Earth had begun to fall out of its orbit, spiraling inwards towards the sun. An atomic explosion shaped in a manner impossible to terrestrial technology had acted as a colossal rocket blast, propelling hundreds of cubic miles of rock into space, and giving the Earth an inwards acceleration sufficient to insure it would not stop until it hit the sun. The global panic was, to say the least, impressive.

Initial estimates that it would take over half a century for the world to fall sunwards settled things down a bit, although some gloomy theoreticians in a few years time began to discuss the notion of "runaway greenhouse effect" and other mechanisms that would bring civilization to an end much sooner. The whole "US has doomed the world" thing led to considerable violence and the deaths of many Americans abroad, and the US story of an Alien Menace, even with photographs and detailed records and samples, was widely dismissed as a fraud, and the US refusal to release its "superbomb secret" – which presumably could be used to knock the Earth back into a safer orbit – led to a war scare with the USSR and an infuriated western Europe. Only slowly, as scientists reported the impossibility of such a "shaped discharge" with any known technology, the opening of US bases and research centers to other nations, and the increasing realization that the US wasn't likely to cut off its face to spite its nose, did cooler heads prevail.

In the meantime, while the world was plagued by mass suicides, violent or just annoying apocalyptic movements, people quitting work and taking up surfing or something, most of the peoples of the world screamed to their governments and their scientists and engineers, SAVE US!!!! And after some hemming and hawing, the governments did respond with "no worries, we'll get the Earth back where it was, just bear with us for a bit – and if that doesn't work, we'll move to, um, another planet!" While various schemes were being devised for using lots of nukes to launch enough junk into escape velocity to slow the planet's fall, other scientists began to apply the notion to the problem of getting people into space. A chap by the name of Ulam came up with the wacky idea of a ship propelled by nuclear explosions: after the Rocket Equation was examined in detail and found to be rather discouraging, and various alternate notions (atomic piles, giant lasers, Really Big Linear Magnetic Accelerators, etc.) proved to be inadequate or requiring a lot more research, Project Zeus got underway in 1953. Although initially a US project, as the Earth began to noticeably heat up, it became an international effort.

It took some 25 years in another world to go from V-weapons to the Apollo landing: in this one, with the resources of a world behind it and a vastly greater sense of urgency, it took only 9 years (and a lot of radioactive iron raining from the heavens) to build the ship that would survey Mars and Venus. And by then things were starting to get a bit desperate: the weather by 1962 had become wild and unpredictable. Areas were ravaged by drought, others by abnormally heavy snow or rain. Food prices were rising. The deserts of Africa were spreading, and although chaos and famine were mollified by continued colonial control, heatstroke deaths in tropical Africa (and SE Asia, and South America) were steadily climbing.

The Voyager blasted off that summer carrying the hopes of humanity aboard it: its return six months later blasted many of those hopes. Venus, covered with bubbling toxic oceans under a deep layer of noxious air, was uninhabitable. Mars was cold, dry desert, with atmosphere of breathable density only at the bottom of the deepest canyons, and then only for an inhabitant of high Tibet or the Andes: its life primitive, tough, and chemically incompatible with earth life.

(Note that Earth is fortunate enough to be in a late 40s SF-universe: our Mars and Venus are considerably worse).

Still, Mars had a solid surface, and a fair amount of water, at the poles and in underground permafrost under much of its surface. People could live there, with the aid of atomic energy: the main problem would be transferring enough equipment and enough people to create a self-sustaining civilization: and the clock was ticking.

**************************************************

The "Global Cooling Initiative", although ultimately doomed to failure, was perhaps the most world-wide of all the projects undertaken in those days. The use of massive nuclear explosions to throw dust into the upper atmosphere (fallout was well down people's "to worry about" list by this time), massive bombardment of the upper atmosphere with super-cannon shooting explosively dispersing sulfur aerosols, cloud seeding, massive tree-planting efforts (most of which died before reaching maturity), and China's heroic but somewhat misguided effort to reflect sunlight back into space by coating everything in China without crops growing on it with white, reflective paint. As the number of Orion-type ships rapidly multiplied after 1962, efforts to create space mirrors between the earth and sun began to accumulate resources.

************************************************

The Mars Colonization project took place in parallel to, and frequently in competition for resources with, the Orbital Stabilization project: the competition was often acrimonious. Each could point out the failures of the other: by 1968 the Martian colonies were little more than a few sealed caves with a few tens of thousands of inhabitants, heavily dependent on continued flow of supplies from Earth: while the titanic explosions that the planetary engineers had been setting off had done little aside from spreading radioactive contaminants planet-wide to the extent that cancer rates had doubled planet-wide. To this day there are those on Mars who stubbornly argue that if the resources expended on Orion ships between 1963 and 1980 had been concentrated entirely on the Orbital Stabilization project, the final great effort of 1980 (after which resources available would drop rapidly) would have been a success rather than merely slowing Earth's fall by six months and incidentally reducing its day from 24 to 23 hours.

************************************************** ***

In spite of all the efforts of the Global Cooling Initiative, the equatorial regions became increasingly uninhabitable as the 60s went on, and the Great Migration brought hundreds of millions of poor, dark-skinned people to the areas nearer the Poles. They became cheap labor for the massive projects to increase agriculture in the north, the great building of dams and canals to control unpredictable precipitation, the struggle to drain the melting permafrost. (This was supplemented by an effort to develop synthetic food sources and hydroponics not dependent on weather and sunshine: guess who got to eat the wheat and potatoes and who got to eat vat-yeasts and synthetic protein paste and mutant algae. I'll give you three guesses). There was much nastiness in this era, labor contracts barely distinguishable from slavery, revolts violently repressed, exploitation: yet at the same time there was a remarkable new cosmopolitanism born: in the Thorium mines, in the giant plants building parts for Orion ships, on the vast polar agricultural projects, people of every color, creed and language worked together and spoke together in the Esperanto everyone was now taught in an effort to unify the globe.

The Negative Population Growth movement arose from an understanding that the great majority were unlikely to survive, and the immorality of bringing children into the world when they would be doomed to die young. Although opposed by most religious authorities, the movement spread rapidly, and the development of effective birth control medications made it effective: by the early 80s, global reproduction rates were on the average less than 1.5 children per woman. Of course, the actual shrinkage of global population by then had more to do with the plagues, famines, super-storms…

************************************************** ****

Human paranoia and bigotry being what it was, it was not until the mid-1970s, by which time it was clear the world was dying, that a world government of sorts finally came into being. Economic differences were no longer so important: all the world's economies were essentially socialist by this time, the never-ending struggle to ensure human survival and the consequent permanent "war economy" having by this point led to the subordination of all industry to government control for the duration. This brought no joy to the old Soviet Union, which found out, that along with everything else, the US was better at scientifically planning an economy and resource allocation than they were.

The World Government would last for a little over a decade.

**************************************************

The icecaps melted, and the seas rose with alarming rapidity: further vast migrations took place, and the importance of synthetic food production grew, along with the construction of quick cheap housing. Colossal refugee cities, powered by the atom, with mass-produced plastic houses and an air conditioner in every house, were thrown up in areas more than 200 feet above sea level across the north. Older inland cities simply expanded, upwards or outwards. In some areas, colossal storms arising from the heat being dumped into the atmosphere led to the building of underground settlements safe from being simply blown away. Nudity and near-nudity became far more tolerated in the eternal, sticky heat.

The passenger lists for the colony ships became increasingly a political issue after the late 60s: with most of the initial settlers being scientists and experts of one sort of another, the ethnic composition of the settlers was mostly European, American, and Soviet, with some Japanese, Chinese, etc, even as many of the equatorial nations ceased to exist as those who could packed up and moved north or to the far south: this led to some serious anger among the darker-skinned majority of humanity (the Chinese, who felt they were being underrepresented, were already angry). An initial quota system to bring in people from all nations and ethnicities still limited admission to those with testable technical, agronomical, architectural, etc. skills, which led to further annoyance as the rich and powerful placed their offspring in the very best schools and men divorced their wives to marry female engineers and recycling experts to improve their chances.

Innumerable education programs sprang up to teach people skills useful on Mars (many of them outright scams of one sort or another) but the rich always had the advantage, and those with neither the resources nor the time to pursue a professional education remained without hope of escape. Increasing political turmoil and mass anger finally led to the establishment of the Lottery, which initially reserved one-fifth of all places to randomly selected families: as conditions worsened in the last years, this was increased to one-fourth and then one third, and the cheating by the wealthy and politicians grew ever more blatant.

Still, the number of colonists ballooned in the 70s, as the number of Orion ships rapidly increased and the early arrivals rapidly expanded the available living space as the various difficulties in surviving on Mars were overcome one by one (with, alas, a fairly high consequent death toll). Although the Bad Years are generally equated with the 1980s, the peak number of arrivals on Mars – over 4 million – was actually achieved in 1983, after the nuclear terror attack on Greater Calgary.

************************************************** *

Although from the start there were those who called for hairshirts, self-flagellation, or extermination of the Unworthy, Religious Millennialism was for a while not really a mass movement: the 50-year period was from the average human perspective a long time, and people preferred to think that God or science might yet save the day and did without donning robes and heading for the hills or burning down the nearest nuclear power plant. People blew things up or murdered infidels or simply distributed pamphlets, but it was not really enough to seriously disrupt the ongoing efforts of government and industry. Later, it would be suggested that an "inflection point" of sorts was reached in 1980, after the Orbital Stabilization Project made its grand failed effort: after the earthquakes were over and bits of planetary crust stopped raining back down, the possibility that the world was, truly and inescapably, Doomed began to really sink in for the majority of the population. People freaked out, of course.

Although the world would come to an actual end in 2001, civilization would essentially collapse in the 80s, as the increasingly rapid rise of the sea, the colossal global storms arising as equatorial temperatures climbed beyond the boiling point of water, the ever-shrinking habitable zones, the increasingly desperate resource situation as mines to the south became inaccessible through heat and insane weather, and the rise in apocalyptic violence and mass sociopathy brought about the steady collapse of civilization and the rapid shrinkage of its productive capacity. Multiple mass religious movements arose: some were quietist, calling for an end to the struggle and the putting of complete faith in God, but too many called for violent activity: the destruction of "arrogant" machines and even science itself (the US "an alien did it" claim was once again rejected: it was US science that had killed the world), not to mention scientists: the death of all the infidels/atheists/commies/Jews/Christians/Muslims/Hindus whatever: forcible conversion of everyone: the replacement of the World Government by a proper theocracy. Others did not bother to join a faith, but simply embraced nihilism and the rule of disorder.

The world government, much of whose membership were doing their best to do a rat off the sinking ship of earth or had joined the mobs themselves, struggled to maintain order. It proved impossible to keep the Orbital Stabilization Project going, and the efforts to moderate the temperature rise increasingly were falling behind the rise in temperature. What resources remained were redirected to getting as many people to Mars as possible, and building refrigerated shelters to keep as many alive as long as possible: and the remaining cities began to burn, and Orion ships to explode on site, and terror and madness went abroad as the years slowly succeeded eachother.

*************************************************

The Bad Years came to an end, at last. The second-to-last Orion, packed with politicians, was launched in 1987 (they found themselves assigned to hard labor on arrival by a colonial government that had become pretty sick of Earth politicians arriving and starting to spout orders): a few months later, the last, packed with bombs and religious fanatics, set off to destroy the ungodly Martian colony, only to crash in an empty Martian desert and kill nobody and nothing but some harmless lichenoids. By 1989 atmosphere was now hot steam even at the poles: further heating was slowed by the reflecting properties of the glaring white planetary cloud cover. A few tens of millions of people still survived in the underground shelters. Antarctica was now bare of ice, gently steaming, but nobody would ever settle it.

Some efforts were made to rescue these left-behinds: some Orions made the return trip, and some brave men and women even made it to the steaming surface, but the violent storms were almost continuous, and it soon became clear that rescuing all those who were left would be an exercise in futility. Many goodbyes were said, and many killed themselves with worry-excising, sleepy-making drugs which had been developed for that very purpose over previous decades. Others, though, sought to make the best of what time was left, and some hoped to send back to Mars some scientific reports of what happened as the Earth ended its final hours.

The reports and messages from Earth, spiraling ever faster into the sun, continued well beyond the orbit of Mercury: only slowly did the messages die, and the very last report, from a man deep underground in a remarkable insulated chamber of his own design, was not cut off by his death, but by the energies of the solar corona itself finally making all radio contact impossible.

************************************************** **
There are twenty-three million people alive on Mars. There were almost twice as many, but the colossal solar flare which followed Earth's fall into the sun's deeper atmosphere burned one hemisphere of Mars and destroyed all but the deepest-buried of shelters. Fortunately, this possibility had been anticipated and the shelters had been evenly distributed around the planet. They are from all land and races, although not perhaps in exact proportions: the Chinese are underrepresented at three millions, the Americans overrepresented at two: on the other hand, what is an American now, considering how many of them in the last days were from Brazil and Colombia and Nigeria and Ethiopia and India and Malaysia? Esperanto, spliced and tweaked in odd ways with English and Russian and Chinese and a few other languages, is the common tongue, although many nations little and big struggle to maintain their own speech. There are no such things as Russian or American or Chinese or Muslim or Hindu shelters: the populations have been very deliberately mixed, to prevent the fragile human community from dividing against itself.

Of course, there are those who see this as a form of tyranny, and those who simply can't stand the idea of their children growing up as parts of a homogenized, westernized alien culture. Many nationalities are here in very small numbers, and their fears for the survival of their cultural heritage are probably not foolish: there are a grand total of three thousand Tibetans on all of Mars.

It could take an ugly turn. There are shelters which are deliberately segregating themselves, encouraging those of the "right" race, nation, or religion to come and those of the "wrong" to leave. And then there is the divide between the majority of skilled experts who keep everyone alive and tenuously support a high-tech existence on a minimum of resources and limited specialization and the so-called "booby prizes" of the lottery, many lacking any of the skills needed to keep the colony afloat, and often used as grunt labor with little ability to say "no" – you want to eat, you work. (The blue-haired clown's claim that "Mars needed laughter" did not keep him out of 12-hour work days in the recycling vats). There are those who fear this may lead to some sort of caste system over time, and work hard to see that the children of the "booby prizes" are educated up to the standards of engineering and science families. And then there are those who were rich and powerful on Earth, but lacked skills: although often abused after the local regime change, as educated and often politically clever people they have more options than a Peruvian weaver or a Turkish goat herder, and maneuver to find places and influence within the government and bureaucracy of the Martian colonists: after all, the technical people may be firmly in charge right now, but they aren't skilled politicians, and things can change…

************************************************** **

Mars is endless tunnels and mines and heat exchange towers rising from the red sands. It is dusty, battered but continually patched vehicles crossing the barren land in search of new mines and sources of raw materials. It is synthetic food which is fuel rather than enjoyment, and a few figs or grapes grown in hydroponic special gardens for a rare treat. It is a small population of dogs and cats, illegally smuggled here but never successfully rooted out by even the most fanatically survival-minded administrator. It is tall, thin young people who have to take certain medications every day of their lives to prevent the weak gravity from doing odd things to their bodies as they grow and develop. It is stress and fear and leaking air and endless work and endless patching and made-do. It is problems and challenges that never end.
It is hope. It is life. It is the home of the human race for as many years as it takes to get from here to the stars.

156. The House of Mirrors

A shiny theoretical penny to whoever guesses what inspired this setting.

It's a gloomy place. The endless rooms and corridors and stairs are dimly lit, by candles which never grow shorter, by pale flames burning in curiously shaped lamps, by oddly steampunk tubes of crystal and twisted wire, or multifaceted crystals with their own faint luminescence. There are what also appear to be windows, a few in every room, but they emit only a ghostly glow. The rooms and corridors are filled with all sorts of odd furniture and bric-a-brac, curious sculptures and busts, some human, mostly alien, odd shapeless heavily damsked furniture, rugs and carpets and hangings in a riot of bizarre shapes and colors, columns, carvings, enormous wardrobes of black metal with many secret compartments, celestial spheres with the wrong numbers of planets, curiosities under dusty glass, portraits of octopi in suits and engravings of cannibal feasts and impossible birds, all dimly lit and half-seen, and all dusty, old, and slightly musty-smelling. Water runs and drips somewhere.

As one examines the windows more closely, one finds they are not windows at all, but mirrors, of all sizes and shapes, metal, glass, and odder substances. They are somehow attached to the wall, immovably: and what they reflect is not you or what lies behind them. Instead they show places and scenes and worlds without number, the inside of palaces and hovels, mining camps on alien moons, the inside of blue-lit caves and endless series of restrooms where people red and blue and white and striped and tentacled and scaled and horned preen and clean themselves. For this is the Place Behind the Mirrors, and in its endless corridors and chambers great and small is the back side of every mirror in the universe.

The mirrors cannot be removed, and they cannot be broken through by any force you can apply. There are a few, very few, mirrors in this place which stand behind shallow pools of reflective, still water: through these one may escape if one knows the trick. But they are few, and hard to find, for the Place Behind the Mirrors is vast: and most of them lead to places which will be utterly alien, and perhaps places you could not live. It is generally not recommended to look too long into the pool in front of these mirrors: sometimes one sees something other than ones reflection, and now and then they see you.

The explorer may wander far, but is unlikely to ever reach an ending point: some corridors end in blank walls, but there are no outer walls or doors or windows to reach, and there is always another corridor, another room one has yet not seen: and that is if you avoid taking the stairs. Eventually, if you walk far enough while staying on one floor you end up where you started, although how long that takes is always a variable, (days, weeks, years...) and there are always rooms you did not see on the last go-around.

Each floor of the Place Behind the Mirrors is simultaneously wildly diverse and homogenous: the rooms and corridors vary in shape and size and color and lighting and furnishings, but they are all dimly lit, all dusty and quiet and musty, all cluttered with endless oddities and cabinets of curiosities and odd rusty machinery and discarded furniture covered with sheets or giant cobwebs and suits of armor for people with more arms than you. However, if one travels upstairs or downstairs for enough floors, things do undergo a slow change: ascending, the rooms slowly get better lit and less dusty, but at the same time barer and emptier. If one goes far enough (and that is many, many, many flights of stairs) one reaches levels where the stairs are white metal frames, the corridors and rooms are utterly white concrete and completely empty, and the lights are painfully bright spheres and rods of blue incandescence. All is quiet, blank, sterile: the mirrors are few and show mostly incomprehensible scenes or darkness. It gets harder to find new staircases going up: if there is a top, it cannot be reached, for there is nothing to eat up here, although there are a few oddly shaped drinking fountains.

Water is found easily on lower floors: there are many little fountains of metal or ceramics, ornate and often standing in little ponds or basins, draining into dark pipes with a sonorous gurgle: there are quiet dark pools here and there, or dripping water draining through dark metal grilles into some unknown depth. Food is more of a problem. One occasionally finds what appear to be dusty, disused pantries and kitchens, with many funny little cupboards and drawers filled with the oddest and occasionally alarming implements, vast old fireplaces long cold, great peculiar constructions of metal pipes and chambers that might be alien stoves or perhaps a spa for double-jointed midgets. There are often cans and packages and jars of something here, but eating the purple meat or the hairy dried beans may turn out to be a bit of a Russian Roulette. It's good to have a pet or a disposable companion to try these things out on.

At long intervals the wanderer will find what appears to be a table (stone slab/trough/countertop) set for a meal, as if someone (or something) had been about to sit down to tea and had just left the room for a while. It is no good to wait: nobody will ever show up. It is best to sit down and eat, because it almost certainly will be edible (no matter how horrible it looks or smells). You will never see such a table being set, either. Although this is a pleasant break when it happens, it happens far too rarely to be relied on as a sole source of sustenance, unless you have a very slow metabolism indeed.

Going downstairs, things get darker and moister and more cluttered, with all sorts of old rubbish from heaps of six-fingered gloves to stacks of rotten lumber piled up in dusty back corridors. The art gets cruder, more primitive, and great, curiously carved stone slabs and monoliths and odd idols become more common, and the roofs get higher. Nobody ever reaches the bottom, since besides the growing dark and damp, the odds steadily increase of meeting a Shambler.

What Shamblers are is uncertain, since it is too dark to see them very clearly, but they are large and move with curious and glutinous sounds, and they eat you. Fortunately, they are only found in the deepest and darkest of places and never go higher, but for those who visit the deepest and duskiest and dripping-wettest parts of the Place Behind the Mirrors they are a menace which cannot be indefinitely avoided.

If you do know the trick to getting out, share it with anyone else you may meet. They would do the same for you (or else they're serious dicks).

The Shamblers are not the only permanent inhabitants. Although one may roam for weeks without meeting anyone, sooner or later you will meet someone or something.

A few of the paintings or statues or suits of armor may move when you are not looking at them. They generally do not seem to be plotting to kill you, however, although it is certainly disquieting.

The ghosts are harmless, and indeed usually don't even see you: mostly, they are looking for a way out, and will simply pass you by – or pass through you – with no harm done. The Suit of Black Iron and the clay dwarves are equally uninterested in you, and will clank or clump past you on their indecipherable business (nobody sees them actually doing anything, just going from here to there. Perhaps that is all they do). The Endless Worm is alright if you just jump over it: its tail and head are never to be seen. The Grunter lurks in the shadows and grunts, but is merely an annoyance. The Idol of Thool will dispense useful advice, but lies deep in Shambler territory. The Brazen Head is quite mad but entertaining.

The Ghost Lights are harmless in themselves, but sometimes will drawn you into dangerous parts of the house. The Black Man is often neither black nor a man, but can be recognized from the smarmy manner and the fact that the feet are never seen. Be polite, but don't let him draw you into a conversation: make your excuses and head somewhere else in a hurry. Most certainly don't accept any offers to get you out. The Melancholy Lizard is too lazy to chase after you, but don't let his long, lugubrious stories put you to sleep: Bad Things might happen.

The little blue men are visitors themselves, friendly if violent, but you cannot fit through the hole in wainscoting they get in and out through.

There are a great many bookshelves in the Place Behind the Mirror. Mostly they are written in undecipherable symbols in unknown languages, and many do not look like books, or even scrolls: racks of ornately carved sheets of thin wood, trays of pockmarked metal sheets, frames stacked with glass cylinders filled with curiously shifting glows. One will, however, occasionally find legible works in French, German, Mandarin Chinese, Khazar, etc., often in the oddest company. This perhaps due to the Archivist, which looks like a moving bush or small tree and is usually seen taking books (or "books") off and on the shelves in some mysterious pattern. Do not interfere with the Archivist's work, or you will be swallowed whole.

And then there are the really dangerous inhabitants, aside from the Shamblers. The One-eyed Beast. The tall, thin, faceless Blue Man. The Crawling Blot. They have their limitations: some are only to be encountered in some levels of the house, or are slow runners, or stay away from better-lit areas and certain rooms: others do not deal well with stairs. But you won't know that the Black Jelly Child, although slow, will track you down unless you go to the higher, brighter levels, or cross the Great Red Hall. Or that the skeletal Metal Angel of the highest levels will ignore you as long as you move very, very slowly.

The Child knows these things. He is both dangerous and an annoyance, but he means well. He just wants playmates, and is quite friendly. Unfortunately, some of his games involve teasing and playing at killing some of the more unpleasant inhabitants of the house. He knows all the houses inhabitants, their weaknesses and strengths: he has never been caught, and risks death with glee and a merry, annoying laugh. He also knows how to get out: but if you meet him, you must have the patience of Job and an excellent sense of humor if you ever expect him to tell you: you have to be fun enough for him to decide you are a True Pal, but not so much fun that he decides to keep you around forever and ever (It's a balancing act). And even if you do everything right, he might just wander off on some expedition and forget about you before getting around to telling.

A pain in the ass he is, but the Child is probably your best bet to get out, followed by the Idol. There's also the Thing in the Bottle, but it may take many years to find it, and the prices it extracts for information are quite high. And in any event, no rush. Time is different: everything in the Place Behind the Mirrors is old and dusty and musty, but it does not crumble to dust: you, too, may last for centuries, if you pick up tips and tricks and are quick and clever. And if you finally enter the wrong room at the wrong time, well, at least you will have the other ghosts to commiserate with you.

157. Seeds of the Dusk

After the end of an old SF story by Raymond Z Gallun...

A world where the earth is old, and dryer and colder than ours, almost alike the imagined Mars of old pulps, although the atmosphere has not yet been lost. The oceans now cover only 1/3 of the world's surface, but the highest elevations above sea level are in fact lower than in our world, some 15,000 feet or so: the continental masses have all been heavily eroded,and the few respectable rivers now run down the crumbled slopes of the former continental shelf drop-offs into the chill and terribly salty seas. The land masses that rise above salty former sea floors are unrecognizable. The sun is cooler and redder, and winters are icy: only the equatorial regions still have a relatively temperate climate (say, New England, only drier). Only in the aforementioned equatorial region is there much life on the continents proper: pole-wards, most life huddles along the slopes leading down to the poison sea, save where deserts of salt have yet to be buried by sediment, rubble and debris.

Life has adapted: most living things now have the ability to hibernate, and some quite large animals now can freeze themselves (by expanding their cells first to allow for waters' expansion). Even the salt-choked seas support a variety of odd lifeforms, most rather alien to the fish and other sea creatures of today. Reptiles are long extinct: mammals and birds still survive on land.
This cold, harsh world was not long ago ruled by a humanoid race. Shorter than humans (4'6" was tall), stocky, with big eyes and gnarled, gnome-like features, they ruled the planet from underground, where they had long ago moved to escape the cold. Hampered by cruel and suspicious natures, they had wasted many a millenium in self-destructive wars. Even after a seemingly eternal empire was built on a mountain of bones, happier with dim than bright light, lovers of confined spaces and tunnels, they waited too long to move out into the vast emptiness of space. In the end, on the verge of packing up and moving en masse to a still-warm Venus, the Itorloo were overcome by invaders from Mars.

The invaders are easily to be seen anywhere there is a little water: green-gray spheres the size of prize-winning pumpkins, bristling with sharp spines, and furry with little silvery hairs: dotted with shiny little lenses sunk deep in protective horny pits: lined with vertical rows of flat oval cactus-like leaves rimmed with little round spore-pods. For the invaders are plants, refugees from a dying Mars almost as desolate as that of our world: possessed of an alien intelligence, linked by underground roots, they form a collective intelligence of frightful power. For they control their own substance, and can at will modify themselves for a new environment. They can deliberately synthesize toxins or grow electrical organs to repel hungry insects; grow artificial timpanni to speak, or mobile, poison-thorn vines to grab and hold; and produce an artificial bacterium contagious, slow-incubating, and lethal enough to spread from one carrier to all the burrows of the now-extinct Itorloo before they knew what was happening.

The invaders are now busy just growing, spreading and multiplying. Eventually they will grow into a planetary network along the seas and rivers, all the way to the pole: for they will take the water into their substance, and channel it across hundreds of miles of specialized roots to wherever it might be needed. In the long run this will not a good thing for the local life forms, for as time goes on they will push out and displace the local plants, and monopolize the shrinking water supply. Eventually, only they will be left.

There still are those capable of worrying, because for there is
surviving sapience on the planet. The long struggle for survival has led to several intelligent and semi-intelligent species: the most advanced of which are the ravens, the prairie dog – like rodents, and the twelve-tentacled octopus-things of the deep waters. There were others, but they were long ago exterminated by the Itorloo as possible threats. The ravens are almost as intelligent as humans, and have language and even some crude religious beliefs of their own, but are hampered by their lack of hands from developing further. The rodents, although they have progressed to the use of fire to warm their underground colonies, are timid and more agoraphobic than the Itorloo. While the most intelligent of all, the octopoids have been hampered in their own efforts to develop a technology by the watery environment in which they live.

Deep beneath the earth remain the endless caves and tunnels of the Itoorloo, littered with their bones, and scattered with technological marvels: a fleet of anti-gravity spaceships, bottomless shafts tapping into the Earth's still-molten heart, eternal atomic light-panels, disintegrator rays and an induction-wave apparatus that could have cleansed the earth's surface of all life, plant or otherwise, if it had been activated in time. Massive synthetic food vats, train tunnels crossing thousands of miles, innumerable deliberately claustrophobic apartments and a planetary information network that makes our Internet look like crap.

In the soil is buried the detritus of many millions of years: for innumerable civilizations have come and gone since humanity was young, and the ruins of ancient races which built in materials far more enduring than steel and concrete are often uncovered by erosion and landslips. Human beings are long extinct, but many different descendant races have existed, some wiser than humanity today or the Itorloo, others barely sentient: some civilizations tried breeding themselves like dogs, or like the castes of ants.

Non-technological civilizations have been the norm, since science is hard and technology harder in a world where every mine has been scraped clean of ore ten million years past. However, science has reemerged more than once - aside from the Itorloo, internal evidence and archeology indicate the ancient records of man's visit to Mars found in lunar caverns date far, far, later than when such languages as "English" or "Chinese" or such a religion as "Christianity" existed. And the civilization that colonized Venus with its present tall, skinny, pallid and hairless humanoid inhabitants – whose varied cultures at best boast technology roughly comparable to the ancient Romans – may have been a third reemergence, since they could not have survived the hotter, more toxic Venus of the First or Second Civilization's day. There are scattered and fragmented references to a civilization that once reached the stars: Itorloo commentators did not take this too seriously.

Mars is dying, too cold and thin-aired to support any earthly life more developed than anerobic bacteria: Venus has cooled to conditions comparable to the warmer periods of the Dinosaur's reign (and some of the predators are almost as nasty): Mercury has never known life: and beyond the mysterious ruins scattered through the Asteroid Belt, Eternal Frost rules supreme.

158. Opposites World

Opposites World

In this world it is the same date as in 2010 here, but the positions of the planets in the sky indicate it is six months ahead in its orbital path.

What used to be the USSR in our world is today a peaceful social-democratic federation and the world's greatest power: the US is the crumbled remnant of a former fascist superpower, now aggressively moving back onto the world stage.

In the Americas, Canada is an impoverished former US territory, its inhabitants known for their political violence and criminality. Mexico, shorn of its northern territories by the US, is a first-world country to which many Americans flee. Brazil is a fascistic dictatorship where the 40-year rule of its mulatto dictator has been supported by the power of Voodoo, but which on the bright side treats its jungles as sacred. Argentina is a futuristic socialist technocracy, the legacy of Evita Ibarguren, greatest of 20th century popular revolutionary leaders. Wealthy Cuba is gambling, beaches, and offshore banks, while the corrupt heirs of the ultra-conservative dictator Che still rule Bolivia as their private fief. Haiti, the wellspring of the African Unification Movement, rules nearly a quarter of Africa.

Europe remains dominated by the French-Russian axis: there is some talk again about reunifying Germany, but most states in Europe prefer to keep the Germans fragmented, after Red Germany and it's Spanish and Italian Red allies nearly conquered Europe in the 1940's. Currently, Napoleon IX and the Prime Minister of the Eurasian Federation are meeting for talks in placid, sleepy Brussels. (France, of course, is one of the most bad-assed of countries, having beaten the Germans in two wars and held on till victory in Africa during a third - never give up, never surrender is a French motto). Meanwhile, the Cool Revolution continues in Anarchist England, where the Special Services Bureau must struggle to make ends meet through merchandising as they work to prevent corporate infiltration of the National Union of Cooperatives (which is as close to government as Britain has). Scotland remains an independent monarchy, of course.

The Poles remain a byword for precision engineering and sophisticated style as much as Yugoslavia remains one for bucolic peacefulness and multicultural co-existence. The Triple Alliance of Greece, Turkey, and Armenia still maintains order in the eastern Mediterranean, and stands firm against the menaces of atheist Red Iran and the Bulgarian Theocrats and their designs on The City. There are twenty-five million Irish in Ireland. They import most of their food.

The Arabs are well known for both their turbulent, competitive politics and their vigorous capitalism. Egypt suffers from an aging population, having passed through the demographic changeover a while back, but Alexandria is still the second biggest port on the Mediterranean. Most Arab societies are increasingly secular, although the peace-loving Sufi dynasty that rules Arabia are known for their love of religious debate as much as they are lovers of the arts and sciences. It is generally recommended to avoid talking about religion at all on a tour: the Arabians are far too polite to bring up the failings of other peoples religions, but will talk your ear off if given a chance: a Christian visitor to Mecca can hardly mention religion without getting drawn into a good-natured debate about the Oneness of God and the inward and outward aspects of faith.

China is socialist, democratic and maybe 50% Christian: it is also slightly poorer than OTL and struggles to suppress the apocalyptic Tai'ping cult which ruled south China from the 1870's to the 1940's. Most Tai'ping have converted to more orthodox forms of Christianity or returned to more traditional faiths, but there remains a fanatic core of believers. It is also more populous than OTL (no one-child policy) but at least has a relatively balanced male/female sex ratio. Aside from leftist bumbling, the economy also has trouble from corrupt and excessively powerful unions.

India is richer than OTL China and much richer than OTL India, as well as less populous (the demographic transition arrived earlier). It is verging on new-superpower status, and is also right-wing, highly aggressive, and has long competed for influence with Russia in sleepy, bucolic Afghanistan. Multi-ethnic, multi-religion India looks to the grand days of the Mughals as a model, and many claim the 21st century will be the Indian century.

Israel is located in Western Australia, as it has been since the late 19th century: an amazing system of irrigation and desalinization technology provides water for seven million people, several hundred thousands of which are Aborigines which have migrated here to escape the more racist society of British Australia: thank to the energetically pro-conversion attitudes of Reform Judaism, nearly half of them have converted. (There never was a holocaust: Red Germany in WWII was led by the "Jewish Napoleon", Carl Meyer). Australia proper is perhaps the closest thing to a corporate state in the world, with an economy that manages to be at the same time pro-business and highly socialistic. It's also deeply religious, and many of the 27 Australian States and Territories do not serve alcohol.

Japan, true to its Buddhist principles, has never taken part in an aggressive war abroad, aside from repelling an attempted Tai'ping invasion of the Ryukyu islands in the early 1900's, instead relying on vigorous trade and an energetic program of developing local materials for what could not be cheaply obtained abroad. Japan is a loosely governed nation, the fierce individualism and respect for eccentricity characteristic of the Japanese people making centralized rule historically very difficult. The Japanese love of family is reflected in the highly crowded nature of the country: in spite of easy access to cheap contraceptives, a highly educated female population, and extensive emigration abroad, Japan retains a positive population growth, with currently over 175 million people. Rooftop gardens and hydroponics towers are the norm in every city, to minimize the amount of wilderness that must be set aside for farming. Japan is a nation where styles remain old-fashioned and neon is rarely to be seen; however, this may be changing with the increased social influence of an annoying youthful contingent fascinated with Caribbean, French, or Russian styles…

Africa (the parts not part of the mighty atom-powered Haitian Confederation) is still to a considerable extent under foreign control, through various protectorates, alliances, trust territories, etc. The British after the 1960's Rainbow Revolution lost their African empire, although some parts of it were appropriated by other powers. Much of the French empire still exists as a federal union loosely controlled from Paris: the Brazilians nabbed much of Portugal's Empire, and govern them as integral parts of Brazil. (The dictator of Brazil has no racial prejudices.) South Africa has managed to find balance as a loose federation of ethnic states: the notion that a unitary state could work is received with some derision, especially in the walled city-state of Pretoria. The Zulu, formerly a very turbulent part of the federation, have become much more positive contributors since their mass conversion to Mormonism.

Unlike Socialism, Monarchism or Elective Clericalism (on the Roman, Abyssinian, or Arabian style), Totalism is a failed ideology, practiced only in an extreme and bizarre version in New Zealand, where the population is expected to double from its current 30 to 60 million by 2040 thanks to government-enforced breeding, and most people live deep underground in supposedly bomb-proof, nuclear-powered cities (North Korea, BTW, is a wealthy Buddhist democracy, while the south is a corrupt Russian Orthodox dictatorship.

The greatest Totalist state, the US, collapsed internally and saw the breakaway of the West Coast, Canada, Hawaii, Alaska, Quebec, the Deep South, and some of the states which had once been a part of Mexico. The humbled rump US is on the rise again, though: and unlike OTL Russia, does not have an imploding birthrate, and is far more certain of its right to regain at least the South and West Coast, which have nervously allied themselves to a somewhat reluctant Europe and the Russian Federation in response. Under the aggressive leadership of the hardliner Dennis Kunich, the US is rebuilding its armed forces and engaging in some alarmingly tough nationalist talk.

The South is probably the most left-liberal of the breakaway regions: decades of ruke by jackbooted thugs have made Southerners very wary about giving anyone power over the lives and bodies of others, leading to a very small-d democratic society. They are also careful to avoid acting racist, given the horrors inflicted in the name of "cultural standardization" and eugenics on the US black population: cynics claim that southerners are much nicer to black people nowadays simply because there are a lot fewer of them around.

Some of the world's celebrities include Vladimir Putin, Russia's most beloved children's show host; Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, saintly Iranian scientist and prisoner of conscience: George W. Bush, heroic Texan resistance fighter during the last days of Totalist America: Hayao Miyazaki, perhaps the world's greatest creator of horror movies: Richard Dawkins, the host of the highest-rated religious fundamentalist television hour in Europe: Michael Gorbachev, "Mr. Teflon", the kingpin of the Petrograd Mafia: and Ronald Reagan, who, despised as his is by his countrymen, more than anyone else brought about the downfall of the US dictatorship by forcing reforms and basic human decency on the system. And another émigré, although retired from performing, still works hard to help the younger generation of artists: all those peanut-butter-and-banana sandwiches may have slowed him down, but to his fans and protégés, Elvis Presley will always be the King of Classic Opera.

Technology is comparable to OTL, although Beta won out over VHS. Nobody went to the moon, but there are a multitude of space stations: AIDS never got into the general population, but there was a nasty international breakout of bird flu that killed tens of millions, mostly in poorer countries, in the 1990s. Global warming is not an issue: due to solar fluctuations, it appears the world is going into a new ice age, and putting _more_ CO2 into the atmosphere is seen as a possible solution. India, not Japan, floods the world with cheap and energy-efficient cars. Keyboards are arranged differently, and Russia is the land of superhighways and fast cars rather than trains.

Culture is rather different in that the US is a relatively minor source of culture: here, the UK, Russia, France, India, and the vigorously capitalist Middle East are the biggest cultural exporters, leading to what seems to be OTL very odd stuff on the Radio. There is no Rock and Roll, but Jazz migrated from the US to the Caribbean and then onto the world, and has mutated into many weird forms. And that's not even mentioning Russian Country and Eastern music. Science fiction is rather more mainstream and widely read, and Japan has a lock on the writing of gonzo fantasy, while Russia is the home of nuts-and-bolts hard SF.

Christian fundamentalism remains suppressed in the US, and most locals are hardly aware of it, while France is in the middle of a vigorous Catholic revival, and the Dalai Lama's government of Tibet is famous for its corruption.

159. Celestial Empire

I have read some of Robeson's "Celstial Empire" ( [link] ) short stories with enjoyment - it's a series set in a world where the Ming kept sailing and ended up dominating the world - but I couldn't buy the Aztecs as the main opponents (the Aztecs apparently manage to develop steam powered tech by the 19th century on their own...serious, serious levels of wankery involved). So, evil Frenchmen instead (which people of certain political inclinations will also find unbelievable. :) )

I took some elements from Nugax's (soc.history.what-if map beast) excellent Song Industrialize map and from the GURPS Ming-3 scenario. The Chinese aren't quite as territorial grabby as in GURPS, and anway don't seem to be so in Chris Roberson's novel, either: they tend to rule through vassals rather than large-scale territorial conquest, as far as I could tell.

The Spanish and Portuguese got kicked out of Asia and the Americas for misbehavin', and the rise of the Netherlands got butterflied away: by kissing ass the British managed to avoid getting wacked by China, and eventually built up an empire in Eastern (non-Chinese North America) and Africa, while the French concentrated on building their dominance in Europe. (With, alas, the Chinese frequently meddling once non-French nations discovered that petitioning Beijing could bring results). A richer and (thanks to frequent practice fighting Europeans) rather more gunpowder-weapons-savvy Ming China managed to hold off the Manchu, and eventually (rather later) conquer them outright.

Social and economic changes and a long line of do-nothing emperors eventually led to a change in dynasty, but the throne remained in ethnic Han hands, and breakaway vassals and territories were soon brought to heel. A slow-takeoff industrial revolution got underway, cross-fertilized by European ideas and developments (Europe in turn was somewhat slowed in its scientific revolution, oddball Chinese ideas having led thinkers off on several tangents).

The most troublesome of the Vassals required a major war to defeat, but in the late 1800s the British were brought to heel, their empire broken up, and their American territories split off as a seperate vassal. The French were a tougher nut, but the French Empire's efforts to unify Europe were ultimately stymied.

As a result of the "era of European humiliation", rising anti-Chinese, anti-monarchy, racist-scientific movements came to the fore in Europe over the next decades. In the 1960s the Pan-Europeanist Revolution overran France and its German and Italian territories, and similar movements came to power in Iberia and Scandinavia: in the subsequent First European War, the Chinese Empire and its still-loyal vassals, facing mass-conscription armies equipped with such innovations as barbed wire and "mobile fortresses", were driven to the fringes of the continent. A generation later, the Northern Fusang European colonies rose in revolt against the Empire, and the second European War broke out. Project Loutre-de-Mer ultimately failed to conquer (or "liberate") Britain, but European forces successfully crossed the Med and took NW Africa, although their advance ultimately stalled out in desert battles. And the NE of America fell into the hands of pro-Europeanist forces.

The line have been drawn, and the Chinese have been forced to commit more of their resources to a "cold war" in which they must constantly struggle to surpress European subversion among their vassals.

The Islamic world is generally fairly loyal: from the days of the first great treasure fleets, Muslims have often played an important role in Chinese military forces, and their influence at court has helped keep the relatioship between the Empire and its many Muslim vassals and subjects a cordial one. The Middle East has done better than in our world, and the universities of Cairo are one of the world's leading centers of science. Many Muslims hope to one day convert the Emperor himself, and with him the Empire: however, few upper-crust Han are really interested in following the commands of an Arabian camel-merchant, and some emperors have sponsored a Buddhist revival which competes with Islam for hearts and minds on the outskirts of the Empire.

Africa remains a bit chaotic.

The Han Empire is despotic and tradition-bound, but on the other hand is also meritocratic and non-racist and in its own way rational, and the Imperial hand is quite light in much of the world. The "Union of Western Nations", on the other hand, is a *Fascist regime, "scientifically racist", and organized with Prussian ruthlessness wherever it rules. The Iberian and Scandinavian states are almost as unpleasant, while OTOH the North American Federation of Vinland, if highly Asian-xenophobic and dominated by the Liberty Party, has rather more of a civil society and laws which aren't so easily tossed aside in the name of State Security. Engineering a split between Vinland and the UNO is one of the major aims of Chinese security and diplomatic forces, but is complicated by the fact that the Vinlanders would probably require all of New Albion as a quid pro quo...

Technology is generally behind OTL, with engineering generally around a 1950s level in the 2020s and abstract science a bit further back, with agricultural science a bit ahead. Han architecture and engineering tend towards the baroque, while western Europe tends towards the grimly utilitarian and "scientific-rational" (for all their superstitions on Racial Destiny, it is an article of faith in the UNO that they are scientific and rational while the Chinese are superstitious and old-fashioned).

Currently a contest is ongoing between China and the UNO and allies to be the first to put a man into space: the Chinese have rather more resources, but are being hampered by the crudeness of their calculating technology (Chinese statisticians and scientists remained dependent on large numbers of men and women with abacuses long after mechanical calculators came into general use in France). In the meantime, Chinese spies (drawn from their roundeye vassals) are busy following up odd rumors about new discoveries in physics in Vinlander laboratories...

160. Just Imagine

Inspired by the old 1930 movie "Just Imagine", some bits of which are findable on youtube... www.youtube.com/watch?v=l7yKoX…

A world in which the Technocratic government which previously ruled N. America was overthrown a few years ago, and people have returned to having names rather than numbers and making babies the old-fashioned way rather than having them grown in state incubators using the finest genetic material available. (Although some women have returned to using incubators once they found out just how big a pain pregnancy was). The use of alcohol, marihuana, cocaine, and coffee has been legalized, and the air cops are scrambling to deal with a huge rash of accidents (in 2009, everyone has a flying car or at least a hover-chair).

The big city is full of huge skyscrapers (up to 300 stories) and suspended bridges with crystalline enclosing walls, above and through which steady streams of flying traffic pass. They are less risky than they look: anti-gravity gas (an invention of the 1950's) makes it almost impossible for them to fall out of the sky, as well as allowing stiff-bodied dirigibles to carry loads impossible for mere hydrogen. The rather grim, slab-sided skyscrapers of the 1970's are increasingly being replaced by the more modern, elegant crystalline ones, while urban industry digs itself ever deeper underground. High-speed monorail zips along faster than the planes fly, and the N.A.U., at least, is free of disfiguring ads projected on buildings. Three-d movies, sliding automatic doors, and room furnishings that fold up in the oddest ways.

Considerable success has been achieved in reviving the dead; as long as the body is well-preserved, using the body as a "matrix" for the regeneration of new cells, the frozen or well-embalmed can be restored to their initial condition, in some cases with little loss of memory. (As a result, there has been a boom in the "freezer storage" business for those with fatal conditions - such as old age - which are still beyond FUTURE! Science). Robots are now a clinking, clattering, caliginous part of everyday life: the first crude models coming on the market in the late 80's. They aren't actually self-aware, but they do a good impression of it.

Most people still use food pills, but there is an increased importation of synthetic "fun foods" from the Oligarchic nations - and even, for the truly jaded, of organic food - grown in dirt, or even (horrors!) taken from the body of a formerly living animal.

There are no African-Americans, the population having been moved en masse to the African Union in a series of stages between 1952 and 1985. There are few Asians. OTOH, there are a lot of Hispanics - all of which speak good English, thanks to electro-teachers (think a cross between a bed, an electric chair, and an electronics parts store) and some government strong-arming. Jews are doing Ok.

The end of the Technocratic government has seen a bit of a revolution in sexual relationships: a feminist movement, suppressed by a government which felt women's proper role was as mothers and homemakers, has burst into full bloom, demanding the sort of rights in marriage, the political process, etc. as women in Electro-Socialist and some Oligarchic countries have. There have been public disturbances, protests, video piracy, etc.

The rest of the world is divided between Electro-Socialist Europe and India, Oligarchic East Asia, Australasia, and parts of South America, and the Technocratic African Union and Great Britain. Some relative oddballs are Neo-Fascist Brazil, and the Theocratic New Caliphate controlling much of the middle East. (Since the world runs on broadcast power generated by atomic plants or sun-power collectors - think immense bubbles floating in the upper atmosphere - oil isn't very important, and the Caliphate is considered more "quaint" than threatening). There have been wars, some pretty nasty - the struggle against European fascism and other forms of right-wing dictatorship in the 40's which led to the European Union, the struggle to expel Europe from it's African colonies in the 50's and 60's, the Chinese "war of vengeance" against Japan in the 80's - but no world wars as such.

Stalin was a much mellower guy than his OTL equivalent.

The world generally doesn't have a true "third world" - the poorest countries are no poorer compared to the richest than OTL S. America is vs. Europe, and China and India are powers which can match a united N. America and a Europe running from Vladivostok to Lisbon. The African Union comprises about 2/3 of sub-Saharan Africa, and competes for influence in the rest with the Caliphate and the European Union. It's a technocratic nation, but a rather different one than the UK or the US (for one thing, black babies aren't seen as a problem).

Space travel is fairly common - the first expedition to Mars took place in 1980, and to Venus in 1985. Mars is habitable, if a bit chilly (most civilization is confined to the equatorial region): its inhabitants are humanoid, but with shiny, metallic skins and great feathery plumes rather than hair, with eyes of gold and orange and red and a taste in clothing that goes for metallic glitter and mica and chains (the Martian's tough skins means that they comfortably wear things that would scratch a human being to ribbons). Martian societies are about 90% female: males are placid and cow-like, save during breeding seasons (outside it, they keep in practice with other males). The females can breed pathogenically if there are no males available.

Every Martian is born as a twin, and among the central plateau Martians each town is split between the Red and the Black sectors, among which every pair of twins is divided. (If a twin dies before the split, an idol to "hold their essence" takes their place in the Red or the Black.) Occasionally there are ritual battles, in which the Red and the Black take each others places for reasons hard to humans to understand. These rituals generally don't kill many people, since only crude spears are used (the Martians are good metallurgists and could make better weapons). Other Martian societies treat the twin thing differently: among the deep-canyon Martians twins stay together for life, while among the Volcanic Shield Martians of Mt. Olympus, twins must compete for who will stay at home and which will join the ever-expanding army of conquest in their mighty empire.

Mars is a mineral-rich planet, and is furthermore rich in odd crystalline and metallic growths, a kind of very slow-living life that coexists at the same time with more conventional plants and animals. This grows pretty much everywhere where the soil minerals are acceptable: which, in areas can be either useful (natural fort! Only minor additions needed!) or a colossal pain (cutting a road through a thicket of 6-foot rock hard green polyhedrons isn't easy). Where there is water, vegetation grows exuberantly during the brief warmth of the day: the plateau Martians often dwell in little huts made from a few giant leaves during the summers. The people are generally polytheists and worshippers of weird, often beastly Gods: although some have a quite developed material toolkit, and build mighty fortresses and sharp, jeweled swords, there is little real science on Mars.

Terrestrials -missionaries, miners, anthropologists and adventurers, have been arriving in increasing numbers since 1980, and have created a lot of turmoil. Human diseases aren't transmittable, and rape attempts tend to end with the human organ rather badly abraded, but there have been shootings, religious crises, illegal arms sales, and one war provoked by an Australian First-Rank Oligarch to sell real estate. There is talk of creating an international board to protect the natives and resolve disputes, but it's mostly talk at this point. Not too many permanent human settlers: the winters (when the locals go all puffy with subcutaneous blubber) are cold, the local food is inedible, and humans are far likelier to be infected with fragments of Poison Ruby rather more easily than the tough-skinned locals (the results, which involve the crystallization of all fats in the body, are best not described in too much detail).

Venus has proven a bit of a disappointment for said colonists and missionaries. The Venusians, 10 ft. tall fire-breathing reptilian beings which inhabitant seemingly interminable underground cities below the perpetually misty-foggy, equipment-rotting surface of Venus, are quite capable of taking care of themselves, and have made it abundantly clear they principally want to be left alone by humans, which they apparently find utterly repulsive in looks, smell, and (Soft! Gooey!) in feel.

Mercury is volcanoes and lakes of metal and seemingly independent-minded balls of lightning. The outer Planets beckon, and there has been already a major scandal re a sell off of asteroid belt property to which the salesman had no recognized claim whatsoever.

161. Orwell's 2010

George Owell's 2010

It's now 26 years after 1984, and the Inner Parties struggle with various problematic issues. The increase in stormy weather, rising temperatures and melting icecaps has come to the notice of people in positions of power, and they are Not Pleased to say the least about the correlation between CO2 production and rising temperatures that the State's small number of weather scientists have suggested. Due to backward computer tech, the modeling is still primitive, and many in the Inner Party prefer to think it's a natural phenomenon. AIDS is becoming a major health problem, but the Party is reluctant to announce a major failure and thus is pushing pro-condom propaganda hard without telling people exactly why, and increasing state violence against the "promiscuous." People seem to be increasingly skilled at hacking the state spy-camera system to conceal their activities, and the inhabitants of the "disputed areas" seem to be increasingly turning to bizarre, apocalyptic religion in their efforts to resist their exploitation by the three super-states. Increasingly savage and genocidal violence is needed to terrorize the population into obedience: indoctrination becomes difficult when a territory switches hands every few years.

Of course, the switching of territory is accomplished in a far less violent manner than the public perceives: the mass of poorly armed, poorly trained conscripts are usually sent to fight other equally shoddy mass armies in economically unimportant areas, such as the area which was briefly Israel, or New Guinea, or coastal Tanzania. Whether they win or lose is unimportant: survivors, win or lose, will be gladdened to hear that their sacrifices played a vital role in the capture of such-and-such. Meanwhile, important areas, such as oil wells, important mines, high-productivity agricultural zones, etc., are seized by specialized, highly trained forces consisting entirely of Inner Party members - local Inner Party members are always withdrawn in time before they arrive. A few massacres of Proles and Outer Party members will make for some good propaganda footage.

Who gets what is negotiated between the three blocks at the very top levels: if one side gets too greedy, the other two join forces to apply pressure. The resource pie, although individual slices frequently change hands, cannot be allowed to be monopolized too long by one side.

OTOH, there is some discussion ongoing about some sort of permanent carve-up: after all, there is no reason for anything to actually change hands at all: wars and massacres can still be carried out, and the borders will flow on TV news maps, but most of the territory will actually remain under the control of one state or another, providing the stability needed to properly break and indoctrinate the local population into obedience (and if that doesn't work, their efficient extermination and replacement with fast-breeding Proles and Outer Party members).

Such ideas have not gone anywhere so far, partly due to the difficulty in divvying up the Middle East's oil, and also due to EastAsian doubts: the poorest power in resources, [1] and also somewhat more backward than the other two, EastAsia has always felt a bit insecure, and often feels it's getting shortchanged on territory whenever it's on the "winning" side. Since the war is no more than a Party method for maintaining control, it does not strictly require the existence of more than two sides, or even sides at all: the EastAsian leadership may be generally in accord with the Oceanians and the Eurasians, but in those dark moments of the night, they wonder, can they really trust those foreign devils?

As Inner Party heads argue among themselves as to how and if to deal with Aids and global warming, life goes on in the three super-states. Electronic monitoring tech is currently running up the limits of the world's computing tech - with no large computer industry, the specialized data-processing techs working in secret labs in Brazil, Transylvania (some Eurasian Party Bosses had a sense of humor) and Laos have only managed to develop mainframe computer tech up to mid- 80's level, and networking is by necessity primitive: the sort of mass data processing that 2009 computers can handle is beyond them, and there is so much information coming in with a tele-screen in every room for Outer Party members and a camera on every corner for the Proles that government spies are drowning in it.

The attempt to replace the old systems of language with an official "purified" language making dissent literally unthinkable isn't working too well: people, it turns out, will adapt language to meet their needs, and combinations of Newspeak words are being used to express things which should theoretically not be possible. This is particularly bad among the Proles in Eurasia, which seem to be developing a largely incomprehensible pidgin using elements of old Russian, New "scientific" Russian, and pre-existing languages. (The East Asians, which are predominantly Chinese, have given up the whole thing as a bad job, although the old-type ideographs have been eliminated to prevent people from getting any ideas from surviving old books).

Oil is reserved for the military and the private planes of Inner Party members who need to get somewhere in a hurry: coal and nuclear power run what industry there is, and public transport is electric. (Only Inner Party members have private cars, and these generally run on hydrogen-cell batteries). Peak oil is therefore still some ways away, and is a problem some way down the Inner Parties' to-do list.

Although all three states are theoretically post-racial as well as post-religious, the Chinese dominate in EastAsia, and English-speakers and Russians are somewhat "more equal than others" in Oceania and Eurasia respectively. (There are a fair number of American , Caribbean and South African blacks in the Oceanian Inner Party, though, along with a large Hispanic and Brazilian contingent).

Technology, aside from "applied Psychology", some aspects of drug (mind-altering) research, and some aspects of military engineering, is at least a generation behind OTL, and falling further behind every year. (There are some medical fields where they aren't as backwards: transplants, for instance, have benefited from a great many involuntary donors and not-always-voluntary receivers.)

The Eurasians have been working on the use of drugs to keep the population properly subdued: there have been successes with experiments on Prole populations, and some failures (the inhabitants of New Warsaw didn't react well to the notion that they were being poisoned, and after the army was called in the re-writing of history went into high gear for some months).

Military research, in spite of the fakeness of the war, continues: the Chinese are not the only ones who occasionally have doubts about their partners. Atomic-powered Floating Fortresses (think the unholy offspring of a giant aircraft carrier and the battleship Yamato, with nuclear subs attached like remoras on a shark) cruise the ocean endlessly, armored choppers bristling with death crisscross the skies of conquered territories, satellites peer, radio transmissions are intercepted and decoded, and occasionally Inner Party members in war zones just…disappear.

Said Inner party, whichever the super-state, grows increasingly corrupt: a boot in the human face, forever, may be pleasure enough for some people, but others would also like a bigger apartment. And some decent chocolate. And how about some silk pajamas? Not to mention that none of the super-states was _founded_ by people possessed by some abstract notion as Power For It's Own Sake forever - actual people, unlike political caricatures, have more complex motivations: and so do the Inner Party leaders. Although pursuit of power for it's own sake is the main reason why things go on as they do nowadays (plus the fear of being strung on lamp posts if the general population knew what was going on), even Inner Party members are capable of feeling that the whole thing is really rather silly, and, well, shoddy, a pathetic existence of masturbatory brutality in which nobody in the Inner Party actually achieves anything of real value except maintaining things as they are. (This in turn feeds the corruption: after all, the Inner Party polices its own ranks, too, and the risks in trying to seriously change policy are so lethal that Inner Party members tend to "cultivate their own gardens" rather than try to conspire.)

This in turn brings us to EastAsia, where the standard rule-by-committee has been eroded by the powerful new Chairman: he's no Stalin (the Inner Party is too savvy to the uses and abuses of power to allow anyone to reach that level of control) but he _has_ managed to edge enough of the sociopaths and self-satisfied sadists away from the important levers of power and place enough of his own men in the Central Committee that he is in a position to get some serious changes made. And he has three major ideas:

1. Given expansion of higher education and the redirection of the proles to more productive labor, the pace of scientific and technological development could be substantially accelerated.

2. As mentioned before, there is really no need for there to be three sides rather than two, given party control over all information: indeed, there is no need for an actual other side at all.

3. Half or more of the Proles and the Outer Party are quite entirely expendable.

Of course, as he reassures his comrades in the Central Committee, this is purely a theoretical discussion, a study exercise - I mean, it's not like the mostly European Eurasians, or the mostly European-descended Oceanians, would ever join forces to destroy the peoples of East Asia they demonized for centuries! It is to laugh - no, Comrade Jien?

[1] No, Orwell, you dope: continental East Asia is _not_ really fully supplied with the raw materials of modern industry.

162. Sideways in Time

Inspired by another online GURPS supplement and the original Murray Leinster "Sideways in Time."

This world suffered from a Leinster-type "reality quake" in 1934, in which most of the Earth's surface temporarily shifted back and forth with pieces of alternate worlds: although the event did not last long, it left the world scattered with many small pieces of other worlds, from table-cloth sized to a chunk of the Indian subcontinent nearly the size of France. As a result of left-behinds from more high-tech worlds, technology is substantially more advanced than in our TL.

The US has a number of pockets of out-time citizens; an Asian enclave in California about the size of Belgium which has obtained a certain degree of autonomy (more-or-less Japanese people with 20th century tech, but a Matriarchal society with lots of Indo-Europan genes from differing first-millenium-BC migrations); a small pocket of pre-industrial Chinese settlers in west Virginia; a larger one of African colonizers (no longer holding their Celtic slaves) on the Mexican gulf; the descendants of two cohorts of a Legion from a high-tech Roman empire in NY; a Russian mining village in Colorado, from a world where the Czar of Three Continents dominates the globe; a French settlement from an undeveloped version of the mid-west; and some native Americans from worlds where Europeans never reached N. America, along with scattered individual explorers from all sorts of places. It has regained the Passenger Pigeon, picked up a couple hundred thousand buffalo, as well as a breeding population of SUV-sized feathered dinosaurs and a variety of new rodent and insect pests (not to mention the venemous land-octopus).

The Soviets became the world's first nuclear power, thanks to reverse-engineering on a nuclear power plant left behind from a high-tech Turkic Russia, but failed to use it to conquer the globe, since they had their hands full dealing with the Eaters. Either a biological weapon or a life-form from a very different Earth, the Eaters most closely resembled the "Blob" which gave young Steve McQueen so much trouble: although fortunately they did not like life underwater or intense cold, they overran nearly a third of the USSR and penetrated into Eastern Europe before the regime finally accepted help, and nearly half before an international effort finally stamped out the biological menace. The Stalinist regime could not survive the blow to its prestige, and collapsed: after various intervals of dictatorship, most of the former area of the USSR is ruled nowadays by a turbulent leftist Russian-nationalist republic colored by a religious revival (inspired by left-behinds from a peaceful and civilized theocratic world)

Germany managed to take over quite a bit of Eastern Europe under the excuse of reestablishing order and stopping Eater advances, and failed to leave afterward: Hitler's more daring plans were thrown into disarray, however, by the rapid US duplication of the Soviet atom bomb (thanks to advice from the Roman troopers and the high-tech Chinese scientific expedition stranded in Madagascar) and by the loss of a sizeable chunk of the Rhinelands replaced by a population of Germanized Celts/Celtized Germans who had no interest in becoming a part of someplace as wierd as Nazi Germany (today they are close allies of the French, and are responsible for the return to stylishness of Very Big Mustaches). The Third Reich is still around, if more technocratic nowadays than racialist-fascistic, and incorporating most of OTL Germany, Austria, and Czechoslovakia, along with most of Poland and parts of Hungary.

The Japanese lost most of Tokyo, replaced by a tree-fern jungle unlike anything seen on Earth since the Carboniferous, but gained a powerful ally when one Masaaki Tenchi, exploring a patch of volcanic rock and slag wasteland replacing the forests behind his home, released an imprisoned alien. With the aid of it's god-like powers, the Japanese conquered most of China, but the alien considered world conquest a bit too much to ask for, and since it left Earth in the early 90s subsequent to Masaaki's death, things have gone somewhat to pot: in spite of the use of control methods drawn from a dozen authoritarian timelines, Chinese nationalism continues to ferment, and the independent "neo-legalist" Chinese rump state in the interior, a Russian ally, stirs up trouble with the aid of the revolutionary how-to guides of two dozen worlds.

Although there are a few minor ones (the kingdom of Kukuanaland, the People's Republic of Palawan), there are just two major independent nations which are arrivals from elsewhere: the Kingdom of West India and Great Israel. West India was part of a global Franco-British Empire from a world where the Planatagenets kicked ass in all directions, and it's 50% Christian population chose to remain an independent constitutional monarchy under the rule of a member of a cadet branch of the royal house who happened to be in the right place at the right time, rather than join India or the equally incomprehensible (and neither properly cultured nor proper Christian) France or Britain. Great Israel is a technologically advanced theocracy from a world that diverged from ours over three thousand years ago: the loss of nearly 70% of their territory (leaving them, roughly, the Levantine states plus a bit of N. Arabia) did not discourage them enough to prevent them from carrying out an invasion of southern Iraq and Kuwait to grab the oilfields. (Arab unest is severe). Although still monotheist and with a similar "old Testament", their religion is otherwise alien enough that very few Jews recognize them as co-religionists: the dislike is mutual.

Non-Planatagenet India ended up going independent somewhat differently, and is currently includes Pakistan and Bangladesh but not the southern Tamils, and does not get along well with its new other-universe neighbor. The end of colonialism came roughly as soon as in our world, in spite of the lack of a WWII: too many people from worlds where Asians, Africans, etc. managed their affairs perfectly well without white overseers showed up for the colonial narrative to be successfully continued.

Tens of millions of people were lost in the exchange: aside from the permanent replacement of maybe 5% of the world's surface, and the city of Detroit coming back largely undamaged but quite empty of people (the spooky factor means it remains fairly underpopulated), various plagues broke out as people were exposed to diseases that did not exist in their own world and for which thefore they had no immuniites. Still, the world is richer for the timequake: technology is at least 50 years ahead of this world if unevenly distributed, advanced warning of the problems of global warming and pollution was obtained from high-tech left-behinds, there are colonies on Mars and the Moon.

Innumerable new ideas, arts, and philosophies have been introduced. New religions are numberous: some home-grown responses to the incredible events of 1934, others are imports from other worlds, still others are hybrids of one sort or another. Wierd cults are a big media bogey, especially since the idea of "infectious memes" was imported from one left-behind or another, and the popular spread of a form of Buddhist-influenced Sufism from a world with a surviving Caliphate has led to bloody religious strife in Iran and central Asia.

A variety of new fads and fancies have arisen, from giant mustaches to skin paint to cyborg modification, biofeedback techniques and martial arts techniques nastier than anything OTL. The US, influenced by its visitors from a world where Rome ruled the 2/3 of the globe not Korean, went through a new period of Rome-worship from the 30's to the 60's, in which much bad architecture was committed. Numberous new political movements are still running loose: Technocracy, Rational Theocracy, Ibadism, Xiu's Seven-Level Structure of Political Harmony, Global Miscegenation, Biological Collectivism, Feedback Loop Self-Regulatory Anarchy, Neo-Vladism, etc.: a number of left-wing regimes try to duplicate the successes and methods of timelines where Communism, or something like it, reportedly succeeded.

Besides the new arrivals in America, a great many new plants and animals have become acclimated. Some plants are useful, such as the new Australian dry-climate food plants (the genetically engineered corn-dog tree, OTOH, grows in most climates, but so far a great many people find it too creepy to eat): others are new and pernicious weeds. Dinosauroids, land octopi, hive gophers, giant birds, the balloon animal - and Homo Neanderthalensis. (The Giant Carnivorous Ape briefly made an appearance in Africa before being shot by alarmed locals). There are odd new things in the sea, too, and it's more dangerous to go skin-diving than it once was.

Few manifestations of worlds with tech more than a few decades beyond our 2010 took place, possibly because they had ways to proect themselves from the timequake: the mysterious force-field covered city in Eastern Anatolia just abruptly dissapeared in 1967, leaving a big hole: they finally had to just nuke the giant, radioactive war machine slowly crawling back and forth across southern Africa: and nobody knows what to make of the strange, slowly growing machine city occupying a barren stretch of the Peruvian Altiplano. (Curiousity so far has won out over fear, so it remains un-nuked)

People, as OTL, are a bit paranoid, and perhaps with better reason. There are rumors of intelligent reptile-men in the seas, and of strange flying machines in the skies. What sorts of things might have crossed over and are still hiding themselves? Or, what sorts of mysterious technologies might be in the hands of the government - and are being covered up?

163. Robinson Crusoe on Mars: 35 years later

It is 35 years since Commander Christopher Draper and the annoying monkey Mona crashed on the planet Mars in the futuristic year 1975.

Much has changed in the interim. There was his triumphant return from Mars with his companion "Friday", or Xilotju|!hoatzi (as a few people learned to pronounce by 2010), and the subsequent international controversy as to whether he was actually an alien or not. Then there was the Halashasee invasion of Earth, which kinda cinched it. Then there was the formation of the world government, and the building of the revenge fleet, which is still a work in progress...

A great deal was learned from captured Halashasee soldiers: apparently some unknown alien race had, somewhere around 70,000 BC, taken samples of early humanity, and after modifications to make them better adapted to alien environments, had scattered them across hundreds of light years. The Halashasee, which had established a brutally stable planetary dictatorship millennia back, had discovered three planets inhabited by other branches of the human race; one which had developed technology nearly 10,000 years ago but destroyed itself in a nuclear/biological war; Xilotju|!hoatzi's people, to whom bronze was cutting-edge technology, and who were conquered and enslaved: and the people of Earth.

Earth, with its atomic arsenals and warlike inhabitants, had been cautiously studied from a distance, while mining operations were established on Mars and a forward base on one of the Jovian moons: with the unexpected arrival of a spaceship from Earth and the discovery of one of their bases, the Halashasee temporarily withdrew from the solar system. After the Supreme Wisdom decided Earth was too dangerous to leave alone, they would return, armed for bear, in 1987.

The invasion ultimately failed due to logistics: interstellar spaceships are expensive, and interstellar travel time-consuming (traversing under-space layers deep enough to threaten a molten hull, it still takes years to reach earth from the Halashasee homeworld.) As a result the invasion forces, in spite of their superior technology, were badly overstretched, and after two years of brutal struggle, were forced to retreat after earthlings managed to duplicate their inertialess drive system working from crashed ships.

The antimatter warhead "spoiler" attacks launched by the retreating Halashasee fleet killed over half of the world's population, mostly by bringing on nuclear winter in both hemispheres.

Today, the Earth is united, a planetary union of sorts having been formed during the post-invasion horrors by the struggling but still surviving governments of the US, China, France, and the rump Soviet along the shores of the Black Sea, and the reconstructed post-invasion governments of India, Italy and Brazil, and later expanded to absorb the rest of the planet. World population is only about two billion, but the planetary government's aggressive program of modernization over the past twenty years has brought even the poorest countries up to what would be considered "upper end Latin American" standards of living means that planetary GNP isn't as low as one might think. National ethnicities are a bit different: the badly depopulated regions of the former USSR brought in a lot of immigrants from Latin America and South Asia, and New Moscow cuisine and nightlife is to say the least a bit different from the old borscht and sausage and classical music.

The world government is more lefty and technocratic than most Americans of our world would like, but after living through a period where for a while the only food available was chemically reconstructed weeds and wood pulp, people are understandably a bit skeptical about the power of the Free Market to see them through future emergencies. Capitalism still does ok and is in fact encouraged, as long as corporate heads know their place.

Although many of the world's major cities were leveled by the invaders, there was little radiation involved: the Halashasee were out for conquest, not planetary sterilization. (Something the government back home has regretted since), and used generally "clean" weapons – not so much human atomic weapons, which were used in enthusiastic quantity throughout the war against Halashasee targets too hardened or mobile to be taken out with more conventional weapons. Much of the world is still dangerously radioactive as a result (the H. started to suspect terrestrials were bat-shit insane after the Soviets nuked their own city of Vladivostok to prevent a Halashasee advance).

Technology has moved rapidly, under the influence of the prod of alien menace and the carrot of captured alien machines. Although some technology remains un-duplicable (the "jelly" computers, the man-portable death ray) others have been adapted by humanity, including the inertialess drive, the plasma cannon, and the "lukewarm" fusion process which now lights the world's cities, drives the wheels of industry, and throws high-speed rail across desert and mountain. Humanity burrows deep beneath the Earth and even under the sea – if war comes again, the world will not be unprepared (five years of emergency food stocks have been compiled).

The night sky glitters with new stars: Earth's defensive systems extend far out into space, warships and fighters and orbital bases near Earth and Moon, smart nuclear warheads and x-ray lasers and plasma arrays and good old space-shrapnel to be launched at relative thousands of miles per hour.

Using the intertialess drive, human beings have spread out into the solar system. Mars has turned out to be the most hospitable of the planets, Venus being a tropical hell of parasitic life and flesh-eating fungi in the Polar Regions with sizzling hot deserts inhabited by lethal crystalline life in the Equatorial areas. Although Martian air is only breathable in the deepest canyons and caverns, and then for extended periods only if the person in question is a Tibetan Sherpa or an Amerindian from the Andean Altiplano, there is life and plentiful water, mostly in the form of ice.

It is a mostly barren but beautiful world, of extraordinarily colored rocks and deserts, with volcanoes of fiery gas and great outcroppings of fantastic crystalline forms, with curious plants indistinguishable from rocks and endless bottomless cave systems in which live strange plant-like life-forms extracting nutrition directly from bare rock. Beneath the deep canyon bottoms are icy tunnel systems that span the planet, curious underground channels from the pole to the equator, the origin of which are still hotly debated by terrestrial science. Settlement has been to some extent aided by the development of a version of the Halashasee oxygenation pill, although since the best earthly chemistry can do only lasts a couple hours, a separate oxygen supply is still required for sleeping. Substantial colonization, mostly using the cave systems, has taken place over the last decade.

Commander (now Admiral in the Space Forces) Draper is still alive, a tough and wiry 67. Nowadays he wears an eye-patch, the right side of his face terribly scarred from a near miss by a Halashasee ray, but still attracts the ladies: he has not, however, remarried since his wife died in the 1989 vaporization of St. Louis. He remains close to his old friend Xilotju|!hoatzi, whose language he speaks better than anyone on earth. "Friday's" hair has grayed and his face developed some lines, but he has aged more slowly than his friend: a lifespan considerably greater than terrestrial humanity is a side effect of the genetic manipulations of the unknown elder race.

What both have long hoped for now looks like it may finally take place. Only two Halashasee engineers with knowledge of lower-space drives were captured during the war (Invasion Command was careful to keep those with advanced technical knowledge away from the front lines) and one died of a severe allergic reaction in 1993 and the other managed to commit suicide in 1999, after multiple earlier attempts. Still, by means fair and foul, Earth intelligence managed to obtain enough bits and pieces of information to finally create a starship drive of their own in 2007.

Now, Earth's own interstellar fleet is being constructed, at tremendous expense, but few disagree there will have to be a final reckoning. Some ships will take colonists to seek for new worlds in case the worst comes to the worst, others will scout out the Halashasee home system, but the first main mission of the Fleet will be to liberate Xilotju|!hoatzi's world. Long ruled by the Halashasee, the elevated, mountainous world of his birth has become a major center of production and industry, and will be a valuable ally if liberated: it is too dry and cold [1] for the Halashasee, who come from a warmer and wetter world than Earth, and the ruling Halashasee elite is small compared to the total population. In case of invasion, Earth will not lack for local allies: although there are some which remember no history save that of slavery, Xilotju|!hoatzi's people, for one, still remember two thousand years of written history and art and culture before the invaders came, and will gladly face death to see them finally gone.

When the Fleet departs (estimated 2014) they will both be going along…

164. Arthur C Clarke's Future

An Arthur C. Clarke world:

Using nuclear-propulsion spaceships, people have been busily exploring the solar system since the early 70s.

People have been on Mars since the mid-80's, and there are now bases on the Moon and Mars, and a teeny one on rather inhospitable Venus. Mars is dry and dusty and cold, and has air too thin to suit humans, although there is some tough vegetation and some extremely specialized animals, along with some odd wind-drifting half-plant, half-animal things that multiply rapidly in warm weather and vanish entirely during the cold. Due to the logistics, the bases are still quite small, and between Martian geology, biology, and climatology, severely overworked. Venus is a boiling steam-bath with weird metal-eating micro-organisms floating in the dense atmosphere, and all sorts of vast and weird critters float in the atmosphere of Jupiter: Europa, Jupiter's moon, also has life in the seas beneath its icy crust, clustered around the warmth and energy-rich minerals which escape from the many sea-floor rents and volcanoes (Europa is twisted hard by Jupiter's tidal forces, if not so much as ever-exploding Io).

The Moon is the same heckhole as in our universe, the discovery of some very odd rock-like, radiation-eating "plants" (later found on some of the asteroids) nowithstanding. The international lunar base is the largest off-earth settlement, and the Farside observatory a major center of astronomical research. The lunar base, some twenty-seven years after it's founding, is getting quite homey: it now grows most of it's own food, and has a large number of families with children: the first child was born on the Moon back in the late 80's. For the wealthy, going to the moon and back nowadays is essentially a "weekend excursion."

There are a multitude of large space stations in orbit, including three big international ones at the geosynchronous points and rather more in closer orbit: at any one time there are several thousand people living and working in space.

Global warming is a more controversial theory than in OTL, because the effects of human modification of the atmosphere are being masked to some extent by an ongoing decline in solar radiation. In fact a new ice age is in the offing, and if people don't stop building nuclear power plants and start burning more coal, things could be getting downright chilly by the end of the 21st century.

The USSR is still around, having slowly reformed itself economically starting in the 60's, it's leadership being less blinkered by ideology and a bit more "scientific" than the men who ran it post-Stalin OTL. Eastern Europe is not an issue: the states of the Warsaw Pact have been steadily assimilated into the USSR, and the current Supremo is a Bulgarian. (The Poles, admittedly, remain rather grumpy and rebellious). Although it's economy is more Capitalist than Socialist nowadays, the USSR is still a one-party state, which justifies it's existence as the one true post-nationalist state and the only country where the improvement of all mankind, rather than the pursuit of individual wealth, is the true common concern.

The USSR holds itself out as a champion of third-world development (more successfully than OTL: the mere addition of "socialist" kleptocrats to "our" side to win propaganda points is considered below the dignity of the Soviet people, and the USSR invests heavily in Africa, S. Asia, and Latin America – admittedly, cynics claim that this just means that third-worlders get to be exploited by run-for-profit Soviet industrial combines rather than run-for-profit Western corporations.) It also has made some good propaganda points with it's recent massive investment in post-fossil fuel technology, and contrasting it with the lackadaisical response of much of the western world. It's also a rather less sexist place than OTL Russia, which is perhaps one reason for a higher birthrate.

The Cold War is now the Tepid Truce: the US and USSR may still compete for influence and trade, but arms limitation treaties were in place by the 70's, and both sides have been on low alert, militarily speaking, since the early 90's. UN arms inspectors and lots and lots of spy satellites keep both sides honest, and the current odds of an accidental nuclear war are practically nil: still, the capacity is still there, a fair amount of national muscle-flexing occurs, and on both sides of the Atlantic writers of Technothrillers cheerfully imagine futures in which tensions have returned to the good old days of the 60's.

(Not that the Soviets don't have their paranoid side as well. They still have a chip on their shoulder about being Number Two, and it's not just the US that still has some hidden atomic weapons in orbit.)

The British Commonwealth is an institution which still has some juice in it. The UK, Canada, NZ, Australia, Singapore, and various other places remain closely tied in a free trade block with a common military, space program, etc., and the UK, rather than going the services-and-de-industrialization road, has remained one of the "Workshops of the World", along with Japan and Germany. The UK is one the whole more "lefty" than OTL: Margaret Thatcher never arose to national prominence (although nuclear power ended up putting a load of coal-miners out of work anyway), and Business Administration grads and Total Quality Management types are thinner on the ground. Australia and NZ are more populous than OTL, and Australia is one of the world centers of the space exploration biz: although the Commonwealth space effort is increasingly one of junior partnership with the US, it's a partnership and the Commonwealth did manage to land it's own ship on the Moon.

India, rather estranged from the UK in the 50's and 60's, has since patched up relations, and has increased economic and technical connections with the Commonwealth, although it has not become a full member (unlike Sri Lanka): this Has Been Noted in the USSR, which has worked hard to woo back the Indians with a variety of technical and scientific aid.

China remains far more Marxist than OTL, and looks like more like the late 60's USSR writ large than early 80's S. Korea writ very large. It's not N. Korea (in this world kept afloat by Soviet subsidies) – the population is fed (tolerably, if rather blandly: the Chinese are the world's leading experts on synthetic food production) and there's a substantial free market, but the Commanding Heights of the economy are still very much under the control of the government. It's also rather hostile to the Reformist Capitalist Lickspittles of the USSR, and is not particularly loved by the US. Given it's distinct disinterest in Capitalist mores and regulations, China has not only been the world's largest producer of satellite TV pornography, sleazy "exposes" and bloodsports since the late 60's, it's since become a heaven for "offshore banking", smuggling, video piracy, etc. – not to mention the whole drug trade thing. Initially this sort of thing was meant to undermine the capitalist system, but in the long run it's just become a way for the Party elite to fill their pockets.

The EC is doing OK sans British participation, although this also means (the horror!) that the French dominate the show.
Japan is a major industrial power, but in a world where the US, USSR, and Commonwealth have all done better than OTL it has never scared any of the bigger powers, and remains somewhat of a US satellite, especially in the face of a China somewhat more alarming than ours.

Africa is doing a bit better than OTL thanks to more investment, better development economics, and a bit more luck with it's governments: it's stable enough that the world's largest radio telescope is here rather than in Latin America. On the down side, Apartheid in S. Africa has come to an end much more messily than OTL.

Islamic fundamentalism is less influential, secular nationalism more powerful in the Middle East. Egypt has managed to modernize it's economy more successfully than OTL, the Iranian revolution failed, the USSR stayed out of Afghanistan and the current dictator of Iraq has successfully avoided getting into fights with any of his neighbors. Israel avoided the poison fruit of the West Bank, although all of Jerusalem is currently incorporated into the Israeli state.

The US is still the world's number one power, although it's a more multipolar world than ours. The US avoided Vietnam (although it did get into a few messy little actions in Latin America and Africa) and never suffered the severe malaise, or the excessive counter-reaction, of OTL 70s and after. It's a more secular country than OTL, although also a less cynical one. There's a lot more tolerance of gays and lesbians, and they are allowed to marry in most states outside the Bible Belt; the first Jewish president was elected in 2004. The air is cleaner, TV is dirtier, and political discourse not much more elevated than OTL, if slightly more related to the real world on an Earth where the Conquest Of Space does provide something of a actual national Grand Mission and the country has some powerful competition (if no longer outright enemies) rather than some batshit guys in a cave.

In a small temple in the Himalayas, a curious Buddhist sect continues to write all the possible names of God. There was some talk of getting a printer and a computer to speed up the work, but the chief monk laid down the law about offending God by turning a labor of devotion into a vulgar mechanical process.

Transportation is not too different than OTL, although there are more trains, electrical cars are more common, and there is a surprising amount of hovercraft travel. One notable difference is that given superior rocket and aerospace technology and enthusiasm for speed and fancy machines the supersonic passenger jet has done rather better, and a two-hour NY-London flight is the norm.

Technology is more advanced than our world in several fields. Aside from space travel, there are also advances in chemistry and materials sciences, which has yielded some ultra-strong construction plastics and super-strong carbon-fiber wires and ribbons, and biotech: the Soviets are especially advanced in the creation of GM plants for surviving in harsh climate conditions, and are currently trying to develop plants capable (given a little water) of growing on the Moon. Japanese scientists are trying to tinker with chimpanzee genes to increase brain growth: Soviet surgeons have successfully given some apes vocal cords, with disappointing results. A form of sleep-hibernation for space travelers has been around since the mid-90's.

High-quality synthetic diamonds are cheap: De Beers has gone out of business, and the more chemically complex (and expensive) emerald has become the new favorite for rings.
Computer science is also more developed: the first AI computers were developed over the course of the 90's (one might say they "grew up" ), and one of the early models went along on the 2001 US trip to Jupiter. There's an internet, as OTL, if more heavily regulated: there are a _lot_ more books online than in our TL, though. (Copyright law failed to be extended as absurdly).

Antigravity (and, for related reasons, time travel) are both possible within the physics of this universe, but nobody has any notion yet of how they might be achieved (at least, as far as anyone knows…)

Great steps have been made in the interpretation of the language of dolphins, and lemmings actually do occasionally stampede en masse into the ocean. Scientists have no idea why.

The US, USSR, Commonwealth, and other big powers have stepped in to put an end to the overuse of dwindling stocks of marine food animals, and the International Fisheries Organization has real muscle. Ambitious scientific schemes to restock the oceans and cultivate marine life in an organized manner are being considered.

Culture is a bit more staid than OTL. Rationalism and scientific thinking are a rather more popular outlook, and Improving Programs, Science TV, and interplanetary exploration sagas abound. Carl Sagan (who in this TL lived until 2007) got to do more big-ass TV science shows than OTL, and one of the most popular new talk shows is filmed on the moon. Classical music is doing well, and a generation of young composers are trying to create "Music for the Space Age."

Science fiction is more popular than in our world, having less of a whiff of the geek about it. TVs are big and get a great picture – high definition TV has been around for a while, in 3D for that matter. On the down side, the variety show has somehow survived.
Flatscreen images are good enough that the "picture window" – a crystal-clear image of some distant, and more scenic location- is popular in many homes.

After the strange events which took place during the first expedition to Jupiter, a joint US-USSR mission left in the summer of 2009 to recover the records from the now abandoned ship. The Soviet are providing the ship, equipped with a new fusion drive (the "Sakharov Drive") that will bring the expedition into Jovian orbit within a couple months.

Meanwhile, those whacky Chinese have launched a nuclear ship in hopes of beating the US-Soviet alliance to Jupiter - a suicide mission if they don't succeed in aero braking on Jupiter and then refueling on one of the Moons. On Earth's Moon, a black monolith continues to baffle the best efforts of scientists from around the world to pierce its impenetrable force-screen. (Some have begun to grumble that they should use a nuke on it). Beneath the ice of Europa, weird, many-tentacled intelligences, fully sentient if confined to a stone age technology kit, huddle around the warmth of a hundred-mile long deep-sea rift which is all the world they know. And in low orbit around Jupiter, a greater monolith, miles in length, awaits…

165. Proof Through The Night

This is a request map from ElViceJeffe, showing the world of the Draka-screw fanfics "Proof Through the Night" and "Breaking Strain" ( [link] and [link] )

In this world, the US made a negotiated peace with Japan to turn their full attention to the Draka, and launched a nuclear first strike against their homeland while they had their hands full in Europe. After some serious messiness, the Drakan Empire collapsed, and the US, the British Empire, and South America - about the only parts of the globe _not_ fucked over or Japanese - set about picking up the pieces.

In the middle east reestablishing states wasn't too hard - where the locals hadn't been exterminated, the occupation was only a generation old, and the locals were able to recall what things had been like before, although hampered by a serious shortage of former local leadership (all exterminated). In Africa, however, much of the area had been under Draka control for a lifetime or more, and state reconstruction was more often state creation: the US did it's best, and smacked the UK's fingers when they started talking protectorates and stages of self-government, but things were often pretty muddled. The new African states launched into the future with better infrastructure and more industry than OTL (even after the nukings) and with a trained class of engineers, agriculturalists, etc., but not a soul trained in banking, politics, economics, history, administration, etc., and peoples deeply scarred by often generations of slavery.

Some African tribes were almost exterminated or entirely displaced from their homelands: a great deal of fuss and bother took place as a result of millions trying to "return home" only to find other people living there. The Somalis were fortunate in having a chunk of largely worthless desert to return home to: other peoples (see, Afghanistan on the map) were less fortunate. Some areas were so ethnically messed up and culturally crushed that entirely new multiethic states were created, usually with the Draka version of English as a common language given the lack of anything else.

(There was some talk of creating a unified black free Africa, but the international authorities felt that the results would most likely be bloody chaos, and if it worked, well, then you would get a new great power composed of angry, anti-white black people, no? Can't have anyone controlling that much of the world's raw materials, anyway: not in the US/British/Brazilian/whatever interest...)

Another ethnic hodgepodge was Madagascar, which made it more justifiable to "return" the non-Draka locals to the mainland to create a Draka "reservation" there (dickish to the Malagasy blacks and asians? Yes, but the trouble is that with Draka around everyone else looks so civilized they have trouble realizing that they are being dicks when they're not, say, impaling babies). The Draka were dumped there to sink or swim, and embargoed for a wide variety of technical and industrial goods. In spite of basic food aid, some starved in the early years.

Europe, invaded by the Draka as well as overrun by *Nazis [1], was even more devastated than in our WWII, taking nearly two decades to get up to speed economically, although it was spared the further joys of Communism in the east, and is a bit poorer in the west than OTL relative to the US, although without said joys Eastern Europe is actually relatively a good bit wealthier. France and the Low countries were only briefly Draka-occupied, and Spain and Portugal weren't occupied at all (they were nuked during the Draka's abortive invasion, but those were little Hiroshima-type bombs with limited radius of destruction and fallout). Having also missed out on Franco's nastiness, Spain is close to France in standards of living and ahead of either Italy.

Germany was more thoroughly de-*Nazified than OTL, and this leads to a certain resentment of Americans in the older generations, who lost parents and brothers and friends to US and UK-run trials. Still, there is no *Nazi revival in Germany, and Germans are often ostentatiously anti-racist and internationalist, to the point of being rather annoying.

The former USSR, overrun first by Nazis and then by Draka, lost another 15 million or so over the OTL losses, and was reconstituted by fragments of the Red Army and Party holding out in Siberia: starting off as a "pinkish" military regime in the postwar period, it has developed into a Russian-nationalist regime with a few threadbare remnants of Socialism (it still calls itself the "Union of Socialist Republics", the "Soviet" having been dropped somewhere along the way) with a standard relative to the US comparable to OTL South Korea: not having suffered the demographic collapse of OTL, in spite of its even larger losses it is only slightly less populous than the same area OTL, with perhaps 190 million inhabitants. The regime managed to extend its control temporarily into the chaotic post-Draka south Caucuses (Baku in particular) but later withdrew to consolidate its Slavic core.

India is a struggling Great Power to Be, with a multiethnic and multireligious internal politics of byzantine complexity.

The most noteable political process of the last half-century was the almost-cold-war between Japan and the US, between racist imperialism (often accused of being "Draka lite") and US democratic assimilationism. The Japanese cooperated with the US in the postwar era, helped set up this world's equivalent of the UN, helped bring order to the chaotic post-Draka situation, etc. But once the Japanese had their own atomic bomb and the means to deliver it to the US, they began to compete ferociously for influence with the US, world wide. If their population and capacity for supporting a vastly bloated military were less than than of the USSR, they were also better at converting pure science into useable products and weapons, and kept up with the US technologically rather better than the USSR. Although the arms race never got as intense as between the US and USSR (there never was a Fulda Gap to worry about), it got rather unpleasant at times, especially with the "Madagascar missile crisis" of 1964, in which extremist elements of the Drakan population allied with the Japanese to make Madagascar Japan's regional catspaw.

Fortunately the situation was resolved, in part due to the Draka government itself defeating the accompanying coup attempt and carrying out some ferocious purges: and Japan in the end found the project a total propaganda flop, since any Japanese-Draka alliance was a red flag to both Africans and Middle Easterners: it took _decades_ for Japan's reputation to recover.

As of 2012, a tepid Detente exists between the Japanese and the US, Japan finding paying the bills for a proper Cold War increasingly difficult as their population grow goes negative (if later than OTL: traditional mores continued longer with no US occupation) and productivity gains drop. Japan was driven out of China by protracted guerilla warfare supported both by independent China and the Russians, and hangs on grimly in Korea: Taiwan is fairly quiet so far (at this statement millions of Japanese knock on wood). The Japanese have a number of allies, but they are mostly third-world dictatorships of one sort or another.

China has had a different experience than OTL, if just as messy. The Tai'ping were rather more successful and for a while ruled over almost all of China, but their empire fell apart messily, and Japan and other European nations moved in. Currently a Tai'ping remnant surives in the south, allied to Japan to avoid being swallowed by China proper. In a world with the Draka and the mega-USA, people still think conquest and imperialism _works_: the idea that Tai'ping China (majority God-followers nowadays) might be unassimilable is out of place.

The US is effin' huge: it has assimilated most of America north of the southern continent, as well as the Philippines. Catholics are the single largest denomination, although a plurality rather than a majority: economic convergence has meant an early demographic transition (although Filippinos still like kids) and there has been a fair amount of conversion from Catholicism to evangelic Christianity. It is by far the world's largest economy, and is some 60% richer than Europeans on a per capita level, and it has been long enough since the Draka were destroyed that the gratitude has largely faded.

Technology is more advanced than OTL: there was more of a "first world" and the Japanese were higher-tech compeditors than the USSR. It has not gone wizzing off into the empirian as in the baseline Drakaverse, though. There is working fusion power and genetically engineered guard-bears and bases on the Moon and advanced cancer-fighting gene therapy and even the internet (the rather insanely security-conscious computer systems of the Drakaverse did not develop), but nobody is genetically re-engineering themselves into supermen or building conversion drive starships (although the Japanese are screwing around with antimatter, somewhere in the north of Sakhalin island).

And what of the Draka? The Madagascar Missile Crisis made a lot of people go "oh, there go the Draka again", but the fact that the radical faction ended up crushed by the legitimate government made people thoughtful. It is nowadays seen as a turning point: people came to note the Draka's real grudge as to raids and terrorist attacks by African mainlanders and the eternal "Malagasy Liberation Front" which technological restrictions limited their ability to defend against. And others noted with a certain grudging admiration the extraodinary efforts the Draka had made to make Madagascar support their twenty-plus millions (lack of those black nursemaids plus the simple problem of feeding new mouths had put a serious wrench in the Draka drive for large families).

The Draka move to redemption in US and other American eyes was slow, slower for Europeans (the Japanese authorities had rarely given a crap about Draka atrocities). But over five decades, there has been a slow normalization and removal of the more onerous restrictions on the Drakan economy and military. Today, in 2012, although the Draka are bound by international law from developing nuclear weapons, its navy and airforce can see off any African invader. A regular form of republican government is in place, and the standard of living is comparable to, say, Spain. The Draka republic is increasingly seen as a "normal" state, at least in places they didn't invade.

And yet...

The Draka are still a people "few, and not liked." They are still loudly loathed and condemned in a vast swathe of land from Italy to Iran, from the Black Sea Straits to the Cape. Birth rates are up, and there are now 35 million people in Madagascar. Military service remains universal. The Draka do not trust the rest of the world to let them be normal. Stregnth and the ability to defend themselves are still important. The modern generation is fascinated by technology, and like the oddball Arabians, seek to make their nation a center of high tech. There is a fascination with space travel, with cybernetics, with genetic engineering and transhumanism...

(Note I have made a few changes from the baseline scenario, so don't come complaining about Newfoundland not being British or something).

[1] Nazis, with a divergence a century and a half earlier? Later Stirling said something re Hitler being blond and having an eyepatch, but meh.

166. It Cant Happen Here

Based on: Sinclair Lewis, "It Can't Happen Here"

With the US still bogged down in a slow-moving civil war and France overrun, the UK decided to sue for peace: Canada was vulnerable if the Corporatists won, and since the Patriots (having finally decided on a relatively inoffensive name more American-sounding than “Corporatists”) seemed in no great rush to win, overseas aid and assistance in the near future seemed unlikely. Here things stuck for a while, however: German terms and conditions were unacceptably harsh, and the Germans turned to submarine warfare and air attacks to throttle and batter the British into submission. (Which was loudly protested by both sides in the US civil war, both being in the business of selling things to the UK). With convoys and victory gardens and a remarkable development of edible yeasts grown in vats of filth, the British held on doggedly, and the Germans, impatient to turn to Russia, finally agreed to a Status Quo armistice and evacuation of the Channel Islands.

This had the unfortunate (from the German POV) effect of getting Stalin to expect an attack.

In the meantime, the Japanese had overrun most of the West Pacific: although logistical difficulties averted the much-feared invasion of Australia, all OTLs conquests were duplicated and the Japanese army plunged into India (sort of the way a man might plunge into a large vat of wet cement: for all Gandhi’s insistence on non-violent resistance, the Indian Army, Hindu, Muslim and European, weren’t eager to test out its effectiveness on Japanese troops, and stuck with the old-fashioned sort of resistance, the kind with bullets.)

With Germany well and truly up to their necks in the USSR by early ’42, the British turned their full military efforts to defeating the Japanese: support for the Patriots remained mostly verbal, given that the Corporatists still held New York and much of New England, threatening eastern Canada with their large, if poorly led, armies. The learning curve for dealing with Japanese aircraft carriers proved steep, and it was mostly British submarine warfare that kept Yamamoto from turning the Indian Ocean into a Japanese lake.

Although German attack failed to come as a surprise, the Soviet learning curve was also by necessity steep: deplorable military leadership and ignorance of Blitzkrieg tactics meant that a Soviet army on the attack rather than the defensive still suffered bloody losses: the Germans were stopped by winter and stubborn dug-in resistance well short of OTLs benchmarks, but Soviet losses were still horrendous. The next year, however, the greater amount of manpower, industry, and resources behind Soviet lines began to tell: the Germans never got anywhere near Stalingrad.

1942 finally saw something of an effective unification of Patriot forces behind a “restore democracy first and argue about what it means later. Oh, and hang General Haik and anyone who supported Buzz Windrip from the nearest tree” program which played relatively well in Peoria. It also allowed the largest-scale coordinated attack so far, with a major push into the Northeast to clear the Corporatists, as much as possible, from the Canadian border.

The Corporatist preemptive invasion of Canada was No Fun at All for the Canadians.

1943 saw the German advance turn into a slow, grinding retreat, the Soviet advance hampered by a lack of trucks and a Germany undistracted elsewhere. In America, Corporatist forces were ejected from Canada, and the bloodily crushed New York Uprising (New Yorkers had generally never been very fond of Windrip’s corn-pone populism, and liked military rule even less) provided the Patriot forces with the battle cry of “Remember Manhattan!” In the meantime, vengeful Mexican forces wiped out the weak remainders of the Corporatist invasion forces and prepared for a march on the Rio Grande. For a while the Patriots and the Mexicans would remain “co-belligerents” rather than outright allies: the Corporatists got enough propaganda points out of their claims that the Patriot rebellion (Patriots being generally renamed to something along the lines of “traitorous Bolshevik scum” in the Corporatist news media) would allow brown-skinned savages to re-conquer the southwest and rape all the local white women.

1943 also saw the Brits finally get the hang of carrier sea battles, although the completion of several new aircraft carriers was delayed by the need to transfer resources to help out Canada until the Corporatists were expelled (aid to north America was reduced to a relative trickle after the last of them fled across the border, but would continue for the rest of the war). Political Hindu-Muslim quarrels re the form of Indian independence (promised As Soon As Possible by the British) almost led to the breakout of civil war in the midst of fighting the Japanese in Bengal, and only a last minute compromise and Gandhi’s moral authority kept things from boiling over. A “provisional government of India” was set up by the Japanese in the conquered territories of the NE, under the leadership of Subhas Chandra Bose.

In December, the Germans, through a mix of massive slave-labor built fortifications and the extensive use of chemical weapons, finally managed to halt the Soviet advance well within the former borders of Poland. An unofficial cease-fire took place as both sides built up resources for another assault: energetic secret negotiations took place, but neither side was willing to offer terms that the other would find acceptable. Late in March of 1944, the Soviets launched a massive assault south and west into Romania, hoping to cut off Germany from its major source of oil: with the chemical cat out of the bag, the Soviets used considerable quantities of less sophisticated but still quite nasty chemicals in their advance.

Also in early 1944, as Britain’s superior industrial capacity was felt in the Indian Ocean and the Japanese navy began losing the war of attrition, the Japanese high command decided some bold new plan was called for to knock the British out of the war. Heroic efforts (translation: massive die-offs of forced labor) were put into building better roads and railroads through the mountains of Burma to allow for a true buildup in NE India, and the Invasion of Australia was put on the rails. (Yamamoto is reported to have Double Facepalmed).

The last isolated pockets of enemy forces were wiped out in North America, leaving the two sides fighting along a tremendously long front running from Augusta to Albany, writhing among the hill country of west Pennsylvania and west Virginia, savagely contested along the Ohio, swinging south from Jefferson city though bloody Missouri to Tulsa, growing vague through thinly populated Colorado, anchored firmly along the Grand Canyon by the Mormons (who had decided they had far more to lose than gain from a dictatorial government) and ending in the blood-soaked front lines running from San Jose to the Nevadas. In this new North vs. South battle, the South had superior numbers, but a far more apathetic population….

Elections took place in a bit of a rush in Patriot territory, it having been uncertain until August whether they would be held at all. Although Walt Trowbridge was confirmed as President, the Socialist, Communist, and Neo-Jeffersonian (drown the Federal Government in a bathtub) candidates got an alarming number of votes.

The Soviets took Romania. Casualties were massive, but Stalin had lives to burn. Both sides were by now using extensive use of chemical weapons, and Soviet chemists were coming up with fun ideas of their own. Nightmare figures in masked synthetic rubber overalls battled across a devastated landscape. Italy broke out in revolution, and Mussolini was forced to call in his German allies to help keep order. German diplomats began sounding out the British about an anti-Communist alliance. Quite a few in the British government were not entirely hostile: a Europe divided between Germany and the USSR might be better than one entirely run from Moscow. However, the Germans would have to withdraw from France and the Low Countries at least before anything could be agreed on.

1945 came around in Asia. With four years of buildup and preparation, the New Indian Army (aided by a lot of British regulars shipped in once the sea lanes had been secured) crushed the Japanese and Bose-ist forces in North India and pursued the remnants into the mountains. Bose himself died when the plane on which he was hurriedly departing was shot down. The late ‘44 invasion of Australia had been, of course, a logistical clusterfuck. With massive human losses and the Anglo-Indian forces pushing into Burma, while another few major Japanese navy ships went to the bottom, a tiny wee light of reason came on, and the Japanese agreed to negotiations.

As the armistice settled in, an increased flow of military supplies from Britain began to cross the Atlantic. Canadian military production was fully allocated to the North American theatre. New York was liberated with much fanfare. A joint invasion of the Rio Grande valley by Patriot forces from the north and Mexican forces from the south effectively split off Corporatist California and Arizona from the rest of their territories: the Siege of Los Angeles was a long and bloody one, but Corporatist forces shifted from the East were unable to break the Patriot-Mexican lines on the Rio Grande to relieve the city: the city was pacified by Christmas, the mass graves of anti-Corporatist “fifth columnists” executed during the siege providing the Patriots with a lovely propaganda Christmas present.

The remaining Balkans fell under Soviet control, without the Germans agreeing to any territorial compromises. A Hitler assassination attempt went awry and there was a formidable purge, which didn’t do much for morale or military leadership. Soviet forces began to push into German territory proper, in spite of savage German last-ditch efforts. Massive uprisings broke across occupied France. Late in June, Hitler suffered an immobilizing stroke. Himmler took over, which didn’t help at all. Neither did the human sacrifices at the Brandenburg gate. [1] British planners finished the revisions on Project Seahorse.

In late ’45 Britain was an exhausted country.The economy was by this point almost entirely Socialized, everyone was in government service, and on short rations at that: although the German blockade had been lifted in ’41, foreign currency reserves had been earmarked for military purposes, and there was little left over to buy things from still-peaceful South America: without the Canadian food aid, many would have had to go back to eating yeasts. But there were still duties for the British to carry out.

A horrendously bloody and, worse, expensive invasion of the Japanese islands was not in the cards: even a blockade would require more island battles, more naval battles, more deaths and more Pounds down the drain. Japan would withdraw from its British conquests and (as a sop to US allies) the Philippines: the rest of the GEACPS they could keep – or at least try to. The treaty of Madras, November 12, 1945 put an end to the war in the east. Berlin fell in that same month. Soviet Special Forces scouting ahead in the ruins of the Chancellory found Adolph Hitler in a back room in bed, lying in his own filth and badly dehydrated. He would later be taken to Moscow as a living trophy before his execution. Himmler had withdrawn to Cologne, promising to fight to the last and to shoot anyone who disagreed with doing so.

Germany troops pulled out of most of France to help protect the Fatherland: Vichy forces moved in from the South. And British and Free French forces invaded across the channel. With little popular support and most of its effective forces in the east, fighting the Reds, Vichy forces did not fare well.
British forces also landed in Norway. Simultaneously with their invasion, the British declared war on Germany and Italy. Stalin was reportedly annoyed at the British “jackals.”

Soviet forces met British ones along the Rhine and south of Rome January 19, 1946.

In ’46 the Corporatist state began melting away like a snowflake in the sun: without the nationalist element to unify them against their foes, defections and surrenders took place en masse. By appealing to Southern sentiments and racial fears, the Corpo government was able to temporarily solidify its position in the Deep South, but too many Southerners had no desire to play the Bad Guy in another morality play. General Haik fled from besieged Washington to a temporary capital in Birmingham, only to be murdered by his own men and replaced by an “emergency government” that offered peace terms in exchange for immunity from persecution. The Patriot response can be abbreviated to “Nuts!” By the turn of the year, things were into the mopping-up stages.

The Soviets consolidated their grip over an empire extending from SE France and the Netherlands to the Pacific. Soviet losses, human and industrial, had not been as great as OTL – military deaths had been roughly equivalent, fewer massive German “bags” at the start of the war being compensated by a longer and more grueling march not only to Berlin but across Germany – but civilian losses were rather lower. Still, Stalin was in no immediate rush for Round Two with the Capitalist world…

May, 1947.

The long-promised new constitutional convention began in Chicago. It was a turbulent affair: the many differences and disagreements between the various Patriot groups, suppressed for the sake of victory, were out in the open. In the streets, those who felt what was needed was a Proletarian state along the lines of fellow Fascist-smashers in the USSR clashed with those who wanted a return to a (slightly modified) status quo ante, and in turn clashed with those who wanted to keep any future federal government far too weak to turn on the People, while the classical Anti-Red folks spoke of the new Soviet Menace and tried hard to pretend that they hadn’t been latecomers to the Patriot movement.
Anti-Soviet revolts broke out here and there across Europe, and were crushed savagely. Soviet news media began to grumble about British and North American subversion and anti-Soviet propaganda, not to mention the pernicious influence of the “surviving fascists” in southern Italy.

A small group of Soviet scientists and bigwigs sat in chairs in front of a panel of smoked glass. A light of unimaginable brilliance shone, briefly. The bunker shook as a terrible wind passed over it. The lights came on, and the Soviets stared incredulously at the monstrous fiery mushroom arose, ever higher, above the desolate Scottish Highlands as Winston Churchill simply grinned smugly.


2011

History happens.

In 2011, the world is in some ways more chaotic than OTL. There is no EC, no World Trade Organization. A universal meeting place of sorts for nations to get together and work out their problems, the World Forum, was established after a great deal of squabbling in the 60s, but is even less effectual than our UN: there is no such thing as World Forum Peacekeepers, for instance. The US, which defeated no Fascist dictatorships except its own during the Second Great War, never clearly established itself as the leader of a Free World, and messy struggles for influence continue in the Third World.

On the positive side, with the end of the alarming three-sided cold war and major international reductions in nuclear arsenals, military tensions are down at least.

The United States had a rather difficult transition period, and the Second and Third Constitutional Conventions failed to entirely deliver what people hoped for: a new democratic system that would be corruption-and-demagogue-proof. The country now has five major political parties, two of them to the left of our Democrats and Republicans and another largely orthogonal: it probably would have been even Redder, save for the utterly failed effort by the far Left to launch a coup when the 1952 elections didn’t go their way and, of course, Soviets Behaving Badly.

Heavily armed local militias of both the left and right are numerous, and politicians are followed by cameras everywhere: there are no such things as a “closed door” session, although there are some special circumstances relating to such things as nuclear secrets. Currently the President is sufficiently limited in his powers that the Speaker of the House has in some ways more clout than they do: Congressional Supremacy has been fairly well established. There have been those who have tried to buck the trend, admittedly: well-meaning but somewhat ideologically tone-deaf President Harrington managed to accidentally create the Panic of ’75 when his feud with Congress seemed to portend a new dictatorship. US politics in 2011 is less turbulent and fiery than it used to be: older folks grumble about apolitical young whipper-snappers and how will democracy be preserved with such a useless younger generation? (Indeed, some argue that the vast, grinding, knee-jerk-opposed-to-sudden change bureaucracy already counts as a dictatorship of sorts).

The US is closely allied to Canada, which fought and bled by their side in the Second (or Third, depending on who you are asking) American Revolution: less so with Mexico (the whole “you invaded us first” is a bit of a conversation killer.) It is also allied to the British and various other nations around the globe, although there isn’t an overall NATO type organization. The US has generally been less interventionist abroad, feeling in the 50s and 60s that it had too much to clean up in its own back yard to spend the time and energy fighting Communism in every dusty corner of the planet. (After it developed its own atom bomb in 1952, the US did make clear to the Soviets its solidarity with the UK’s position that invading the remaining bits of Western Europe was a big No-NO). It also has maintained a strong position in the Persian Gulf from early on, to keep Soviet armies well clear of the oil: with no Israel (not enough Jews got out of German Europe alive to push it over the top) and no US-supported Iranian coup, relations with the Muslim world are rather better.

The US is a bit larger than OTL: enlargement of the US democratic system by extending US citizenship to other nations has become a popular notion, which is reinforced by the notion that a more variegated US is also one less likely to march to one (dictatorial) drummer. Not just Puerto Rico but also Cuba and Panama are US states, and the notion of a merger with Canada is occasionally mooted.

The Great Japanese Empire is no more: driven out of China by Soviet-backed guerillas by 1960 (its economy almost wrecked in the process), driven out of Indonesia and SE Asia by the mid-70s after an almost genocidal struggle to crush resistance (which led to trade embargoes by most major nations) and the trashing of the economy and the national reputation completed by the hysterical, “traitor” mass-purging “Pure Nippon” dictatorship of 1976-1997, Japan is in poor shape nowadays. The territories of the new Republic are down to south Sakhalin, a bunch of wee islands, and Taiwan, where due to forcible population movements the locals are now roughly 50% Japanese. The current Neo-Socialist/Zen Peace Party government is struggling to make Japanese industries competitive with the rest of the world again, and to keep the population from shrinking further (in reaction to Pure Nippon’s rather squicky efforts to keep the female population barefoot and pregnant, after 1997 birth rates have plummeted, and a lot of ambitious young Japanese move abroad). At least (from the point of view of the rest of the world, anyway) there is no longer any risk of Japan carrying out Seppuku on a national scale and taking the Northern hemisphere with it: as part of the Treaty of Montreal, the Japanese have greatly reduced their nuclear arsenal.

Australia (along with New Zealand), thanks to fears of the Japanese and the perceived unreliability of the Americans, has stuck closer to the UK than OTL and still hosts some sizeable British military bases and nuclear launch sites. It is considered part of the so-called “inner commonwealth”: the British floated the notion of a Federal Empire again after the global wars, and although it largely went over as unto a lead balloon with the colonials of a darker hue, Australia, New Zealand, and a number of smaller countries do form an alliance of EC/NATO-esque closeness. (It is a more prestigious thing than OTL to be a Commonwealth member: after all, the British pretty much did save the day in Europe in this ATL)

India remained unified for a while, but Indian “Socialist” notions pushed things in the direction of a more centralized state, and the Muslim provinces broke away somewhat messily. Bengal went its own way, but at least the *Pakistanis got the Muslim bits of Kashmir out of the deal. (Burma/Myanmar, however, remained as an autonomous part of India).

Independent Vietnam includes chunks of Cambodia and Laos: the Thais, as Japanese allies, got the other bits, and cheerfully cooperate with the Dirty Reds to keep things as they are. Relations with the Chinese to the north are cordial, the Chinese being ruled by a rather different cast of characters ATL with wars in China having continued a decade plus longer than OTL.

Iran is a corrupt one-party “republic” (think Egypt with oil): the government is currently suffering from increased pressures from both the Socialist left and the theocratic Right, the unemployed young man – to – oil dollars ratio having dropped dangerously low with population growth. Iraq is a close US ally, needing military support to avoid being swallowed by the United Arab Republic, which extends from Tunisia to Syria.

Sub-Saharan Africa is a bit of a mess, what with China, the US, the Brits, and both Russias competing for influence. Without any clear indication as to whose responsibility failed states are, and a general sense that sending aid is a political act, some African states have disintegrated outright. The Federation of East Africa is doing alright, and is trying to create its own African alliance: the African Socialist Bloc doesn’t like this at all, although they can’t agree on much else. The US is pondering the Kalahari Confederation’s alliterative name and request to join the US, and after the Battle of Gondar the Ethiopian Reunification War has only seven more states to deal with. Meanwhile, the Federation of Azania, a product of the Rhodesian Intervention and the Second Boer War, is doing fairly well, while the side effect, the former Boer People’s Republic, has switched from a Soviet alliance to one with the Russian People’s Union and changed its name to the Vaal River Republic.

Europe suffered a longer German occupation than OTL, and the bulk of it ended up under Soviet rule to boot. With the US, after its civil war, in no real shape to deliver a massive economic boost to the remaining free European nations, things did not go too well. The annoying Soviet occupation of Provence prevented the Communist and pro-Soviet left from taking over in France, but with rather less successful efforts to get the economy up and going, democracy did not flourish. The “Neo-Fascist” period of the Mediterranean League (S. Italy, France, Spain, Portugal, Turkey) is now thankfully over, but France and S. Italy nowadays look more upper-end Latin America (with nukes) than full first-world nations, and French politics remain bitterly divided between Left and Right. Provence remains independent.

The Confederation of New Burgundy (The Netherlands, Belgium, Luxembourg, and the German Rhinelands), territories liberated by the British before the Soviets could arrive, is the richest portion of Europe and forms an customs union with Sweden, Norway and the British Isles (although there remain customs barrier between the non-British bits of the North Sea Trade Union and the rest of the British Commonwealth): it is something of a mini-EC, with a joint military and its own nuclear deterrent. Currently a lot of money is being invested in the “Red Germanies” in hopes they recover economically to the point where they can once again serve as the economic motor of Western Europe (most of Germany being in the Soviet camp was another major factor in a slower and patchier western recovery).

The Soviet Union, overextended in Europe, suffered from unrest almost from day one, and its Empire in Europe underwent various splits, fusions, reorganizations, etc. It didn’t help, nor did a “micromanaging” approach from the late 50s onward that tried to put every aspect of society under control while pursuing a maniacal hyper-industrialization that covered the USSR with massive and rapidly decomposing highways, under-populated and economically improbable cities of huge concrete towers powered by nuclear energy, and the endless cabling snaking over the landscape and bringing to every shack in the USSR a bizarre “Soviet Internet” (crude and incompatible with any western tech) meant to hold all (ideologically acceptable) knowledge .

The Total Information System proved utterly unmanageable in a pre-high-speed computer era, and the system bogged down in witch-hunts in the 70s, around the same time that the basically extractive economy hit its limits. The Troubles followed.

By 2011 the successor states to the USSR are Premier Solovyov’s Russian People’s Union, extending from SE Russia to the Pacific, and puppetizing southern Central Asia, and the ruled-by-committee Democratic Neo-Socialist Union of Brest, including the western Ukraine and Poland and its Agglomerated Unions of Czechia and Slovakia.

The RPU is a Russian-nationalist state not entirely unlike a larger Saddam’s Iraq, the electronic networks most eliminated save for a spy camera in every corner and a bug in every radio. In contrast, the DNUB is more explicitly socialist, if of a highly technocratic nature: their explanation for the failures of the “cybernetic system” is that it was a “premature effort” and that with a lot more technology, a better society is within human grasp, as long as those crazy reactionaries to the east don’t start a nuclear war.The Union of Brest is more democratic than the People’s Union, but it still isn’t allowing the German states to reunify anytime soon: the general flavor is “authoritarian cyberpunk”.

China, which settled down under Communist rule after 1960 (and some vigorous purges of collaborators and people who looked like they might have been collaborators), has developed rather differently than either the USSR or its OTL equivalent. It was never run as an independent country by Mao, who was rude and arrogant while visiting Moscow once too often, while the guerilla war against the Japanese ground on. (Not that the man who succeeded him was particularly grateful).

Various local revolutionary groups seized power in the wake of a Japanese withdrawal: unlike OTL, there was no center of power with control of its own territory and a functioning army marching triumphantly south, and rather than descend into a lengthy round of civil war, five major revolutionary groups agreed to create a national federation (and suppress any of the other seven less-leftist groups who wouldn’t go along.) As a result, after only a mere five years of civil war, the Federation of Han Republics came into existence, and has slowly turned into something like a genuine federal state, with the exception of those uncooperative dicks in the Upper Yellow River Republic, who remain stubbornly attached to their rather primitive version of Socialism and are always threatening to ally with the Russian Union if the other four pick on them. The other four generally follow an odd form of “State-Capitalist” socialism, with vast industrial combines all shares of which belong to the Workers (the bureaucratic elite must content themselves with their Rather Large publically funded salaries) and competing on equal terms with foreign businesses. Other oddities include the Universal Militia and the Urban Planning For Agricultural Self-Sufficiency (Chinese cities tend to be rather…vertical and close-packed).

Mexico, unlike OTL, has a fairly professional (and large) army: they’re friendly with the US nowadays, but they don’t entirely trust them, either. Latin American union is a major political movement, although with the Mexican headed (democratic-old style leftists) Organizacion Para la Unidad Latina, the Brazilian (rightist) Liga de las/dos Americas, and the Argentine (neo-Socialist) Union Progresivo Para la Raza Unida all in competition, it looks like a long row to hoe.

Scientific progress marches on: with nuclear weapons never used in anger (although much feared for their possible use), atomic power has seen wider adaptation. There is quite a bit of talk lately re an international expedition to the Moon: there are half a dozen manned space stations in orbit, but no human has been beyond geosynchronous orbit as yet.

The US did not have the tremendous boom of the 1945-1973 period OTL, given the damage inflicted by the civil war and the following period of extended political turmoil, but its huge internal market and vigorous investment in infrastructure, schools, etc. finally did bring an era of vigorous growth starting in the late 50s. The confidence in future prosperity of OTL never developed, though: over two decades of Very Bad Crap and another of Moderately Bad Crap shook American confidence enough to make Americans a more cynical, gloomy, in some ways more “European” people, who spend a lot of time arguing about what makes for a strong democracy and what is the true essence of being “American” (and unlike OTL 2011, it’s rarely a matter of ethnicity or religion that is being discussed). Still, the notion of the City on the Hill has not disappeared: most still argue that the 1936-1946 was a mistake, a disastrous wrong turn, and the essence of America is still different – after all, unlike Japan or Hitler’s Germany or the Soviet Union, Americans had after only a few years risen in revolt and put an end to a dictatorship rather than waiting for it to collapse of dry rot or being liberated from outside.

[1] With apologies to John Reilly, now RIP AH author, from whom I stole this scene.

167. Posleen Post War

A somewhat modified take of John Ringo's Earth Vs the Posleen.

First, the Very Long background...

The Aldenata were great and powerful, and great and powerful dicks. Not only did they conquer and enslave their enemies (and those they suspected would eventually be their enemies) but also genetically reengineered them to be incapable of violence, incapable of violent rebellion in the future.

The Darhel were slender humanoid beings, vaguely elf-like and somewhat smaller than humans, but rather stronger per pound, and with empathic abilities that made them masters of manipulation. Their sharp teeth reveal their past as a predatory species (the Darhel were omnivores, but preferred meat). Their civilization was a mighty one, and they resisted the Aldenata more strongly and cleverly than any other race they encountered. The Aldenata were never able to entirely remove the capacity for hatred from the Darhel, and for their stubbornness they were made into obligate vegetarians to whom any deliberate commission of violence against animal life and intelligence would bring brain death.

The crab-like Tchpth were brilliant scientists, but had not developed far enough to save themselves. The Aldenata were fully successful in removing their capacity for violence, and narrowed their mental focus to create a race of usefully obsessive nerds. The Indowy, short teddy-bear like, blue-skinned creatures covered with green fuzz (actually a plant symbiote rather than fur) were another success as a galactic labor force, although they never were as unskilled in plotting as the Aldenata, and later the Darhel, believed. 

Over time, the Aldenata embarked on a larger scale project, to create a galactic “perfect” society, with themselves at the top. The technically skilled and creative Indowy would be the builders and manufacturers, and the brains of their best would serve as organic computing elements in the nanotech assembly plants. The Tchpth would be philosophers and doctors [1] and scientists (the Aldenata were of course superior technologically, but didn’t have the sheer enthusiasm of the Tchpth: they were happy enough to let properly tamed races handle the tedious bits), and the Posleen – a race of tough omnivores with a hive-like social structure – would be the warriors, to fight off any outside threats not needing the Aldenata’s personal attention. The Darhel would be, essentially, middle management – handling all the details of day-to-day planetary management without actually holding any real power, which would always remain in the manipulatory appendages of the Aldenata. 

The “perfect society” was still very much a work in progress (the Posleen even more so – not ready to interact with other subject races, for one thing) when the Aldenata stopped answering their phone calls. Upon investigation, their planets (the Aldenata did not mix with their subject races at home) were abandoned, their great cities mere shells, all of their more advanced technology deliberately broken down by nanomachines, and the Aldenata themselves were nowhere to be found. What had happened to them remains a mystery till today: some claim the Aldenata had fled in funk and shame at all the damage they had done to other races, but most consider that wishful thinking. Others think the Aldenata had found some way to transcend to a non-physical or at least non-biological form and abandoned their planets (and their subject races) as no longer useful to them. Still others, parsing certain obscure research topics assigned to the Tchpth not long before their departure, think they discovered something amazing in distant galaxies, and left to seek it out – or in another version, discovered something so terrifying that even a hundred thousand year plus head start [2] wasn’t enough to prevent them from fleeing at top speed in the opposite direction. 

As a result of the massive disruptions arising from the disappearance of the galaxy’s absolute rulers, the Darhel were able to take over the financial and legal systems of the galactic society, and combined with their control of much of the managerial functions of the galaxy [3], became effectively the new ruling class. Stability and steady growth (through colonization and multiplication of inputs rather than increase in individual output) became the watchword for the new “Galactic Federation” for the next hundred thousand years: technological growth was carefully kept to a minimum to avoid disruption, and an utterly hierarchical and top-down social structure was encouraged for all other species, with the aid of elitist “1/10 of 1%” collaborators. Not everyone was happy, of course, but Darhel rule was less crushingly arrogant and casually ruthless than that of the Aldenata, and eventually things became Just the Way Things Are, even as the majority of the Indowy race descended to essentially the status of slave labor. [4] A couple races died out as Surplus to Requirement: for instance, the Toloren, which the Aldenata had created as a race of priests to preach the glories of submission, the superior nature of Aldenata morality, and the holy nature of Aldenata rule found themselves without employment, and in the “work or starve” society that the Darhel created, most of them did the latter. (A few reportedly survive on Tchpth worlds as combination research subjects and sources of entertainment). 

Things were slightly shaken when the Himmit, a race of chameleons resembling frogs with heads at both ends, made themselves know to Galactic leaderhsip, claiming to be a race that the Aldenata had engineered for their purposes not just as pacifists but also paranoid experts on concealment. [5] With their own internal economy and the location of their home planets carefully concealed, they never really came under Darhel control, but they did various services in return for certain payments, and were useful enough to the Darhel for their presence to be tolerated. (Not that the Darhel were likely to be able to keep them from sneaking around if they decided otherwise).

Meanwhile the Posleen, six-limbed crocodile-centaurs, remained confined to the worlds they had been placed for experimentation, a crude and unfinished project, a race where a tiny percentage of “officers” as intelligent as humans (Kessentai among themselves, to be known to humans as “God-Kings”) ruled over vast hordes of barely sapient troops (the Oolt’os). In some ways they were a remarkable achievement: successfully reengineered to live off almost anything organic and shake off any poison or chemical toxin, successfully made fearless, capable of genetically passing on useful learned knowledge, and automatically obedient to the commands of Aldenata minds. On the other hand, they were a race with their previous complex hive hierarchy brutally simplified, their capacity for common sense mutilated in the name of fearlessness and aggressiveness, and with minimal capacity for technological progress. A race so compulsively fertile and incapable of solving that issue that on long settled planets most of the young were either allowed to eat each other or eaten by the Kessentai simply to keep the population under control. Unfortunately for everyone else, one of those worlds happened to have an overlooked Aldenata automated war machine factory buried under a mountain range, and eventually an earthquake uncovered an entrance. It took thousands of years for the Posleen to figure out how to talk to it and command it, and even then they never really understood how it worked. But what they learned was good enough for them – and bad enough for everyone else. A hundred thousand years after the Aldenata departed and abandoned their experiments, and about 150-175 years B.I. (Before Internet) the Posleen exploded across the galaxy. 

Not every intelligent race in the galaxy had been re-engineered by the Aldenata, of course. A few fought to extinction rather than be modified, some were let be since for physical and environmental reasons they were extremely unlikely to ever become technologically advanced space travelers, and in a couple cases aliens were so biologically strange that the Aldenata ended up exterminating them due to being unable to figure out how to change them. And of course, with so very, very, very many stars and planets, the occasional species yet to advance beyond “pointed stick” in the arms race were just overlooked. Humanity was in fact discovered about 3000 B.I. by the Darhel, who carried out a slow and cautious mapping of the unknown parts of the galaxy through the beautifully stealthy Himmit. There might be emerging space-travelling races _not_ genetically conditioned to pacifism, after all. Humanity alarmed the Darhel – they were almost as fierce as the Darhel themselves had used to be, and making steady, if pre-scientific, technological progress. But they were also potentially very useful if the Darhel found a race that could fight back – so from before the rise of the Roman Empire on, humans in positions of authority found voices speaking to them from the darkness, promising great things in exchange for small favors…

Fighting the Posleen was fundamentally difficult for a civilization composed of species genetically engineered for non-violence: even “push-button warfare” tended to kill the Darhel, would only be done by the Himmit if the Posleen would have no way of knowing where the button-pusher was, and was in any case very hard under any circumstances for their peaceful natures (COUGH COUGH),and was so profoundly repulsive to Indowy and Tchpth as to require deep conditioning to detach the user from an understanding what they were doing, which did not exactly lead to combat efficiency, or "sanity". Artificial intelligences were not workable either: not because (as humanity was told) A.I. will inevitably swing into Destroy All Biologicals mode, but because AI designed to defend the Galactic Federation and smart enough to win wars with the Posleen would invariably come to the conclusion that the worst enemies of the Galactic Federation were internal ones.

There was also the problem that the Aldenata machine factories of the Posleen operated on a full scale automated mass production principle, while the fine quality machines of the Galactic were assembled piece by piece with slow-acting nanotech in such a specialized and precise manner that they were essentially “hand-made” by innumerable Indowy specialists. Mass production as a concept was not something that the Galactics could not grasp – indeed, it was in use for the simple galactic equivalents of bricks and mortar and underwear - and when the mature principle was introduced to them from Earth the Tchpth could easily work out how it might be adopted to Galactic technology, but aside from the resistance to changing their way of doing things by the conservative elite of the Indowy, there was the fact that the adoption of such techniques would fundamentally change the galactic economy, and quite possibly destroy the Darhel’s control of the Galactic Federation.

Humanity would have to be the solution, the warrior race the Aldenata had planned for their galactic society but never managed to complete. Of course, not too many humans; just enough to stop the Posleen advance, which in time would lead to the collapse of Posleen society as the rulers of overcrowded and resource-depleted worlds turned their guns on eachother. A whole planet of them was seriously surplus to requirements. A whole planet of them, armed with technology nearly up to Galactic levels, would be even more dangerous than the Posleen. Humans would have to lose their home planet. 
Of course, making sure that humanity lost the battle for their home planet while making it look like the Galactic Federation was doing its fumble-fingered [6] best to help would be tricky. But the Darhel had by this point considerable experience in manipulating humans, and humans were well known for their ability to rationalize the most chuckleheaded actions if personal ego, defense of identity, greed, religion, or nationalism were involved. It really wouldn’t take very much to get the humans to make all the wrong choices, all the while thinking they were doing the Right Thing and It Was Someone Else’s Fault – certainly never coming within leagues of thinking they were betraying humanity. 

Unfortunately, some of the Indowy had been on to the Darhel for a very long time. And they - along with some of the Tchpth, and certain sub-groups of the Himmit - weren’t going to let an opportunity like this pass. 

************************************************** *****

2015: a bit over five years after the return of the Fleet and it smashing the Posleen forces to scrap.

The five years of the Battle of Earth had killed off more than 2/3 of humanity, but had failed in its objective from both Posleen and Darhel points of view. Over a billion and a half survived.

Some 20 billion Posleen had died. (Only 2 billion had actually _landed_ on Earth, but Posleen breed – and mature – fast). Some tens of millions survive, now the ones hiding in the hills and the forests of those nations they successfully depopulated: reduced to little more than smart animals in the case of the troops, to Crazed Survivalists in the case of the few surviving ruling or “God-King” class Posleen. 

Aside from behind the scenes intelligence help and tech transfer from Galactics quite fed up with Darhel rule (working with some very old anti-Darhel secret human organizations, some existing from well before any Indowy conspirators were sneaked to Earth on Himmit spaceships), humanity had also benefitted from various natural weaknesses of thePosleen – their lack of experience in fighting skilled opponents, the low intelligence of the bulk of the species, and their poor adaptability to certain climates and terrains. 

One would think the four-legged Posleen would be better, not worse, than humans on mountains, but their centauroidal build actually made them top heavy and prone to going ass-over kettle on steep slopes. They also tended to sink in swamps and were very unhappy with cold weather – “clothes” other than combat harnesses and gear was essentially an alien concept to the Posleen, and while warmblooded their at best improvisational efforts to deal with northern hemisphere winters tended to lead to a lot of frozen to death Posleen. Indeed, the Posleen were very reluctant to try and invade such areas as Canada and northern Russia, and avoided invading the Scandinavian Peninsula entirely, on the basis of it being too cold and lacking in useful resources while being too thinly populated to ever become a lethal threat to the Posleen hold on the rest of the planet. (Sure, it would be cleared of its human population eventually, but not until after the more vital parts of the planet were conquered. )

The United States came out of the mess the best, with “only” something more than one third of its population killed, having managed to create a fairly secure series of redoubts out of the rocky mountains in the west and the Mississippi-Tennessee river- Appalachian line in the east, combined with manufacturing and high tech advantages that made up for the fairly nugatory trickle of Galactic supplies being sneaked by the Himmit past Posleen defenses to island bases in the Pacific. Of course, the very fact that it was the strongest opponent also meant that in the later years of the Battle it received more thorough and personal attention from the most powerful Posleen leaders than anywhere else. The US northern plains were also never permanently secured by the Posleen due to their horrid winters, but the flat country’s vulnerability to attack made much of the area a no-man’s land rather than a place safe for refugees. Canada survived as “America’s backstop”, the difficulties of pushing through the Coastal Range and across the St. Lawrence, combined with the need to concentrate on the US and the fact that Canada was such a frozen hell sparing most of the country from occupation. 

The Chinese seriously pissed off the Darhel by figuring out how to force them to pay for a rather larger share of the world’s defense budget than they had planned (the Darhel’s influence in China, after a century of radical political change, was rather less than they would have liked). The Darhel in turn made a special effort to make sure Chinese military strategy was misinformed and based on incorrect assumptions: for one thing, the Chinese were caught by surprise when rather than landing right on the coasts as expected, the initial Posleen landing was right smack in the middle of the north Chinese lowland plain near the Grand Canal. The mass use of nuclear weapons [7] to try and slow down their advance wasn’t helpful, either: planes and missiles both were easy meat to Posleen air defenses, with only miniscule percentages getting through: a great swathe of China was left contaminated by a fine powder of plutonium from bombs destroyed mid-air, through which the cancer-proof and cockroach-radiation-resistant Posleen marched on. But China’s very rugged geography, and a principle of “deep defense” going back to Mao’s day, came to the rescue: the Chinese were finally able to stop the Posleen advance in the rugged borders of Sichuan, Yunnan, Guizhou and points west, and in the surprisingly hard to get into interior of Manchuria, where they were able to hook up with the Russians and the Koreans, albeit at the loss of more than two thirds of their population. 

The so-called “Asian block”, although due to many historically irreconcilable differences never a truly unified Bastion of Humanity, can be seen as the largest continuous area of human survival on the planet, including Russians, Indians, Chinese, and Koreans, and in many cases assistance given by one or another of the major powers was able to save another’s bacon. Korea benefitted geographically, being in constant geographical contact with the Chinese holdouts in Manchuria and with Russia, and geographically in being small, rugged, and cold enough that no efforts were made to invade until near the very end of the war. It also benefitted from the fact that Kim-Jong-Il took the whole “alien invasion” thing very seriously, and scrabbled for every bit of alien and foreign aid he could get to make his fortress state into an even better fortress. North Korean troops died in huge numbers on the Manchurian border to make sure that the Posleen would not reach the Yalu: in the end, the fact that those who returned alive, including a lot of rejuvenated Korean war veterans [8] looking for 50 years of progress, all noted that a rump Manchuria under alien monster siege was still much better off than North Korea was perhaps a major reason in Kim beginning serious reunification talks in 2007, leading to the reunion of 2011. 

(The Posleen finally tried an invasion of Korea in 2009: their forces were contained in the rugged countryside and successfully destroyed with some Russian and Chinese help, although at the cost of turning nearly a fifth of South Korea into an irradiated wasteland. Thanks to years of tunnel-digging and training, only about 3.5 million South Koreans died in the process.)

It is to be noted that the Chinese were the first nation to successfully employ chemical warfare against the Posleen: the Posleen being immune to pussy stuff like nerve gas, the Chinese raised the stakes by producing the sort of chemicals that make concrete burn and remove your hand bones and all if you are careless enough to dip it in a bucket. Difficulties of the “all our production staff died and the building is still burning after three days” , plus the whole “poison your farmland for the next century” thing prevented them from ever using these on a scale sufficient to deal with the Space Centaur problem, but in those cases where they were employed often proved useful, Posleen soldiers with their skins and eyeballs melted off being of limited combat utility. The Russians, the British and the Indians would later duplicate these methods, the US preferring to stick with tried and true Ridiculously Wanked Artillery.

Russia as historically was protected by sheer size and General Winter, withdrawing as much of their population as possible beyond the Volga and creating defenses along the rivers and the mountain ranges, and rebuilding the industrial centers of the east. Russia also gained some time thanks to the Posleen simply not bothering to invade northern Russia at first, simply pushing west across the Ukraine to join up with their landings in Western Europe. Northern Russia (and, by implication, Siberia) really only were invaded at all because the Russians were proving a serious Threat in Being, not as bad as the Americans, but being a pain over a line of thousands of miles, supporting forces in the mountainous bits of Central Asia, and backing the Chinese and Koreans in the east. Not until a little over a year before the return of the Fleet would the Posleen break the Volga line, only to be unable to follow up on their victory as a brutally cold winter moved in and forced the Posleen forces back south. By the time they returned next late spring, the line had been rebuilt and reinforced with Chinese help, and of course there were still thousands of miles of Russia beyond the line: the “invade Russia north through central Asia and split Siberia in two” project didn’t work too well, either. 

(One might note that the borders on the map are as at war’s end: the Russians held more of European Russia before the 2008 offensive).

Russia “only” lost a bit under half of its population, not counting refugees, a large percentage to food shortages in the third and fourth years of the war: the corruption and incompetence (to be fair, heavily Darhel-engineered incompetence) of the Russian leadership led to certain violent political changes spearheaded by rejuvenated veterans of the Red army. The present Russian Socialist Republic isn’t exactly the USSR, but it _has_ reoccupied the mostly depopulated Ukraine and Belorus, and has made something of a client state of the new “central Asian federation” arising from the mountain holdouts. (Russia’s total population is somewhat inflated by the refugees from Ukraine and Belorus which made it to Russia territory ahead of the Posleen hordes: they grumble about the direct incorporation of their homelands into Russia, but quietly).

India, invaded along its coasts in the second year of the war, suffered terribly, in part due to inability to create an effective joint defense plan with hostile neighbors. (The Taliban rulers of Afghanistan kept shifting between claiming they would fight off any invaders with Allah’s help and claiming the whole thing was a lie created by the international Jewish conspiracy to fully subjugate Islam to a world government). In the end only rumps of Pakistan and Afghanistan would survive within the common defense zone, and nearly thirty million Indian conscripts would die to buy the time to build defenses along the Ganges to save a vital strip of agricultural land. More than three quarters of the population of India would die: years later, India is still a nation in mourning.

Europe put up quite a fight in spite of all Darhel efforts to sabotage them, and for three years bled them terribly for every foot of ground, but lacked extra territory to swap for time, and much of its population and industry lay in lands stretching mostly flat to the sea. France’s efforts to hold the Masif Central proved unavailing in the face of the endless numbers of Posleen troops. The Ukraine and most of Poland fell to landings north of the Black Sea. For a remarkable time German, French, Polish and other troops held along the Rhine and the Vistula, but central Europe did not have the vast manpower of Asia to burn nor the vast continental resources of North America to drawn on, and they were slowly worn down no matter how many rejuvenated Nazis they sent to die horribly. The great agricultural basin of Hungary fell when the 
Carpathian defensive ring was breached: and in 2008, the Rhine and Vistula frontiers were breached. There was an evacuation to the south and north into Scandinavia, and a rump European defensive sphere struggled on till the Fleet returned in the knotty alpine core of Europe, with a stubbornly held “tail” in the rugged Balkans, still repelling whatever the Posleen could throw at them, but no longer able to seriously affect the course of global battle. Denmark managed to survive on some of its islands, with the aid of the Swedes, Danes, Finns, and German refugees. Scandinavia took in so many refugees the most stringent rationing was needed to get through the winter of ‘08 and many later estimated that if the fleet had not returned in the fall of 2009, mass starvation could not have been avoided in the following winter. Over 30 million Germans, 35 million Frenchmen, and 45 million Italians died: the death tolls among Belgians, Dutch, Poles, and some of the Balkan peoples do not bear mentioning. The Pyrenees Bastion’s mere survival is considered a miracle. 

A rump Britain survived in the north through a combination of technical skill, heroism, bloody dumb luck, and godawful British weather. A large percentage of the population was successfully evacuated to Ireland, which had some food production to spare, allowing losses to be kept to under 60% of the population.

The Goddamn Swiss, of course, got out fine, although they grumbled about the short rations and all the refugees crowding up their country. 

Another curious little survival was the Caucuses. Initially meant to anchor the southern end of Russia’s defenses, the Caucuses were cut off when the Posleen in the Ukraine linked up with those in Central Asia. Joining forces with the Turks and the Persians, this land of mountains managed to survive even as the Turkish and Persian territories were ground down to almost nothing, having managed to reach the “more trouble than it’s worth/too small to be a real threat/nasty in winter” sweet spot. The long siege by man-eating monsters actually has managed to create enough of a sense of closeness to create a Federation, perhaps aided by so many Azeris dying horribly in the lowlands around the Kur river, which has made the Armenians much more forgiving. Currently their many foreign policy problem is a conflict with the Russians over their dubious talk about “previous borders” in reference to a number of northern mountain areas the Caucasians kept out of Posleen claws.

Japan took a strictly defensive/let’s wait for the fleet to come back approach, and with an extraordinary national effort including the development of massive hydroponic systems, clever use of alien antimatter power sources, adaptation of alien nanotech [9] managed to create a food production infrastructure which could operate entirely underground: rather than face the Posleen in open battle, the aliens would face an endless network of heavily defended underground bunkers, where even if they made it through the formidable outer defenses and broke in would have to fight their way through layers and layers of lethal traps before encountering Japanese citizen one, choking access with their own bodies, while hidden “sally ports” would allow violent surprise attacks by power-armored troops. [10] It worked: although the islands were overrun, the majority of the bunker system survived the war, although some parts of it were wrecked by Big Rocks From Space (see below) and since projections about the food supply situation had been somewhat optimistic (the Darhel had their fingers in that too) the last two years had a lot of Japanese (slowly, politely) starving. In the end, though, more than two thirds of the population of Japan would survive, although almost all children born in the last two years of the war would suffer long-term damage from infantile malnutrition. 

Latin America, Africa, and the Middle East were hit the hardest, with horrendous zombie-apocalypse-type death tolls, and there remains much bitter debate on what else could have been done. The share of alien hardware given to the poorer parts of the globe was definitely not allocated on a per capita basis, and in spite of some foreign efforts to build up their capacities, when war came most of these nations had very little ability to build their own high-tech equipment or repair what they had received. They did get a lot of obsolescent first world equipment which would slow the Posleen but little, and (often under the table) a number of nuclear weapons which could really only be used as a sort of giant-scale suicide bomber. Nor was the first world willing to open wide the gates of immigration: resettling the poorest and the weakest was usually nixed on the basis of being largely unable to feed their own population if the Posleen did take the coastal lands. At best extra immigrants with vital skills or high level combat experience were allowed in with their immediate family: the Chinese and Indians took in a few million extra immigrants because they were relatively speaking a drop in the bucket. (The Chinese tended to rather strongly discriminate in favor of overseas Chinese, though). 

(The story of those who escaped from the Posleen across trackless wilderness or by entirely inadequate boat across stormy seas, is an epic in of itself. The surprising number of people who escaped death in Latin America, Africa and SE Asia after the invasion and somehow made it to human-held territory is, depending on how one looks on it, either a triumph of the human spirit or so cripplingly sad.)

The things which happened along the US-Mexican border between the first landings in October of 2004 and the invasion of North Mexico by Posleen forces in April 2006 became at the end extremely ugly, and are generally swiftly glided past in the self-wanking accounts of the north American theatre by produced by the bulk of US historians. It remains unclear whether the attempt to create a unified Mexican-US defense line connecting the Rockies and the Sierra Madre was ever meant to succeed or was mostly propaganda to delay Mexican efforts to decamp north en masse. 

It is certain that the Mexican remnant based out of the Yucatan jungle feels Mexico was betrayed by the US, and wants both the US out of its “reconstruction” mission in Northern Mexico and the (US-dominated) United Nations “stabilization” effort in central Mexico gone, as of right now. 

Huge areas of the world are now under the control, more or less, of international forces under the somewhat vague aegis of the UN, looking for survivors and important human relics (art, etc), hunting down Posleen God-Kings in hiding and Posleen “regulars” gone feral, exterminating Posleen-imported plants and animals (see below), taking Posleencities apart for useful materials, and trying to adjudicate the claims of the various “survivor” regimes – those states which have emerged in hard-to-reach areas where humans held out more due to the Posleen not being interested in taking the trouble than their remaining combat abilities. Many of these states do not get along at all well either with each other or the representatives of those asshole big powers which left them to sink or swim on their own. 

The eastern lowlands of Latin America were overrun, with some remnant states surviving in the mountains and jungles on the basis of being no threat and a pain in the ass to actually get to. These remnant regimes are now attempting to reestablish control over the former area of their states, often with only a fraction of their former population, and often with more than one regime claiming to be the “proper” successor, or in some cases claiming to be the successor of multiple states, such as the Central American jungle remnants who have joined forces to claim to be the proper inheritors of most of central America. The Brazilians at least have a clear enough grasp of their limitations to let the international forces manage most of their formerly enormous country. 

Africa is also a charnel house, although a surprising number of nomadic people managed to survive in the Saharan wastes, where the Posleen found little to eat or loot after the few cities of any size were destroyed. The Alliance of the Sands has perhaps the most chutzpah in terms of territorial claims of any people on earth, claiming all of north Africa as their “heritage.” A few warlord states are causing headaches for UN forces in the central jungles, while a surprisingly functional remnant of south Africa survived in the mountains in and around around Lesotho, and has expanded its influence across much of old South Africa. (Leaving most of the Cape region be: it’s mostly desert, after all). The New Holy Empire of Ethiopia, which ascribes its survival to possession of the Ark of the Covenant as well as mountainous inaccessibility, is pushing for its pre-1991 borders and perhaps beyond. In the meantime, some members of the larger US and European African diasporas have started a colonization effort to reconstruct their shattered and depopulated homelands. 
As in the case of the Sahara, some Arabs managed to avoid the Posleen and survive by holing up in the most desolate areas of the peninsula, although the smaller size of the peninsular desert means that there are fewer of them. Quite a few of these people are in fact Jewish. The surviving international Muslim community is rebuilding Mecca and Medina, and the Holy Kaaba stone has been recovered from where the faithful hid it (although there are the nay-saying jerks who claim it is a duplicate). 

The former territory of Israel is under international control, and given the way the last time went, most the remaining world powers would really prefer if it stayed that way. 

SE Asia and the islands are a somewhat intermediate case, with successful holdout regimes in the mountains and jungles of the north backed by the Chinese and the Indians, but utter devastation further south. There are a few holdout regimes in parts of Indonesia, and one in the mountain-circled north of the Philippines, where the Japanese, perhaps feeling a touch of historical guilt and wondering if concentrating entirely on saving their own skins made them look bad, dispatched forces to help. (They also offered to send some to Vietnam and its neighbors, but were turned down). 

Australia was overrun, although the deserts of the west were never really occupied due to a lack of edibles, and Tasmania was simply overlooked.

It is at this point I must introduce the Lucky Bastard category of surviving nation, those that through sheer insignificance and geographical isolation the Posleen never bothered to invade. The feudal-type society of the Posleen requires land for status, both for the local Top God-King and the lesser ones who are his allies and dependents. Fiefs must be distributed, so to speak. Small islands not next to something valuable are not going to contribute much to ones status. As a result, a number of small islands, and some bigger ones, simply lucked out and were never conquered by the Posleen, the most notable cases being Tasmania, New Zealand (middle of nowhere, no real industry to loot, thinly populated, looks wet and miserable) and Ireland (claimed by the Posleen God-King heading up the invasion of Britain. Bled his forces white trying to take the big island, never got around to conquering the small one. Eventually he was killed and his conquests became an appanage of a God-King centered in France, who concentrated his efforts in Central Europe and generally neglected further conquests in the isles). A lot of Pacific islands belong in this category, although in a few cases a Posleen God-King observed a satellite shot of one of those lovely Pacific land-and-sea-scapes and said “I want that.” Hawaii avoided conquest for a while, but sometime after the Posleen came to really hate the Americans they found out that Hawaii belonged to them, and leveled the place out of sheer spite. 

The Lucky Bastard category should be distinguished from the Too Bloody Cold category, which includes Iceland and the south polar continent. There remains some debate as to whether the Scandinavian countries belong in Too Bloody Cold or Lucky Bastards, so to prevent angry debate they are merged in one category on the map. 

The planetary environment has been somewhat negatively impacted by a Posleen population peaking at over 12 billion: during expansion stages the Posleen tend to forage for their meals, and are not picky. Most of the larger African mammals are now extinct outside of zoos in the better off human nations, and similar conditions prevail in Latin America and much of SE Asia, although the skill of jungle life in Not Being Seen means that canopy species at least have survived. Large areas of forest have been cut down to make more farmland, although the fact that Posleen can live off grass at a pinch, combined with their ability to go essentially sessile and live while eating very little when there is no fighting, planting, or building to do means that they have not converted quite as much of the occupied planet to farmland as you would expect. 

After settling in, Posleen tend to take over local agricultural practices, supplemented by fast-growing edible “weed species” from their home planet and food animals which breed with little Posleen supervision, including such charming creatures as the omnivorous Abats, which look like a rabbit-sized cross between a rat and a pillbug, hop along on a single rear foot, and attack en masse with savage rat-teeth anyone who gets too close to their eight-twelve foot high nest-mounds. Or the Grat, an Abat predator brought along to keep the Abat population in control, which resembles a three-inch long wasp and combines a sting more lethal than a black widow spider with an even more protective attitude towards its nests. Or the Wub, or as humans call it, the “Crocohog.” Displacement and competition from these species have done further damage to the environment, and some despair of ever fully restoring Earth’s ecosystem to normal, at least in the tropics. 

The world was colder for a while, although temperatures are now beginning to rebound: the various atomic detonations and the many burned cities contributed their bit, but the biggest contributor was kinetic bombardment: the Posleen do not use atomics, since it poisons the land they intend to feed off, but on occasion have used guided Big Rocks [11] From Space as weapons, Posleen God-Kings, in spite of cultural similarities, being more imaginative than Race commanders. Fortunately for human defenders, the Posleennever got very good at _aiming_, the Aldenata ships lacking an easily used app for that sort of thing, and the Posleen eventually gave up on the practice, but not before kicking enough crap into the atmosphere to ensure the winter of 2008 was particularly nasty, probably sabotaging their effort to kick the Russians east of the Urals. 

Then the Fleet came and used a shitload of kinetic weapons against the Posleen forces on Earth. 2009-2010 was a _nasty_ winter. 

There is a tremendous lot to do. Most of the planet needs reconstruction. New technologies to be put to the uses of peace rather than war. Further wars to plan for: there are still trillions of Posleen out there, and they are not unaware of what has happened on Earth. And the ongoing war, the secret war, the one against the internal enemy and their Darhel puppeteers, is just starting to heat up. 

[1] Not genetic engineers, of course. 

[2] Something Unspeakable hasn’t shown up yet…

[3] The lower level stuff was mostly outsourced to the Tchpth

[4] And the Tchpth who didn’t wander off into the vague immensity of philosophy became glorified catalogers, as funds for truly innovative research dried up. The Darhel expended a fair amount of effort in keeping the Tchpth equivalent of deeply conservative Professors Emeritus buttered up, and were always happy to fund research into the fine details of effects of environmental conditions on sand formation on a random sample of ten thousand or so water-ocean worlds. 

[5] They were lying

[6] Humans were meant to think fumble-fingered, rather than actively malevolent. 

[7] Rather a lot more than China had in 2000. But then pretty much everyone increased their nuclear arsenals with the run-up to the invasion, and often smuggled atomic weapons to third-world nations in hopes they would kill a lot of Posleen with them (hey, if they become radioactive wastelands, mores the pity, but better them then us, right?)

[8] One of the ways the Galactics helped out was with a limited supply of rejuvenation medication [a] which would allow experienced veterans from former wars to return to combat rather than "assisting" with long rambling stories from wheelchairs. The return to active duty of tens of millions of men (and some women) with political ideals sometimes decades out of date had a variety of effects, not all good. 
a. A weaker form of which has been in use for centuries as the ultimate bribe. 

[9] Galactic nanotech food-making machines proved curiously hard to maintain and keep operational on Earth. We’re not sure why, but we’re working on the problem, the Darhel kept reassuring.

[10] Yes, the Americans have them too. 

[11] Not “Impact” big, just ones capable of making big-ass-nuclear-explosion level blasts without all the fallout

168. The Grasshopper Lies Heavy

The world within the book within the Nazi-victory story "The Man In the High Castle" by Philip K Dick: the world which is in fact supposed to be more real than the Nazi-victory world, and possibly more so than ours. Woooo. 

I have not become the King's First Minister in order to preside over the liquidation of the British Empire. – Winston Churchill, 1942.

It is 1962. More than 17 years since the fall of Nazi Germany. 16 since the Soviet civil war and the US and British “intervention.” Ten since President Stevenson began a speech with: “as I speak, an iron wall is being erected between Europe and America…”

In this world, the US under President Rex Tugwell and the British under Churchill brought down the Nazi and Japanese Empires as OTL, but unlike OTL, after the wall the British Empire did not go grousing into that good night. No, it survived, and co-opted the creation of a European Union, using the one to reinforce the other: while the Great Enemy of our world, the Soviet Union, collapsed into civil war at the very frontier of victory.

Of course, there were some odd divergences before the outbreak of war. Roosevelt was rather more successful in some of his policies, and in response Britain embraced a technocratic program of “industrial mobilization” which combined with the work of Turing on automated and cybernetic systems greatly enhanced British productive capacities by the time of the war. And then there was the Regrettable and Entirely Accidental death of that “half-naked Indian fakir…”

The war went worse than OTL for the Soviet Union – Stalin’s death early on and the resulting unedifying struggle for Top Spot didn’t help at all – and even UK help sent through Turkey and Iran only just allowed the Soviets to stop the Germans at Stalingrad. Simply driving the Germans from Moscow was a bloody slog, and the British and Americans were on German soil while the Soviets were still struggling through the Ukraine. Soviet forces would have no part in the capture of Berlin, or the final running to ground of Hitler in East Prussia: and when Soviet forces finally pushed through a collapsing German army into Poland, Soviet observers were invited to witness the power of the US’s new atomic device: Tugwell and Churchill had decided that while the Soviet Union would be allowed some “border corrections”, there would be no place for a Communist dictatorship and former German ally in Eastern Europe.

The civil war between the “we wuz stabbed in the back” and the “it was all Stalin’s fault” factions (and several others) broke out not long after the unreported-to-westerners cholera epidemic began to ravage central Russia. The UK and the US, remembering what happened last time they let a Russian civil war proceed to its natural conclusion, moved in with full metal. (The US later decided that they had been cheated in the post-war division of territory: they had done most of the heavy lifting in pacifying “undemocratic” factions, but the British ended up with most of the population. The British meanwhile point out that the US got most of the land and much less off a terrible reconstruction problem to handle.)

So the three (Eh! Vive La France!), sorry, three and a half policemen – US, British Empire, China, and some guys – would maintain world peace and develop the planet and end poverty etc., etc., world without end. Unfortunately, certain difference in approach soon manifested – Rex Tugwell and his successors were not as anti-colonialism as Roosevelt, but they did tend to look down on British methods, and felt that “old Europe” would in the future follow the lead of young, vibrant America – something not exactly aimed at assuaging European pride. And Churchill, oddly enough, would not be removed from power in post-war tides of change – indeed, leading an expanded political coalition (including the “New Liberal” party, which oddly looked a lot like a party created specifically designed to siphon votes from Labor) stayed in power, and stayed, and stayed…

By 1962, a new game of Great Power competition was in full swing, as a Europe unified and rejuvenated under British leadership and a unified European sphere of colonies, puppets, and overseas territories challenged the US for global leadership. The US, which had largely withdrawn from European affairs post-war in pursuit of its more “traditional” sphere of influence in Latin America and the Pacific, was to some extent left a bit baffled by the rapidity of the change in circumstances, and many Americans grumbled loudly about idiot politicians which had abandoned Europe to the sneaky King George-loving, dusky-people-oppressing, tea-taxing British and their smarmy, mustached French sidekicks. Europeans in turn muttered about the money-mad Americans trying to conquer the world with cash and poisoning European youth with their icky mass culture while at the same time constantly seeking to undermine Europe’s entirely beneficial protectorate of the weaker, less developed peoples.

And by this time it had gone far beyond grumbling. The US bomb in 1944 was followed by the British one in 1948: the first US rocket in orbit in 1950 was followed in 1952 by the first British one, thanks to the combined efforts of Von Braun and Quatermass. It would not be too long before someone had the bright idea of putting one on the other, and then of course it was not long before some British missiles were pointed at the US and some US ones at the British: just in case, you know. And then someone built an atomic-powered submarine…

As of 1962 the two great blocks aren’t quite existential enemies, but they don’t get along at all. The skies are full of spy satellites, and atomic-powered bombers patrol endlessly. And both sides are having some trouble keeping those cats marching in straight lines.

The British long struggle to keep India in the Empire is heading into end game, and the outcome doesn’t look too good. Co-option, compromises, political divide and rule – the socialist “wing” [1] of the Indian Congress Party has taken over three of the major political divisions of India (which in turn forms a sub-section of a more federalized Empire) in spite of confident predictions of a win for conservative forces in the north by electronic brain-jockeys, and is now calling for the union of all three as a single full dominion – or else. British leadership of the Empire depends on keeping rapidly growing and developing India politically divided and outside the direct line of federal control: otherwise, in the long run Britain will become Little Buddy to India within the Empire and only one of several leading nations within Europe. Radical surgery may be required: worse, British talking heads have been blaming the Americans for deliberately stirring up trouble in India so long that some of the politicians have started believing it themselves.

They’ve blamed the US for continuing unrest in Malaysia since the start, and in that case they’re half right, since both the Chinese and the Indonesians want to draw Malaysia into their sphere. 

In spite of these issues, British power remains massive. Although America is still substantially richer, much of the Empire, and Europe as well, is growing _faster_ now than the US, under a mix of free market economics and open borders with technocratic development and high-tech research pushed from above, although some skeptics point out this is just because they had a much lower place to start from. Europe is a Franco-British co-production, with help from Poland, the Czechs, and an Italy which timed its defection from the Axis better. (The Franco regime was kicked over in 1946 as a final bit of anti-Fascist tidying up). Germany has been divided into multiple states, although the open borders and economic integration means that political fragmentation has not led to economic disaster. Africa remains mostly secure, although the policy of encouraging large scale resettlement of peoples dehoused and displaced by war on lands requiring a firm (white) hand had probably stirred up as much unrest as it has suppressed. There is some talk of more African semi-dominions in the future, and the French are almost-boldly forging ahead with a federal Empire, although they are facing a crisis of their own in North Africa which needs resolving one way or the other. The Middle East is mostly under the British thumb, but it remains another “hot spot”, with the Saudis making the call that the Americans are safely distant and less colonization-happy than the British, and various angry nationalist groups multiplying faster than their leaders can be co-opted or die in entirely natural ways. Beyond the Indus things start getting hairy, and although a lack of Red Chinese and Soviets and some British aid allowed the French to reestablish themselves in Indochina, a fresh rebellion has broken out, and the Chinese are widely suspected of secret support for it. 

The British are far superior to the Americans when it comes to intelligence and subterfuge, which makes up a bit for some of their other weaknesses. Mi6 and it’s “licensed to kill” agents defend British interests in the shadows over two thirds of the world, and British infiltration of US intelligence is embarrassingly thorough, while the still sizeable “Unity among Anglo-Saxons” wing of the US WASP community provides a great supply of useful dupes. 

The US, meanwhile, dominates Latin America economically, culturally, and politically. US distribution of dirt-cheap TVs with tiny nuclear batteries (utterly safe, unless your kid tries to open them up or something) to the impoverished masses of Asia and Latin America not only provides free how-to information beamed by satellite to everyone (largely replaced by less patronizing local broadcasts as soon as the locals managed to get their own broadcast stations) but also brings US propaganda (“vital political information”) and opens bridgeheads in people’s heads for an endless flood of US products. People use US products, work in US factories, watch American TV and listen to American radio. Nativist forces exist and struggle against the flood, encouraged by the British (who have their own TV satellite broadcasts to compete, although as yet they don’t have quite the same volume and quality of crap to sell). Canada is currently struggling to keep up customs barriers against a floodtide of smuggling and public unrest against the “For the good of the Empire” line. 

The US is not quite as overwhelmingly dominant in East Asia, but the economies of the area remain to a substantial extent subordinate to the US. The main price the US extracted from China for kicking out the Japanese (which required sending US forces into Manchuria) and helping them with their little Red problem was fully opening their markets, and the Chinese are getting a bit fed up with the difficulties this places in the way of developing their own modern industries. Sure, as incomes have soared the US has outsourced some of its cheapest, dirtiest and crappiest jobs and industries to China, but the Chinese have no intention of remaining makers of plastic sandals and fake doggie doo forever: they intend to become a great power, damn it.

The Japanese, of course, were not given a choice in becoming a subsidiary of US, Inc., and the fact that a more thorough political house cleaning has led to a Japanese government several shades pinker than OTL has not helped. 

Russia was supposed to be reunited as one democratic regime after the US and the UK finished “restoring order” and “promoting democracy”, but while both halves of Russia have had reasonably clean elections and other such signs of a not-wacky society since the mid-50s, neither the UK nor the US can agree on a formula for unification. In fact, neither wants to risk the reunified Russian state turning to the other side, and both fear a unified neutral Russia might go all revanchist: the British sometimes question giving independence to Belorus and the Ukraine, in spite of that “Holodomor” thingy. The US at least kept the Kazakh steppes unified with east Russia (the US at the time was rather skeptical about the viability of a Kazakh state: they now feel this was a bad idea, given the Turkish peoples’ British inclination). The Russians, meanwhile, are getting more and more fed up with their “protectors” excuses – not to mention the nuclear missile launchers on their soil…

British society is hierarchical, technocratic, obsessed with the “white heat of technology”, and looks to an ignorant outsider more than a wee bit fascistic, with its abundance of snappy uniforms, rather sinister poster art, universal surveillance (“the innocent have nothing to fear”) and colossal new building projects, not to mention that the same political coalition has held power for a generation. The seemingly eternal Churchill is finally fading, and reportedly will not run again for prime minister, but there are young, hungry men waiting to step into his shoes. When people aren’t talking about India they are talking about the new Mars project: will the government ignore US claims that space “belongs to all mankind” and stake out claims on the Red planet? 

The US, with a so far somewhat less expensive cold war and a continued commitment to internal development on a massive scale is actually even richer than OTL, and has seen the continued survival of the New Deal coalition, through hook and more than a little Crook, but things are looking a bit sticky at present. Although there is no Vietnam or (as yet) much of a Culture War to divide the nation, and the Left remains more respectable without a Commie-Capitalist cold war [2], a lot of people in the government will admit in private that the post-war move to “end racial inequity” in the US was perhaps a somewhat premature project. So far, only the divided nature of the Right (currently three parties) plus the more “solve the not-equal bit before getting to the separation thing” approach to black advancement has prevented someone from riding a successful White Resentment train to the White House, and now the damn ungrateful black people are starting to make a fuss about how slowly things are changing in spite of a decade plus of the “equal society” line. What do they expect, miracles?

Technology has progressed faster than OTL, some might say improbably so. Nuclear power is not too cheap to meter, but it is cheaper than OTL, and used on a substantially greater scale. There are bases on the Moon, and Mars will be reached soon. Great projects to make deserts bloom are underway, and only the fact that certain carping critics keep talking about “horrible superheated salt deserts” have prevented a project to dam the Mediterranean from getting underway. New laboratory-created super-plants promise to green the arctic and the deserts as well. And Westinghouse promises a robo-maid in every house by 1970. 

The Sino-American split is less than five years away.

[1] Which many Indians claim is the only _actual_ Congress Party. 

[2] Although the fall of the USSR has taken some of the heart out of the Left, it hasn’t been as devastating as the total failure of OTL. The Nazis, US, and UK can all be blamed.

169. Jubilee, Bring It

OK, here it is...

It is the year 1953, and war threatens between the two great superpowers, the Confederate States of America, which extends from California to Chile and only extends the right to vote to about 1/6 of its heavily policed population, and the German Union, a German-run megastate dominating much of Europe and whose major political parties only disagreement on genocide is “how much is too much?” Their allies, the British Empire, which only occasionally massacres its colonial subjects, and the reborn Spanish Empire will be dragged, willy-nilly, into the struggle, and two hemispheres will run red with blood and various colors with ickier fluids. Meanwhile, the US, now firmly under the leadership of a “Populist” party gone mostly fascist, plots revenge…
This is the world of “Bring the Jubilee”, Ward Moore’s early and influential alternate history, in which Lee wins at Gettysburg and the Confederates then go on to kick an absurd amount of ass. In the next half-century the Confederacy would drive relentlessly south and swallow up most of Latin America, enserfing the population when they fought back or reducing them to second-class citizenship if they didn’t. In the meantime, Germany would unite under rather different circumstances than in our world, leading to the replacement of the relatively small-c conservative consensus of our world by a radical German nationalism that would have made Hitler beam with glee. These things fed on each other: the Confederacy’s success in subjugating half a continent and relegation of all those not descended from “original Confederates” to various forms of limited citizenship or outright subjugation shaped German ideas on how to deal with troublesome populations; the German use of calculated, scientific atrocity helped the CSA and others develop better methods of control and imperial rule. 

The United States, crippled by reparations and territorial losses, underwent what can best be described as a total emotional collapse, turning in on itself and against anyone who was “different”, against Jews, against foreigners, against abolitionists and blacks for provoking the war, against Republicans for losing the war and Democrats for siding in such numbers with the enemy. Hyperinflation did unto the middle class what it did to Germans in the 1920s. The US for a while seemed to be on the point of breaking up further, and Canada and the CSA looked on with interest.

A new stability – a sad, sullen, bankrupt one – eventually reemerged. The New Whigs emerged from the shadows to “return sense to the nation.” They were soon challenged by the initially rather weak Populists, representing the (mostly) poor farmers, laborers, etc. 

As if some bizarre, diabolical author of events were controlling things, the USA took an extraordinarily self-destructive path over the first few decades, first cutting off all immigration and then, as if thinking “hm. No. We have not done enough to cripple ourselves” went on to more extreme measures. In a situation of widespread poverty in which people would normally compete for the lowest wages, instead a form of indenture counterintuitively became almost universally popular with business, with government support, until what was a form of corporate slavery, with all its inconveniences for both servant and master, became the norm in the USA east of the Mississippi. In a grotesque imitation of the situation in the OTL south, anyone not indentured was at danger of being arrested for vagrancy and put to work on a chain gang. And while hardship made marriages late compared to earlier, and the flow of immigration was cut off, and more and more migrated abroad, the government decided that many of the problems of the economy were due to too many people chasing too few jobs, and began various programs to persuade the populace to have even less children. Compulsory education was eliminated, for if there’s one thing a country in a deep hole doesn’t need, it’s an educated population, while what colleges remained were purged of anyone not sticking to advocating the most conservative, reactionary and, most of all, government-approved ideas. As a result of the inflationary period, people are terrified of debt, [1] credit rare to nonexistent, and things are paid for up front, with cash, in spite of what works fine in every other modern state on earth, although major mercantile concerns in the major cities appear to be finally ridding themselves of a bizarrely persistent superstition nearly eighty years old.

Suffrage is male-only in most of the US states, although the still-polygamous Mormons have the vote for women, as does Oregon. Highway robbery was a common feature of life throughout much of the country, and local militias are still bringing it under control in the 50s, while the national army was essentially a joke: the government couldn’t raise the money to get a better, while the foreign powers which controlled much of the economy wouldn’t have let them build one anyone – especially not the Confederates.

The economy by the 1940s was firmly third-world, in the sense of a nation completely open to the imports and products of other nations, but little to export save raw materials, with most of its industry in foreign hands. Some local wealth – and there always is some – had managed to use their connections to the foreign money tree to start developing some local industries and business, but as yet these shoots of US production were largely unnoticed by the larger public, to whom it appeared the country was headed for eventual collapse.

Things were in some ways better on the west coast, if only because the extremely poor communications with the east coast allowed locals to handle their affairs largely without the meddling of Whig agents (and the ability to send those who did show up tarred and feathered back to Philadelphia with little risk of retaliation), and if Canadian/British and Confederate companies dominated the economy, they at least didn’t do so with the US government acting as their local enforcer. Indenture remained fairly rare, and the Mormons, indeed, ran a pretty tight little ship of a state. Indeed, the (attempted) bringing of the far western states into the political mainstream in the 40s (the long-delayed completion of the transcontinental railway and with it, the final destruction of the wild Indian tribes took place at this time) would be one of the things that would eventually bring down the old system and shoot into power the radical Populist-Redeemer [2] coalition, of which more below…

The Confederacy operates as a complex hierarchy; of the adult membership of its some 300 million inhabitants (nearly twice as many as the OTL US at this time), only 1 in 6 have full citizenship rights: the descendants of those who were Confederate citizens in 1867. Below them are what one calls “Subject Confederates” rather than “Citizens”: usually white immigrants and light-skinned, loyal Latinos, they possess most of the rights of citizens but cannot vote or run for office above the level of, say, village dog-catcher. Children of male Citizens and Subject women are Citizens: marriages of female Citizens and Subject men are not illegal, but very seriously frowned upon and rare. 

Subjects can become citizens for "great service to the nation", but this is granted rarely enough that unless you're a bad enough dude to rescue the President from Ninjas, it's best to just grease the palms of a few major Confederate politicians (six figures, Confederate dollars, should about do it).

Below them are blacks, darker-skinned Hispanics and Hispanics of dubious loyalty but no actual crimes on their blotter, who make up the “Freedman” class. They labor under various legal disabilities Subject Confederates do not, often are trapped in labor contracts only slightly less onerous than US indenture, and although much less likely to suffer random assault than blacks in the USA, certain transgressions – such as touching a white woman, Subject Confederate or Citizen – still usually bring swift and usually lethal retribution. Blacks usually try to emigrate to Haiti or the less awful parts of the British Empire, at worst to Liberia or Sierra Leone – they are rather likelier than US blacks to be able to afford to, but it’s a lot harder to get an exit visa from the CSA than the USA, if you are a member of the laboring classes.

Below them are the various forms of un-free non-citizens: people under debt bondage, peonage, temporary enslavement for crimes or rebellion - mostly rebellious Hispanics, Mestizo or otherwise, and moderately troublesome Indian tribes (seriously troublesome Indian tribes soon cease to trouble, and fertilize instead). Occasionally a Subject Confederate gets into trouble badly enough for temporary enslavement, but for reasons of social decorum white forced labor works separately from non-white.

It is of course a police state. Citizens are almost universally armed, surveillance is as extensive as is possible in a mostly pre-electronics world, and ID and proper papers are always required to be handy. Much of the work of keeping the bottom layers down is done by Subject Confederates of European descent rather than Citizens, given that they are fairly trusted – with few other options in a Europe increasingly unpleasant for anyone who is not “Nordic” enough, many Europeans are happy to move to a place where they can prosper and live in peace even if they can’t vote – Confederate Citizens are usually not too sniffy towards Subject Confederates (it helps there are comparatively few poor, resentful Confederates. The Confederacy has a decent social safety net – the funds for it sweated out of the slaves and semi-free, of course, not from the rich.)

The Confederacy, like most modern states in 1953 – another way in which this world is a strange mix of the modern and reactionary - has universal female suffrage (well, for Citizen women, anyway). It is also a heavily industrialized state, the limits of a sweated-labor economy have not yet been reached simply due to the backwardness of the general setting. Like Stalin’s USSR, it is the epitome of a heavy-industrial 19th century economy – the fact that this world is only sluggishly moving out of the 19th century as of 1953 means that the problems with this are not immediately apparent.

Haiti survives thanks to the Dominican Republic joining the new Spanish Empire (“hang together or the CSA eats us”), which means that an invasion of Haiti will get Spain and the Empire mad – and the Germans, not very friend-rich, will back Spain. That shaky balance has lasted so far – but with Armageddon looming, Haitians wonder how long it will remain safe. Haiti, thanks in part to a continual flow of talented freemen from the USA and CSA, has done better in this world, and has merely South American levels of crapitude rather than sub-Saharan African. 

The British Empire is unhappy with its alliance with the brutal assclowns of the CSA (as they refer to them in private), but with the German behemoth lurking across the channel there’s not much they can do without some muscle on their side. If the CSA is run by assclowns, Germany is run by high-functioning sociopaths – what happened to the Jews is proof of that. The British Empire is not too different than OTL, although there are more people in Australia than OTL 1953 (it’s sufficiently far away from the probable major theaters of conflict for people to feel safer there). It’s run a bit more ruthlessly than OTL – the continued success of Brutal Nations has made people more accepting, or at least more indifferent, to force applied in the name of stability. (Gandhi would have mysteriously disappeared and ended up in an unidentified grave fairly early in his Indian career in this world). It is none the less the most democratic and most tolerant of the major powers – they’ve even given the Jews their own Dominion in Africa (perhaps partly in guilt over not accepting more of them into Britain proper when they were being massacred), although they still tend to be left off party invitation lists. 

The New Spanish empire is an odd, still somewhat unstable organism, a bit uncoordinated in its various parts. It looks back proudly to its former glories, but somewhat uncertainly to the future. Spain has had a better 90 years than it had by OTLs 1953, and is currently a constitutional if still somewhat authoritarian monarchy with a rapidly growing economy fueled by the farming economies of the southern cone and Cuba and by growing Iberian industrialization. The Cubans are rather unhappy about the way the other members of the Empire tend to look at them as a bunch of n-words, but find it more tolerable than the enslavement of the majority of their population that would not doubt occur if the CSA were to take over. The Spaniards aren’t quite as icked out by the Germans as the British, but it’s not so much a matter of liking the Germans as hating the CSA and the subjection of their Hispanic brethren. (German investment in Spain is also rather important for their economy). 

The German Union (they don’t use the word “Empire” because it’s not _organic_ enough, and it’s old-fashioned) either puppetizes or directly controls almost everything between the Pyrennes and the Urals. It is a radical state, racially based, “scientific” in a superficial way, and really quite unhappy about how little of the globe it has been able to take over so far and that those Confederates over there seem to be amused. (Do I AMUSE you? I make you LAUGH? ) The system is still highly efficient and industrial production remains high, although ideological weirdness has had some destructive impacts on the educational system, and people are scared to speak their minds when they contradict the views of the Party Coalition that has controlled things since the war (an amalgation of the far right, the further right, and the barking mad wears clown makeup and fights a guy dressed as a bat right wing parties). The racial hierarchy is in some ways more flexible than the Confederate system, and some ethnicities (Hungarians, Balts) are pretty much honorary Germans, but others really need to Germanize or die (the Polish language is well on the way to extinction): fortunately the current consensus isn’t as biologically extreme as OTLs Third Reich, and (most, anyway) Slavs are considered capable of Germanization, although some on the Furthest Right continue to gibber on about Aryans and the Hidden Sub-Races and Vril and so on.

The Japanese Meiji Restoration ended up a dud thanks to butterflies, and the Shoguns still rule Japan, and Samurai still bear swords: not being idiots, the Shoguns have pushed modernization hard in their own ways, carving out a modest little empire in the east aided by the collapse of Russia, and if the Samurai have the swords the Shoguns conscripts have semi-automatic weapons. Women still do not have the vote, but the Japanese educational system is among the finest in the world, and there is more open intellectual inquiry nowadays in Tokyo than in Berlin or Confederate Washington. (Well, intellectual inquiry about anything but politics, anyway. Attempts to turn the Shogun into a figurehead recently brought a revival of the good old practice of nailing enemies of the ruler to crosses, much to the consternation of the Christian community.)

Jewish Uganda-Eretz worries about the possibility of German invasion from Somalia in case of a war. Well, let them come then: this will be a far harder Masada to take, and Uganda-Eretz is heavily armed enough to pile up an awful lot of German corpses. 

(It is not a good world for Jews: first the German government’s insane declaration of a “national emergency” brought about by “foreign Jewish elements”, the faked-up charges, the Pogroms, finally the madness of the Blood Years, the German “grass-roots” Purity Squads, the flight into Russian territory that turned out to be no escape, facing immigration quotas in the CSA and England, the Second Diaspora…few countries welcome them, although the British have been accommodating in Africa, as have been the Boers and the latest Japanese Shogun, who understands the loyalty of those with no options, while the Ottomans have been more accepting of immigration since they lost Syria, and with it the Holy Land). 

The Ottomans are very unhappy that their ally against Russian “aggression” back when has come to see them as a dusky-skinned embarrassment; when the Empire’s Arab population, primed with British guns and gold (the forced Turkization? Couldn’t have been that) exploded into rebellion, the Germans not only did not help, but having sent troops into Syria to protect their national interests, decided to take a chunk for themselves. If Germany had a back, Turkey would now be closely inspecting it for places to insert a knife. 

China managed to avoid a full-blown warlord era (and by doing so convinced the Japanese that trying to vassalize them would be way too much trouble) and under a still somewhat shaky new dynasty are slowly modernizing, aided in earlier years by a sort of Japanese “Monroe Doctrine” that like OTLs Open Door policy stands against any carveup of China into colonial spheres: the Japanese are uncomfortable enough with the Europeans in SE Asia and the islands. There has been some talk lately of a Japanese-Chinese alliance in a world where the two great powers are two white nations who generally agree that all dusky-skinned (or epicanthic-eye-folded) peoples should tug the forelock and bend the knee, but suspicions and old resentments remain strong, and if the war that everyone sees coming goes on long enough, maybe both of the western giants will be crippled as a result…

Technological progress has been slow in this world, the US education system being crippled, the German one perverted with ideology, the CSA one aimed for a tiny elite, and the British – well, perhaps they were all too busy playing cricket? In any event, as of 1953 nobody has invented heavier than air flying machines, automobiles run on steam, and wireless radio transmission is a closely guarded German military secret. Gas is only just now being replaced by electrical public lighting in New York, although to be fair New York is usually a generation or so behind Washington or London. People’s personalities are still being “scientifically” judged by the shape of their chins or the lobes of their ears. 

Zeppelins and other dirigible-type flyers are abundant, of course.

Mass production has not been hampered, though: by the 1920s steam-powered cars or “minibiles” were common enough in the CSA and the German Union as to no longer be just the province of the rich, and were almost universal for the middle and upper classes by the 50s; while Germany and the CSA built railroad networks even more densely than the US and Germany of our world, the CSA having built seven transcontinental railroads and a branch line to Rio by 1930 (some might argue that including the lines running across Mexico and Central America were sort of cheating, given the rather shortened distance involved) and would build a Patagonia-California highway by 1953, burning down and paving the jungles that OTL stopped the wimpy Pan-American highway at Panama. 

Indeed, some truly grand engineering feats have taken place, from the dual CSA canals in Central America to the building of undersea train tunnels both by the French and British as a joint project, and by the Japanese as a solo project to link Japan to their mainland possession of Korea. Chemistry and chemical synthesis are not so backward either: you can get a very nice cup of synthetic never-seen-a-bean coffee in some places, and chemists boast that given time, they’ll be able to make steak out of wood and silk out of sand (wooden steak, alas, tastes terrible). Fine, high-quality engineering exists, and some of the stuff done with clockwork is practically clockpunk in it's complexity and fineness. Psychiatry (locally “Emotional Pathology”) has avoided the weird neuroses of Freud and is actually doing people some good. And while nobody can build a decent vacuum tube, quantum physics is in some ways more developed than it was in the 30s OTL.

(Technological development in some cases has been so schizoid in some cases that one might suspect a form of contagious insanity, perhaps originating in the USA: decades after it became possible to develop a teletype system based on keystrokes and letters, people continued to use Morse code to send messages across wires. In clear defiance of any basic knowledge of aerodynamics, in spite of countless deaths and failures, people kept trying to master steering a balloon with sails for decades.)

Movies (“tinugraphs”) now in vivid, even lurid, color are almost as developed as OTL (“talkies” were invented only a few years after our timeline) and remains a huge industry with nothing resembling TV on the horizon: the CSA of course has the biggest and best studios on the planet.

In 1953, the world is on the brink. Germany is building an alarmingly large navy, which from the British point of view can have only one real purpose. The Confederacy has been building up forces in Chile and Brazil, which from the Spanish point of view, can have only one real purpose. The Confederacy claims the Spanish Empire is stirring up rebellion among its Hispanic subjects and freedmen. And a crisis boils in the USA, where a violent party split in the Populists, the rebellion of the West against efforts of the Party establishment in the east to “bring them in line”, and a near-collapse of popular support for the Whigs, in the wake of revelations showing (or possibly seeming to show) just how much in the pocket of foreign interests they were (“I have here in my hand a list of two hundred and five people who were known to the heads of the Whig Party to be in the pay of Confederate agents and are still working in the highest levels of government”) brought the country to the point of revolution, not aided by a Confederate military incursion to “restore order” in riot-torn Brooklyn when local forces seemed unable or unwilling to do so. The political arm of the anti-Confederate Grand Army, the Redeemer party, an illegal nonentity a decade ago, now has a sizeable chunk of Congress, and a Radical Populist holds the White House: the Whigs hold enough votes still to block any actual change if they get the moderate Populists to bundle with them, but there are signs of wavering as people burn their indenture cards, and sometimes the contract holders as well. And as Confederate and British officials talk about a full-scale intervention to “restore freedom” to the US, the news arrives that members of the German military have arrived in Philadelphia for high-level talks…

[1] In spite of the fact that inflation is usually worse for creditors than debtors. Honestly, it’s like this reality was created by someone ignorant of economics or something. 

[2] The political arm of the paramilitary Grand Army of the Republic.

170. No Spin

Based on this TV scenario: en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aftermat…

It’s been a couple centuries since a particularly malevolent Alien Space Bat slowed the rotation of the Earth to a halt. Two centuries since the oceans flowed to the Poles creating a girdle of land encircling the Earth. Two centuries since nights and days came to last six months. Two centuries since most of humanity, along with most plant and animal life on Earth, perished.

And time is running out for the survivors.

The planet is oblate, broader at the Equator than from Pole to Pole, as a result of its former spin: now that centrifugal force no longer tugs at the equator, the force of gravity slowly pulls the planet closer to a perfect sphere, the most stable of shapes, gravitationally speaking. This does not help humanity much: it is a process that will take millions of years, years of earthquakes and volcanic eruptions.

As a result of its oblate shape, there is more mass beneath the Equator than beneath the Poles, and gravitational attraction is therefore stronger. To travel from the Poles to the Equator is effectively to go uphill now that centrifugal force no longer forms a balance with the added gravity pull. As a result, much crap has rolled downhill. The Poles, and much of the northern lands of the earth, are submerged beneath oceans of tremendous depth: the North Polar ocean floor averages over 50,000 feet deep, nearly half again as deep as the Marianas Trench once was. The seas grow shallow as one moves south to the broad band of low-lying dry land, once ocean floor, which links the remains of the former continents. Canada, much of the northern US, almost all of Europe outside of some mountainous Mediterranean areas, pretty much all of the former empire of the Czars, and northern China lie below the waters.

As water, so does air. Air pressure at the poles is uncomfortably high, but since nobody lives there, this is not a problem: what is a problem is that at former “sea level” at the equator air pressures are comparable to that of 33,000 feet, higher than mount Everest: even formerly 15,000 foot deep ocean floor now has conditions only comfortable to a native of former Lhasa, Tibet. Here, the southern continents, largely untouched (save for Patagonia and New Zealand) by flooding due to their distance from the Pole compared to the northern ones, pay the price in air: only the southern tips of South America, Australia and New Zealand’s north island (the southern one is submerged) have any air that would not leave a Sherpa gasping.

There are transitional areas: in low-lying areas of former Mexico, things are still survivable by peasants raised in the high Sierras. Similarly in former SE Asia, where some Tibetans have wended their way down to the seas. But there are further difficulties for survivors. While in the north and south oceans have moved far inland, closer to the equator the seas have receded: south of Maryland the former coast of the US is separated from the sea by an ever-widening stretch of dried mud, former sea floor now exposed to the sun (at least by now the rotting fish smell is long gone), trackless wastes raggedly torn by arroyos that form when rain pours, carving channels downhill towards the former ocean floor and north towards the shifted seas. It is a burning waste in the hot and a frozen bog in the cold. The Caribbean is a series of landlocked, slowly dying salt seas.

With the planet no longer spinning, the Earth’s magnetic field has been messed up, and much more crap from the sun gets down to the crowd. The atmosphere still does its job at keeping out cosmic rays, but interference from solar particles is such that long-range radio is unusable much of the time and long-distance communications uses buried cables and telegraphy. Cancer rates are also up as a result, especially at “higher elevations.” Electronics, what little survives, require careful protection.

And then there are the 6-month days and nights. During day, temperatures at the equator frequently exceed 130 degrees Farenheit in the shade, (not that anyone actually lives along the equator) and get pretty toasty even near the poles: colossal storms are generated and ravage through the tropical zones. In winter, things drop to 70 below and often far colder if there is a good wind going. Almost no living thing exists that can survive such a range of temperature, outside of some marine life forms protected by the sea’s smaller temperature changes. Finally, to add one more cherry atop the whole sundae of misfortune, there is the effect on rainfall from the change in weather patterns, simplified by the now immobile earth: while rain falls torrentially along the Equator in the early day, the lands encircling the Polar Oceans get virtually no rain at all, an arctic desert, while things are variable in intermediate latitudes.

But wait: I forget the sprinkles on top! With most land life dead, and the sea life massively reduced due to massive changes in habitat, water temperature, water depths, etc., the planetary ecosystem has been struck a horrendous blow. Worse, plant life seems terminally on the decline: only a few tough arctic plants could conceivably survive the current massive temperature swings over the course of a year, and those ended up submerged. The continents are now mostly dry wastes, dotted with the crumbling corpses of trees and bushes, the wind blowing the decomposing soil towards the distant seas. Aside from the plants which humans tend, the only real vegetation is pelagic algae. And with so few plants, there is very little oxygen being separated from CO2: admittedly, there aren’t many animals or factories making it, either, but plant life is needed for a functional oxygen cycle. In two hundred years, two hundred years of volcanically active conditions, the air has grown noticeably worse: a new balance will probably occur at some point, but most studies indicate it will not be fit for humans to breathe.

************************************************** ****

The number of humans alive is currently in the low tens of millions, and not growing much.

There are three areas still inhabited by human beings: the shores of the new equatorial lands formerly sea floor, the shorelines of the Polar Oceans, and the “transitional lands”, areas far enough south to catch some of the equatorial rains, but north enough to still have breathable air. (The portions of South America and Australia where air is still breathable do not extend too far from the south Polar Ocean). In what was once the Yellow River plain, the US plains around the latitude of northern Kansas, the northern shores of former Iran and Turkey, in central Spain and on islands of the former Alps and Balkan mountains, a precarious lifestyle is pursued. Made from scrap metal and glass and tinfoil and whatever else could be built in the desperate period of post-first-year collapse or scavenged afterwards, solar furnaces sit along the shores of the Polar Sea during the six-month day. Similar constructions are to be found in former central Argentina and SE Australia. These use the eternal, burning glare of the sun to vaporize seawater, which through simple valves and other mechanical means is then re-condensed, free of salts. This is the only water they will have all year, so the maintenance of these furnaces, and the careful storage of every drop of water produced, are vital necessities. Without this water, the greenhouses will not produce: without this water, people will die of thirst. And enough must be saved to provide drinking water through the long, cold winter, during which water is thawed by body heat to save on fuel.

Energy sources are few. Solar furnaces can provide double duty by boiling the water to turn turbines before re-condensing it, but this is limited. Actual solar panels can no longer be manufactured. The technology no longer exists to maintain nuclear power plants, in any event unsafe in the now earthquake-prone world. There are coal deposits near enough to the sea to allow for shipping by sea, but ships are few: there is little wood left in the world to make them of, and iron ships are now hard to build: the small numbers of these communities do not allow for much post-19th century tech to be maintained, although there are exceptions (penicillin and crystal radio has been preserved, along with some forms of chemical synthesis).

The numbers were once larger: but there were always more refugees than food could be grown or water extracted with sunshine. There have been several nasty episodes of “triage”, and some settlements ceased to exist entirely as arguments about who got to live and who got to die got overly heated. Always the most technologically backwards and marginal, the South African enclaves died out entirely, although some managed to escape and resettle on the shores of the equatorial seafloor band. The main Chinese enclave is a ghastly dictatorship, the Australian one perhaps even more so in its cynical “mateship” propaganda. The tiny community on the northern tip of former Honshu remains afloat by a ruthless zero-population-growth-program, and inbreeding is becoming a problem: there would have been a larger program to save Japanese civilization, but massive earthquakes and volcanic eruptions and tsunami hit Japan particularly hard. Northern Turkey is theocratic: northern Iran and Afghanistan are cultural mixes of Islam and Hinduism, the result of an unstoppable tide of refugees flowing north from India as the air grew too thin south of the Deccan. All three are narrow strips of life between the Oceanic desert and the high, barren mountains of the interior. Of course, even Greater Kansas does not extend inland more than a few tens of miles: transporting desalinated water deep inland would require piping and pumps and power, none of which are easily produced.

Closer to the equator, the Australians and the South Americans, small and thin-aired as their enclaves are, have at least intermittent rain, and their agricultural situation is therefore healthier than the dwellers around the north Polar sea: the Argentines (well, Argentines, Brazilians, Uruguayans, some Peruvians and Bolivians…) have enough of a “margin of error” in the system that they have made some shaky steps back towards democracy in the last generation, since it seems unlikely they will have to reduce their population by half again anytime soon. Still, there are those worries about the oxygen situation…

Bathing takes place in the sea in summer: fresh water is too precious to waste on cleanliness. Various crude chemical efforts to deodorize have been made, but mostly people just stink: resources are too precious to be wasted on a perfume industry.

With each six month period of cold, the permanent ice grows thicker and moves further south: eventually it will reach the shores of the Polar oceans, increasing the energy costs of desalination as open sea becomes inaccessible.

Along the shores of the equatorial strip of former sea bottom, a greater number of communities exist, and are spreading inland as far as the thinner air and higher temperatures allow: the equatorial “monsoon” means water is abundant during part of the year, although as with the dwellers around the Polar Oceans, cisterns and other storage facilities are required to make it through the later phases of the year, as the temporary rain-brought standing water and streams evaporate again in the boiling heat. Aside from the occasional exposed sea mount, the equatorial communities live in a land of mud: sea-bottom ooze, baked hard late in the six-month day, frozen to boot in the six-month night, and then converted to a sea of goo during the month-long downpour. As temporary arroyos and lakes spring into life, the early day is a struggle to avoid being drowned or sunk in mud: some communities entirely retreat to boats or rafts during the worst of it.

Eventually the mud, without much in the way of plants to hold it in place, may wash away into the sea, but for now it is an annual nuisance. At the same time, the ice which forms along the equatorial heights, effectively higher than the Himalayas even at former “sea level” grows thicker: some year it will grow thick enough to provide permanent rivers even in late day, but currently the arroyo beds are dry most of the year-day cycle.

The dwellers on the former sea floor have cheap water and some fish from the sea, but they lacked much else in the way of resources: there is no pre-existent infrastructure here, the locations of mineral deposits were unknown even where they are not buried beneath layers of compacted sludge. Aside from what they brought with them when they came, their useful materials come to a large extent from, first, shipwrecks now exposed to the sun, and salvaging the goods of the less successful colonists: before they lost access to the sea or had their ports submerged, many governments arranged mass evacuations of their people to the emerging equatorial continents, as much as a means of giving people some hope of survival as a genuine effort to insure that: many of these colonists set sail in ships not up to surviving the violent weather of the Slowing, or lacking in necessary resources to establish a self-sustaining community on the other end of the trip. The seafloor continents are littered with shipwrecks from that desperate period, and the wreckage of communities that starved, froze, died of thirst, cannibalized themselves. Of the tens of millions that embarked, less than 10% would survive the first year: even today, when mines and primitive factories have been established through generations of difficult labor and exploration, scavenging remains a major fact of life.

Communities are smaller and more scattered than those around the Polar oceans: while the Polar enclaves are divided between perhaps fourteen different governments, the Seafloor dwellers are scattered over a hundred communities of various sizes, varying from democratic communism of the Kibbutz variety to theocracies to all-new forms of totalitarianism. While the mostly widely spread Polar enclaves tend to have limited contact with each other save telegraph communications, there is more trade among the resource-poor Seafloor dwellers: and also some raiding and outright warfare, although the majority of communities will close ranks to destroy those who try to live by pillaging others.

Really, with the main explanations of the stop of the Earth’s rotation being either supernatural agencies or Sufficiently Advanced Aliens, the main ideologies on tap are apocalyptic religiosity or murderous technocratic humanism (we’ll get you, ASB. We’ll get you, sooner or later). Many people just avoid thinking about it and concentrate on day to day survival: a few among the younger generations express doubt that the world ever turned at all.

People bathe a bit more than in the Polar lands, but water is scarce enough by the time winter closes in that they stew in their own stink during the winter months, during which life is most claustrophobic.

In the northern hemisphere, Seafloor dwellers and Polar enclaves are in very limited communication: laying communication wires over the distances involved is impractical given the limited resources available, and radio contact is at best semi-reliable under the best conditions (at night at times of low solar activity). Due to the relatively short range of habitable land in the south, communications are a bit better, if still spotty. There are occasional ships (sail or coal furnaces plus sail) from the Polar enclaves visiting the Seafloor communities of their own hemispheres, but due to the impassable airless heights lying along the equator, any physical contact between the communities north of the Equator and those to the south is currently almost impossible: a heroic Tibetan sherpa might make it by sticking to what was once the lowest points of the ocean, but it would be a long trip through unimaginable wastelands.

Aside from the Polar Enclaves and the Seafloor dwellers, there are the scattered little communities of the transitional zones, the parts of the continents close enough to the equator to catch some of the daily/annual “monsoon” rains, but far enough that the air is still breathable, a narrow band of territory near the tropics. Many of these are isolated, the bottoms of deep valleys, or along the edges of former continental shelves. Waterless deserts almost entirely free of life separate them from the Polar enclaves, and the paths to the seafloor continents are often almost as hard. These tend to be subsistence communities, dependent on fickle rains, nearly starving through each winter, sustaining themselves with the aid of a few scraps of technology: an abandoned warehouse full of rolls of insulation may make the difference between making it through the winter and freezing to death. For those who aren’t fortunate to live near still accessible seams of coal, getting things to burn during the winter is a desperate struggle: every scrap of vegetation waste, every dried goat turd, every bit of flammable material scavenged from ruined cities, must be accounted for. In the end, it is huddling and good insulation that gets people through winters, like an Eskimo in their igloo: there are still many copies, crumbling and brown as they are, of the government How To Survive an Arctic Winter informational pamphlet still in circulation. (The US and other governments produced many millions of such pamphlets, varying from such pleasant topics as How to use your Excrement as Fertilizer to Coping with Post-Apocalypse Depression.

There are thousands of these little communities, many suffering from inbreeding, many almost entirely isolated from the world. Life is desperately hard, and those who have survived for the last eight generations are terribly tough people. The air in these latitudes is thin at best: those who came down from the Himalayas and the Andes when the world crumbled have an advantage, and live closer to the equator and reliable rain than those who farmed lowlands. And people adapt, through a terrible process of triage.

Those communities with Bad Habits have ceased to exist: for this reason if no other, the apocalyptic religiosity which is the norm in the scattered communities of the Transitional Zone tends to take forms rather less extravagant than two centuries ago, and often in some weird way promoting life here on earth. (For instance, one group which feels they are already in hell holds that they move on to even worse punishments when they die. This encourages staying alive long as possible).

Human beings are all gardeners to some extent or other. Some fish still live in the sea, but the expansion of the polar ice has added further disruption to the damage caused by insane changes in sea level, drying out of continental shelves or flooding of same to great depth around the Poles, and serious changes in chemical composition due to flooding of the continents (including oil refineries and wells, chemical plants, nuclear reactors, open-pit mines of varying levels of toxicity…), and lowering oxygen levels promise worse ahead. Little save some of the world’s toughest lichens will live through a day and a night, although those who moved to refuge on the shores of the polar Ocean or the new lands brought as many varieties of seed with them as they could get (the great seed banks of Spitsbergen, Sussex, and St. Petersburg are, alas, all under water now). A few arctic trees manage to survive the extremes of cold and heat, although they require human irrigation during the dry heat of later day. Almost everything that human beings grow lasts for a single season, though: after the harvests (the long days of continuous sun allow multiple harvests, although in the later parts of day all water must come from storage cisterns: water-hungry food plants are increasingly displaced by those which can stand short rations) everything will die, either shriveled in the heat of late day or frozen during the long night. Perennial plants, where they exist, are indoor plants only, pampered rarities with which water can be shared during the long frozen night.

All sorts of fast-growing plants are grown: bamboo has become an important building material since, unlike trees, it can grow fast enough in a single “season” to reach useful size. Greenhouses for winter cultivation are limited: even in the “monsoon” climes, there is little precipitation in winter, and it must be thawed out for use, while the energy costs of keeping a greenhouse warm are high when solar power is unavailable.

A few forms of wild plants have seeds, at least, which can survive the long periods of hot and cold: although in the perpetual northern drought they do not live, in the wet early months of day on the shores of the Seafloor continents they grow wild and rank where humans do not grow their plants, dying and shriveling to dust perhaps halfway through the long day, leaving seed some of which will be lucky enough to end somewhere shaded and insulated enough to survive two thirds of a year till sun and rain come again. Humans add to the wild mix, broadcasting preserved seeds and collecting those of specimens which they have not seen before. The more wild plants survive and spread, the more oxygen is produced, the greater the chance oxygen levels will bottom out at a level still survivable by humans. A faint flush of green still comes to the edges of the seafloor continents once a year, as it does to areas of the mainland and continental shelf “transition zone” between low-lying northern deserts and the equatorial heights.

Volcanoes and earthquakes are more frequent than they used to be, and there is no end in sight. The massive weights now overlying the northern sea floors, the removal of weight from the equatorial seafloor, the friction between inner and outer layers of the earth as they were all forced to stop rotating at the same rate (but, due to different radii, different speeds), and finally the slow move of the earth from a rotation-determined oblate spheroid to a perfect sphere determined entirely by gravity: the earth has entered a new era of energetic geology, which may take a few million years to entirely settle down. A related problem is that with so many living near the seashore it that they are much likelier to encounter tsunami/tidal waves, or some nasty storm sweeping out of the Ocean, and there are fewer still-functioning observer satellites each year (even in the case that solar activity allows for communication with them in the first place…)

For a thousand miles south of the north Polar Oceans, waterless, bleak deserts extend, and sandstorms blow through the wreckage of dead cities. In a handful of places, people survive even here, people with access to reliable sources of deep artesian water that can be brought up with technology no more advanced than a windmill. These people, tied to their wells, are as isolated as the back side of the Moon, and rival the craziest dwellers in the “transition zones” in their - shall we say - peculiar visions of the world.

**************************************************

A thousand years have now passed. There is still green plant life in the Oceans, but pretty much all non-microscopic animal life has perished. (Water bears soldier on). The air is oxygen-poor, and the continents are wastelands. A shining band of ice runs along the high equator, thick on the old continents, thin and patchy on the old sea floors with their merely Himalayan elevation. A fiery line of new volcanoes have opened up along the western shores of what was once North America, adding their bit of crud to the atmosphere. The rains that fall in the equatorial regions are acid.

But green still springs into being on the old sea floors in the early day. And if we look closely at the barren continent of former north America, we might see something. Look closer…and yes, there on an odd little buggy with oversize wheels. Actually attached to it with tubes running into his spacesuit-like outfit, someone speeding across the barren wastes, following the signal on his or her control panel.

On their back is what look like glittering wings. Solar powered, a mix of mechanical and biological, the air recycler can keep them breathing for weeks away from the hydrogen-powered buggy. But it will not be needed for that long, as they stop to dig. A section of the webwork has broken, split perhaps by freezing and thawing soil, or by the shearing force of an earthquake. Whatever the case, it needs to be repaired: it is a constant job to keep the world’s communications network maintained. Not that this break has in itself done any damage: the web is complex, many branched, and intelligent, and can redirect and reroute information with extreme information. But the job must be done, at least until a network of satellites rugged enough to survive the solar flares and communicating with the ground by laser link is put in orbit.

Science progressed for a while at the pace of a Mountain Man with two Grizzly-mangled legs dragging himself to the fort through the winter snows of Colorado, crippled by lack of resources and personnel. But it kept dragging itself forward. And in time, the pace began to pick up again.

Human beings now live on the Earth as they would on an alien world. With the air now almost unbreathable, they live underground, and wear air recyclers on the surface, suits with built in cooling mechanisms during the day and Extreme! Insulation and built-in heating during the nights. They adapt. Humans are flexible animals, they started as a runner on the African plains, clubbing antelope with rocks, and somehow ended up doing data entry in cubicles decorated with Dilbert cartoons. We adapt to new conditions even as we wildly change the environment.

Endless rows of glittering solar power collectors stretch across dusty plains. Nuclear power has returned, although geological instability means that power plants are now usually located far from centers of population for specific industrial power applications. Power cracks water, providing hydrogen fuel. Airtight as well as water-tight ships made of synthetics and genetically engineered bamboo, powered by sun and wind cleverly manipulated by computers, and hydrogen when those are lacking, flock the seas. On the seafloor continents, elaborate sets of dams and embankments capture the flood cycles of now semi-permanent rivers, to irrigate vast areas: plants still do well in the CO2 rich air, as long as volcanoes don’t dump anything too nasty on them, and when not protected by synthetic fabrics plants are increasingly genetically engineered to laugh off a little acidity in the precipitation. The oxygen level is bottoming out: one day it will begin to increase again.

The transitional zones and the oases in the barren lands are now mostly deserted, their population unable to develop the technology to deal with the change in the atmosphere. They have died or been evacuated, by blimp or by giant-wheeled crawler, to the shores of the seas and beyond. Only in a few places have larger, resource-rich communities refused to go, and with the aid of those from the Poles and the tropical shores developed the means to maintain their own re-breathers and synthesizers, dig their own caves and seal them tight. Like colonists on Mars, they stubbornly survive in their still largely isolated communities, waiting for the rest of the world to come to meet them.

The world still has its conflicts, people being people. The technocracy of the Iranian and Afghan shores does not get along with the Techno-Communists of the Chinese and Tibetan coasts, and they do not like the Bio-ethicists of the eastern isles, with their regulated breeding and weird “organic unity” mysticism which leads them to tamper with their own genetics as if they were food plants. And one of the mid-Atlantic states of the Seafloor, after 12 centuries of poorly transmitted historical records (what paper, etc. existed was reserved for useful information for a long time) has apparently gotten entirely the wrong idea about Hitler, judging from the big-ass statue in colorful polymers they put up (a nude, to boot). But as yet, the universal values of shared information, exchange of resources, and Not Doing Anything To Reduce Humanity’s Chance to Survive or We’ll Kill You have prevented any wars from breaking out, at least after the breakup of some of the smaller and more dysfunctional societies during the 7th post-stoppage century.

There are 250 million people on Earth, and the number is increasing. The planets beckon: if humanity can survive on Earth, Mars should be a snap.

171. Dystopian Wars: Start of the Great War

Based on this: www.spartangames.co.uk/product…

This world appears to have diverged from ours at first glance in the 18th century, Prussia being even more improbably successful than OTL, Russia pushing for the Pacific harder, and French and American Revolutions going off a bit differently. However, the existence in Antarctica of the relics of an ancient and mysterious civilization indicates that this world’s history may have diverged in unseen ways from ours in prehistoric times: indeed, there are those who suspect that unseen forces and manipulators may have long been meddling in human history. Curious artifacts and mysterious archaeological digs have a way of disappearing...and one wonders how Japan returns to the rule of female emperors in spite of many centuries of highly sexist Chinese cultural influence. (There were a couple of Chinese empresses, but they don't come off very well, shall we say, in the histories).

It is a Steampunk sort of world, in that technological progress has moved along rather faster than OTL from the mid-18th century, with a basic British rail system in place as early as 1800 and airplanes developed by the 1830s: however, things received a tremendous boost with the discovery of the Wells Chasm in Antarctica by a multinational expedition in 1845. A vast crevasse in the ice at the foot of what OTL are called the Ellsworth Mountains, seen to emit a strange glow from what should have been black depths, turned out to lead to a seemingly endless series of chambers carved under the mountains: what would come to be known as “The Vault”, a repository of strange science and technology, innumerable artifacts, untranslatable writings on thin sheets of metal, more comprehensible charts, diagrams, and models, all illuminated by a constant glow emitted somehow by the stone walls themselves.

Initially a grand international research center, after no less than three nations made efforts to seize the vault for themselves, the local scientific community, after beating back the latest effort with weapons they themselves had found in the Vault, in 1857 declared themselves an independent nation which would act as a neutral guardian of the knowledge for all mankind. This was not particularly liked, but given that the alternative was global warfare for control of the Vault, and then war against the scientists and whatever peculiar gadgets they were able to reactive or duplicate, the major powers grudgingly accepted this.

The “Covenant of Antarctica” was able to claim all of the continent as a defensive zone and make it stick, and has unfortunately begun to develop some characteristics of a normal nation: patriotism, and the belief that all other nations suck. It’s population has grown greatly, with not only independent-minded scientists but also mercenaries, adventurers, people with plans to make a fortune, and religious eccentrics all making their way to Antarctica through the one immigration port on South Georgia Island: although the technocratic government vets closely all new citizens, a desperate need for manpower has often prevailed over pickyness, the populace has grown much more diverse over the last decade and a half, although the total remains under 200,000, a quarter of this in its two main towns. Under the benevolently absolute rule of Lord Barnabas Draynes Sturgeon, an eccentric British scientist of noble birth, (his supposedly elected position has not been challenged by anyone outside the eccentric fringe for a decade), the Covenant has developed into an odd mix of nation-state, mining/industrial corporation, and public research institution.

Given the Antarctic climate, the local lifestyle is a bit like colonists on a hostile planet, their architecture mostly underground. And like life on a space station, all citizens have their duties and responsibilities (as put forward in the Covenant which is this state’s founding document) as well as rights: the society which is emerging is not kind to screw-ups. (There are no airlocks to throw anyone out of, but shutting someone outside in the Antarctic in their undies is almost as lethal, if not quite as fast). Thanks to the most important product of the Vault so far, the limitless source of energy known as the Aetheric Accumulator, energy for heat, light, etc. is plentiful: in a drive for self-sufficiency, the Covenant has invested in the building of vast artificially lighted underground farms, and created lakes warmed above the freezing point for aquaculture. Given the reasons people emigrate, the biggest current annoyance is a shortage of women, only about 1/3 of the population, and the Covenant has a variety of programs in operation trying to attract brides from abroad.

The biggest export of Antarctica (along with new scientific inventions and processes which they hold the patents for) are the products of mines, Vault-derived technology enabling Covenanters to profitably mine the continent’s rich mineral resources in areas no other nation could. The most important of these is the superheavy Element 270, known (to Lord Sturgeon’s embarrassment) as Sturginium: the blue-green crystalline substance, which seems to form veins radiating away from the Vault (some wonder if it is somehow being slowly generated by the vault) possesses a number of characteristics that make it extraordinarily valuable.

Sturginium, properly alloyed with other elements, allows one to create metallic armor that is both incredibly light and incredibly strong: allowing one to create a genuinely armored dirigible that can still fly, a ridiculously huge tank that won’t sink into the ground, or Samurai combat armor in which a soldier can run while at the same time deflecting machine gun bullets. (It could also have all sorts of useful civilian applications, but the military tends to monopolize it). Careful exploration has revealed thin and scattered deposits of the “miracle element” world-wide, but the only deposits rich enough to be mined relatively cheaply are in Antarctica.

(It has a number of dangerous characteristics: it is very toxic in its pure form, and if too much of it is put in one place, an odd reaction takes place: the Sturginium itself does not heat up or become radioactive, but instead strange energy bubbles, emitting intense heat and light, form near the Sturginium but not directly on it: these are very dangerous to anyone who comes in contact with them).

The rest of the world suspects the Covenant on holding back on them, and they’re right: Lord Sturgeon and his inner council of scholars and scientists have become increasingly worried about what the bellicose nations of the world have been doing with their discoveries, and they have been increasingly reluctant to release important discoveries to the world. With the outbreak of global war, Lord Sturgeon has declared an embargo of new technology on all combatant nations, which have responded by cutting off all patent payments. But simply withdrawing aid is not enough: Lord Sturgeon plans to force an end to the war, and the automated factories of the Covenant are going into overdrive. The Covenant’s professional troops number under 15,000, but they are backed by a technology matched by nothing else on Earth…

The most powerful of the “conventional” nations are the Britannic (formerly British) Empire, the Federated States of America, the Prussian Empire, the Russian “coalition of nations” (Russia does the collating), and the Nihonese Empire AKA the “Empire of the Blazing Sun.” The Federated States of America is a bit more loosely joined together than the OTL US of the time, but is even larger and richer. Jefferson managed to pull off what he called a “devil’s bargain” limiting the westward expansion of slavery while making the retention or abolition of slavery a fundamental right of the states, not the Federal government. As he had hoped, slavery slowly died on the vine without new lands to exploit, but a lot of states have some rather nasty “negro control” laws, and South Carolina remains stubbornly attached to the Peculiar Institution, which will probably end in blood one of these days. There was a brief civil war, but it was not to protect slavery or to break up the union: it was a matter of reasserting state sovereignty in the face of increasingly centralizing federalism, was led by the Texans, and was joined by some northern states. It led to the second Constitutional Convention and the replacement of the old United States by the Federated States to lower that emphasis on “unity.” A less centralized and standardized system has made assimilation of the Mexican states (a still on-going procedure) easier than OTL, with less fear of Catholics in Washington forcing Papism on the country.

The Federated States of America, although still playing catch-up to Britain and Germany-Prussia when it comes to total industrial output, is nonetheless a formidable economic power, and in a world where Oceans seem little barrier to the might air fleets of the great powers, distinctly more heavily armed than the OTL US of the time: the one thing pretty much all the state governments can agree on is the value of a strong defense. Current policy is one of friendly relations with the Britannic Empire, and by joining the British in an attack on Japan, a triple play could be achieved: the “Asiatics” could be driven to the western edge of the Pacific , FSA-Britannic friendship would be cemented, and not least, the FSA would get to impress the world with the power of its new fleet. Such a shame about stumbling into the Russian navy in a thick fog.

(The Japanese AKA Empire of the Blazing Sun fleet showing up late and harassing and sinking many of the survivors of the brutal fight was adding insult to injury).

The Socialist Union of South America arises from a rather different series of American wars of independence: the Portuguese monarchy never fled to Brazil, and Brazil’s early history was radical, revolutionary, and fragmented into several different states for a while. From this turbulent era arose a *Communist movement not too dissimilar to OTL, but from the beginning more rooted in the countryside and peasantry than in any (largely non-existent at first) urban Proletariat. After successfully absorbing the rickety dictatorship of Gran Columbia, the Socialist Union has become a bilingual Portuguese-Spanish state, with ambitions to eventually unify all of Latin America.

Although Argentina has found a protector in the Japanese and the Chileans in Britain, its principal enemy (and useful unifying boogeyman) has long been the United States and later the Federated States. In spite of severe ideological differences, the SUSA has established an alliance of convenience with the Britannic Empire, the largest buyer of its raw materials and the largest exporter of industrial goods to the SUSA, which it sees as a deterrent to further FSA expansion southwards. Currently the government is trying hard to modernize and industrialize, often with somewhat coercive methods (no warm and sunny gulags so far, at least).

Prussia had an even better run in the 18th century than OTL (the Secret Manipulators conspiracy theorists like to point at Prussian history) and benefited from this world’s Napoleon kicking Austria-Hungary to pieces: there was an attempt to put Humpty Dumpty together again after the revolutionary wars, but it failed to take: under Prussian leadership, Germany underwent a grossedeutsche unification by the 1830s, drawing in (with some grumbling) even the Dutch. Although authoritarian and militarist, the Empire is less centralized and by necessity of numbers less Prussian-dominated than OTL Germany, with a number of the local princes and kings still wielding some true influence: the Habsburgs, who still rule Austria, are notorious for throwing obstacles in the way of the Imperial administration. To the British, given the Prussian Empire’s steady growth in wealth and size, combined with its success in catching up in science and high-technology, their former allies have become Menace Number One, while the Germans are all too aware of Britain’s efforts to seduce France and Italy away from their current alliance with the Prussian Empire: they see the outbreak of war between the Britannic Empire and the Empire of the Blazing Sun as a way of removing British influence from the continent for good.

Currently France is a republic with universal male suffrage, but it’s a grumpy, pugnacious democracy. France has had a rather bad 19th century, and has lost all of its colonial empire abroad, and even lost lands to the League of Italy, which allied to Prussia in a timely manner to get a share of the spoils. The current right-wing nationalist government has decided, like Petain’s France, that their only way forward is in alliance with the Germans: unlike the Nazis, the Prussians are happy enough with the notion of France as their Plucky Sidekick. They have joined in the war even more enthusiastically than the Germans (indeed, some feel that French provocation of the British actually pushed the Germans along their path to war), hoping to pick up mucho colonial land at the expense of the British and incidentally remove the painful pustules of British enclaves along their coasts.

And if they gain enough land and new subjects, perhaps their role of sidekick will be open for reexamination in the future…

The League of Italian States, arising from alt-Napoleon’s interest in creating a defensive network of allies from the Dutch Republic to The Republic of Hungary, expanded through a combination of skilled diplomacy and kicking other nations when they are down: they are not really trusted by anyone, and although currently allied with the Prussians, the Prussians are going to be keeping a close and beady eye on them. They aren’t really all that interested in fighting the British, their current ambition is to expand their influence in the Balkans and north Africa at the expense of the Ottomans – which may be harder than they think. Italian politics are generally rather murky and impenetrable to outsiders: Italy is a decentralized unit with over twenty jostling member states, although the Kingdoms of Sicily, Savoy-Sardinia, Lombardy, and the Republic of Venice tend to dominate and can usually boss the rest around fairly effectively when they agree on something.

The Ottoman Empire has been taking important modernizing steps of late, and is prepared to take on the Italians if the British will pledge support, or the Russians if the Germans give them a better deal. The Italians have been particularly annoying of late, and have recently sent a good part of their men and equipment north to help the French and Prussians stave off any British landings on the continent. On the other hand, France is (at least theoretically) on the same side of the war as Italy, and the Ottomans have good relations with the French, which has been a major investor in the modernization and industrialization of the Ottoman state. (The Suez Canal in this world is a joint Ottoman-French property). War also offers an opportunity to clamp down on their vassal, the Egyptian republic, which many at the Sultan’s court feel has been getting a bit too big for its britches recently.

The Empire of Britannia is a bit like a higher-tech version of our British Empire, but even more arrogant and high-handed. They’re not blind, however: the Britannians know that the dominance they held in scientific and industrial development for nearly two generations has faded as a result of the Vault and the great advances made by the Germans: scientific research and development is far more professionalized and government-sponsored than in our Britain of the time, and if there’s an unexploited square foot of the globe left somewhere, it’s not Britannia’s fault.

India is still ruled by the East India Company, and as further profits are sought in development of its resources, is beginning to look rather steampunk itself, in the grimmer, grittier manner. New industries are springing up (all firmly under the control of John Company and its corporate partners) and toxic smogs are becoming a feature of India’s great cities as well as those of Britain. On the positive side, there is generally more tolerance for local culture and peculiarities in this world than in ours: advanced as this world’s steampunk technology is, the biological sciences are less developed, and the notion of some races being inherently inferior in an evolutionary manner has not yet caught on outside of small groups of scientists and obnoxious thinkers: the earlier success of Japan and the relatively better position of China compared to OTL may in the future help prevent things from getting as bad as in our world.

Britain itself is rather more built up and industrialized than in our 1870: only the introduction of the Aetheric Accumulator has prevented the air of the cities from becoming truly toxic, and while most people now get their heat and light from Aetherically generated electricity, the vast industrial complexes still produce a truly rich and wonderful variety of toxic fumes. There is some talk of building a dome over central London to keep out the smoke.

The Russian Coalition (like OTLs Soviet Union, Russia maintains a thin skin of local autonomy and federalism over a structure of tyranny) is ruled over by the Neo-Rurikid dynasty: the revolution which overthrew the last of the corrupt and incompetent Romanovs brought an adventurer to the throne who claimed descent from the previous dynasty, and nowadays no subject of the Czar dares suggest his family tree is anything but Kosher. The Neo-Rurikid dynasty so far retains its original dynamism, and the modernization of Russia proceeds at as furious a pace under the son as it did under the father, greatly aided by a defector from the Antarctic Covenant, who has shared science secrets which have allowed the Russians to develop new weapons as deadly as any in the world. The population of Russia has expanded even faster than OTL with a Czar concerned with such things as adequate sanitation of peasant villages and extensive anti-famine measures, and if not quite as large in the west as our Russia in 1870, it has even more people. The Czar has joined the war in hopes of breaking up the threatening Prussian colossus to his west (and also to bring Poland-Lithuania firmly under the Russian thumb, although he has been sensible enough to not say such things where any Pole could get wind of them). Much to the Czar’s distress, he finds that Russia has somehow stumbled into a conflict with the US, and while carefully avoiding any public show of contrition over the events north of Japanese Oahee, has sent secret orders to his diplomats to try and quietly defuse the situation with Washington City.

Poland-Lithuania, which reemerged due to Russian revolution and Prussia struggling for its life against Napoleon’s legions, post revolutionary wars found itself in an unenviable situation comparable to our Poland in the 1930s, sandwiched between two hostile powers; after Napoleon’s defeat (largely thanks to the far greater than OTL technology advantage already held by the British) they were forced to give up quite a bit of territory to the Prussians in exchange for protection from the bellicose new Russian regime. Now, as Prussia seems poised to consolidate its position as master of Europe, Poland-Lithuania has switched sides, hoping to regain its western holdings: although liberating Polish minorities from Berlin’s yoke is popular in Poland proper, the eastern nations under Lithuanian rule are rather more skeptical, and fear that Polish gains in the west may be balanced by concessions in the east. But as the government points out, allowing Russian forces voluntarily through their country is probably better than having them force their way through.

China has done a bit better than OTL, having successfully fought off Russian efforts to rob them of Manchuria proper after taking Outer Manchuria, the Self-Strengthening Movement is on a more solid basis, aided by Antarctica’s willingness to share scientific know-how with anyone regardless of race or religion, and the country has avoided the frightful mess of our Taiping Revolt. Still, modernization lags greatly behind other powers, and internal divisions have left the emperor’s authority very weak in some of the outlying provinces: modernization has been hampered in many parts of the country by imperial fears of what overly ambitious underlings might get up to: Xinjiang and Mongolia are very nearly independent countries only united with China through fear of the Russians. Currently, the “new great wall” project is building an immensely long line of cheap concrete pillboxes, land mines, trenches, etc. along all the easy approaches from Russia to the Han heartlands and Manchuria: it’s enormously expensive, but it also acts as a massive public works program, draining potentially rebellious impoverished peasants from their native provinces. On a smaller scale, the southern border is also being fortified in case of Britannian incursion. (There is also the Empire of the Blazing Sun, but the emperor is confident that even a dwarf pirate _woman_ like the Japanese Empress would be too sensible to try and subjugate China proper). The biggest question is what to do with the renegade Japanese general and his troops (the Empress of Japan hadn’t really been ready for a war with Britannia, and his exceeding of orders in Malaysia had made it inevitable). As a sword for hire, he could be a powerful arrow in China’s quiver: on the other hand, giving him over to the Japanese government would win much credit with the Imperial court. Decisions, decisions, as the world begins to burn: the one thing China doesn’t want to do is get drawn into the war (unless one side is really _clearly_ winning).

The Empire of the Blazing Sun (a mistranslation originally, but the Japanese decided it was badass enough in English to avoid correcting the Gaijin) was knocked out of its isolation when Russians tried to take over Hokkaido in the 1770s: this eventually led to a period of instability and the fall of the Tokugawa Shogunate in 1822 to an enemy they had consistently underestimated, the daughter of the reigning emperor, who after her father drank himself to death made herself the first Empress of Japan since almost legendary times. Under the Empress and now under her grand-niece, Japan has modernized as fast and as successfully as OTL, and has built up an empire through a combination of bluff, negotiation, and bribes as much as by conquest, most notably when they forced the Dutch out of their East Indies empire without a shot being fired through a combination of demonstrating massive naval superiority and offering _such_ a deal to the Prussians who at the time were busy absorbing the Netherlands into their imperial system, although they had to fight a war with China and then _another_ war with Russia before they confirmed their rule over Korea.

Japan is possibly the most distinctively unique of the major powers in its use of technology: it has developed a chemical weapons industry which owes very little to either the Vault or foreign skills, and the sophistication of its combined-arms structure is second to none. At the same time, more of the feudal past survives here, and Samurai in Sturginium-reinforced armor still vie for honor on the battlefield (admittedly, supplementing swords actually capable of cutting through a tank cannon with poisoned gas grenades, incendiary weapons, and scoped rifles if the enemy is so dishonorable as to fight from a distance). Ninjas also abound, although since they lack Magical Chakra Powers they mostly stick to their traditional roles of spying, assassination and general-purpose sneaking around.

The war with the Britannian empire started with a dispute over the access of Japanese traders to Malay markets, and then blew up when a Japanese general decided to avenge a nephew dishonored and driven to suicide by burning down Singapore, which even the most conservative nobles and samurai agreed was a bit of an overreaction. The Empress is annoyed, but the British have long competed with Japan for control of the many isles and peninsulas of East Asia, and the East India Company has long been a thorn in the flesh of Japans’ great commercial companies. A fight would happen sooner or later: if it has come sooner than desired, well, the best must be made of it.

(To briefly sum up: the Empire of Britannia is fighting the Japanese, the Prussians, the Italians (who want to fight the Ottomans), and the French. The Russians and the Poles are fighting the Prussians, more as co-belligerents of the British than as actual allies. The Ottomans are biding their time and planning to strike where opportunity beckons. Free Australia is supposedly neutral but is supplying a lot of mercenaries to the Japanese. The Federated States of America finds itself somehow at war with both the Japanese and the Russians (for now), the second of which annoys the British but may be hard to get out of due to public hostility towards the Russians. And the Antarctic Covenant plans to spank everyone once they get all their ducks in a row. )

Technology is basically steampunk, a combination of Aetheric Accumulators, steam engines, and crude internal combustion engines driving tanks, planes, dirigibles, etc. while the general populace usually sticks to trains and trolleys. The elderly and well off often have lungs or hearts enhanced by mechanical aids, and the arthritic or gouty are often carried about in metal-legged “crab chairs.” Admittedly, due to less development in the biological sciences, disease and infections remain somewhat of a problem: the electronic sterilizer is a bit of scorched earth technique for fighting bacteria, and sometimes people find themselves having to replace more and more of themselves with brass and steel as bits of flesh are removed along with infectious organisms. Wires bring music and news to people’s houses, although oddly enough radio is as yet largely undeveloped. (The fact that Aetheric Accumulators in operation tend to really futz up radio signals with interference may have something to do with this). Computers are still clockwork and gears, and huge, but some new developments involving specialized crystals promise to miniaturize them: rumors are that the Germans are already building crystalline brains for their war robots. Skyscrapers are being built, although they tend to be heavily obscured with statues, pointless pillars, and other bric-a-brak from the point of view of someone from OTL. (A few structures of Abu Dhabian hugeness have been built with the aid of Sturginium alloy, but as mentioned earlier, that is mostly reserved for the armed forces).

On the battlefield tanks and armored cars mix with hulking walking machines, massive “land battleships”, flying machines larger and tougher than one would think possible (due to those marvelous Sturginium alloys again), armor-plated dirigibles that also act as flying aircraft carriers and by use of overpowered Aetheric Accumulators can create artificial lightning lashing down at any pointy object below them. Poison gas and incendiaries are widely used, as well as man-portable rocket launchers. Several nations also deploy submarines.

Some nations have a special technological edge, having managed to figure things out from Covenant releases of technology that others haven’t. The Prussians are leaders in robotics, and although the semi-autonomous Iron Men are not too bright, the larger, crew-carrying models can be a fearful sight (at least until enemy long-range cannon range in on them. Big target, anyone?). The French appear to have developed a form of partial gravity neutralization, allowing them to float their ships above the surface of the water for greatly increased speed and even launch raids inland on relatively level seacoasts(ships only, so far: the machinery used is apparently quite bulky). The Russians have developed a form of tank that can burrow underground like a mechanical mole, and new types of flying machines that can match anything the rest of the world can build. And there are rumors of stranger weapons: weapons that use sound, weapons that use light somehow focused into a beam, chemical catalysts capable of consuming entire cities in un-extinguishable flame…

Of course, what the Covenant has is better than what anyone else has, but most think that their manufacturing capacity is too low for this to matter: better machines can be swamped by sheer numbers of inferior ones. So, even if their giant walking machines move like living things than clumsy metal, and their Iron men are clearly far more versatile than the German variety, and their ships can hydroplane at speeds that other fleets cannot approach, they are at best strong enough to defend their own frozen fastnesses, and not a serious factor in the war.

What the rest of the world doesn’t know is that the Covenant has for some time been working with what another world would call Von Neumann machines; Covenant manufacturing capacity is rapidly approaching the point of self-sustaining growth with no human intervention required. And then there is the whole “long range teleportation” thing…

172. Planet of the Apes (and some others)

It is the year 3978, at least according to the old Christian-standard calendar, which has not been used by anyone for a while.

The world is cool and dry: a nuclear winter devastated the planetary ecology, and desertification in the wake of massive die-offs of vegetation has left huge swathes of rock and sand only slowly being reclaimed by vegetation. Much of the world is also still radioactive: much of what was once the Southwest, Midwest and East coast of the US remain barren wastelands. Background radiation remains high, promoting a high mutation level. There is no moon: a failed effort to perfect a starship drive sent it flying out of the solar system in 1999. As a result, some pretty catastrophic changes have taken place in shoreline ecologies.

Most of the planet is ruled by upright-walking sapient beings of primate ancestry. Hardly any of them belong to the variety Homo Sapiens Sapiens.

************************************************** ****

It wasn’t our world. Our world didn’t have the US develop at the ridiculously early date of 1970 a “quantum space drive” that supposedly would allow the achievement of over 99% the speed of light without the whole “using enormous amounts of fuel to accelerate” issue. (After the first three manned expeditions vanished without a trace, it was back to the blackboard until 1999). Nor did the USSR survive into the 21st century by becoming a completely cyberneticized society and expand into a collapsing China, Africa and the Middle East. Nor were bio-technicians growing extra layers of brain tissue on a chimp by the late 1980s, while surgeons gave them operating voice-boxes: and genetic engineers were in no place to make these changes hereditary by the 2000s.

As for the global nuclear war of 2047, in which large amounts of the southern hemisphere as well as the northern were reduced to radioactive flinders – well, it doesn’t seem too likely OTL in any event. (At least I hope so  )

************************************************** ********

The rulers of the world are Apes of the non-human varieties. Not that there is anything like a simple three-fold division of Orangutans, Chimpanzees, and Gorillas. No. For different genetic engineers chose to emphasize different traits in different nations. For instance, the Gorillas inhabiting the south shores of what was the Black Sea are closer to their roots, in that they are peaceable vegetarians, only dangerous when cornered, and of a socialistic tendency: while the Gorillas which provide the police forces of the Ape society in what was once the Appalachians are aggressive and combative, still performing the role of cannon fodder they were created for, although the politicians and religious authorities that now give them their marching orders are now much furrier than they used to be. And then there are the Bonobos of Brazil, a very laid-back bunch (and the only Apes genetically engineered to fill out a bikini well: Brazilians, what can you say?) Orangutans of western gene-lines tend to have a gift for gab and argument, and often tend to occupy political or religious or legal roles: eastern gene-lines tend to preserve more of the solitary nature of the original species, and often tend to go in for science or philosophy.

All Chimpanzees are descended from gene-lines bred for lowered aggression: the Chimp norm was after all one of ball-biting, baby-eating, Colobus-monkey-exterminating general nastiness.

Ape societies are variable in structure: one thing they all have in common is that they are multi-racial, with all three major Ape species co-existing. They have been intermixed from the days when they were a slave caste of man, and cooperated against their former masters in the dim centuries after the collapse of human civilization: although who exactly they fought together against is largely forgotten, all Apes carry ancient legends about the importance of cooperation and the brotherhood of apes. (Brotherhood – alas, Apes are as sexist, almost, as humans). In any event, their differing mix of skills and strengths means that multi-species societies have out-competed the occasional oddball efforts to create single-species states.

Political structures vary, but tend oligarchic or democratic. One-Ape hereditary dictatorships do not exist, given the necessarily one-species dominance of such a setup (interbreeding between Ape species leads to sterile “mules”, and is considered an abomination in most Ape societies, although such non-breeding individuals do form a powerful religious caste in one SE Asian state.) Some states are politically dominated by Orangutans, some by Chimpanzees (in parts of the Mediterranean, Chimps and Orangutans run things jointly while Gorillas do grunt work and write poetry) – there are few Gorilla-run societies, those dominated by the aggressive north American gene-lines having a tendency to disintegrate, while the more pacific Gorilla breeds aren’t really interested in telling people what to do. Some have relatively stiff caste lines and highly defined roles for different Ape species, while others are more flexible – although differences in ability and inclinations tends to mean that certain species tend to dominate in certain professions. Rule, even at its most autocratic, tends to be shaped by custom and law and religion rather than brute force, and there are ruling castes and classes but few dictators.

Various Ape religions tend to exist, but for whatever reason Apes lack the fanatical need for absolute truth that seems to dog so many humans: the Apes of the Caribbean Islands disagree with the mainlanders as to whether the Ape-God is a perfect blending of all Apes or a composite being in which the different Ape kinds are joint but separate, but it’s not something they fight wars over. Apes enjoy ritual and putting on a good show during whatever the High Holy Days are, and generally are scrupulous about following the rules of their religions, but generally don’t brood much about their relationship with the Divine.

Scientific practice was largely lost during the long Dark Ages, and is only slowly reemerging, often challenged by religion and custom. Archeology and paleontology, with their disturbing suggestions about the true relationship between Ape and humans, are particularly likely to be suppressed by state and church. Nevertheless, theoretical science in the more advanced Ape nations is generally on an early-to-mid 19th century level. Technology or material science is generally less developed, on a generally 18th century level: given small and widely scattered populations and a lack of industrial materials (all the easily accessible ores, coal etc. were dug up by humans) no Ape nation has had an industrial revolution as yet. (Also, you try to impose industrial discipline on gorillas).

The world is as yet only weakly united. Some societies are isolated by lack of easy access to the sea, stuck behind radioactive coastal areas (there is trade between the Ape societies of Central America and the Caribbean and that of interior North America, but ships stay well clear of the shores for the first few days of sailing up the Mississippi) and others by backwardness and lack of skill at building deep-sea ships. Never really modified much for cold-weather survival, few apes live in Canada or northern Europe (even in those areas which aren’t radioactive wastelands). The Ape societies of the Caribbean shores and North Africa are the most advanced in this respect, sailing and trading as far as the scattered isles of what was once Indonesia, but generally not penetrating the continental interiors. There are no continent-spanning states on the scale of the US or China or USSR OTL: few are larger than OTL France.

Africa is a varied place, with some advanced states in the north (the Nile once again brings bountiful harvests), some sizable societies along the west coast, and some very backwards states in the interior: between the nuking of various US and Soviet clients and “external territories” during the Final War and the bloodiness of the war between Ape and human when Ape refugees moved south from the irradiated lands of the north didn’t leave much of a legacy for the Apes to build on.

Scientific thinking is largely limited to (and still fairly weak within) the societies of S. Mexico/Central America, the Caribbean, the Middle East and the Mediterranean societies; it is slowly spreading to the Indian subcontinent and has taken root with an explosion of new ideas in the inland empire of the North American Apes, where it threatens the foundations of a conservative, religious society with a rigid set of species castes. Some backwards Ape societies on isolated islands and in the interiors of Africa, SE Asia and South America are largely unaware of the form and size of the world, although all Ape societies at least maintain the practice of settled agriculture, and almost everyone knows about gunpowder.

************************************************** ************

Humans are An Issue.

In the North, humans were thrown back into a largely pre-industrial situation they were not well suited to adapt to: in the end, their Ape servants proved better fitted to the new world, and humanity largely went to the wall. In the radioactive wilds of N. America and Europe, small bands of humans managed to adapt to a crude hunter-gatherer sort of existence: a combination of inbreeding in tiny groups and horrendous mutation rates have led to their degeneration into a sort of smart animal, largely non-verbal and with a material culture whose pinnacle is the pointy stick, only slightly more sophisticated than OTL Chimpanzees. In North America, dogma holds that humans are either a degenerate form of Apes or possibly a representative of the more backwards forms that Apes developed from (the notion of evolution rather than creation by Ape-God remains controversial in most countries).

The struggle between Man and Apes was more bloody and drawn out in the South, where Apes were in many places less numerous, and some fragments of human urban technology survived and might have eventually led to a revived human civilization. No quarter was given or taken, and humans were almost entirely exterminated in South America, Africa and South/Southeast Asia: by the time it was over, the surviving human cities were ash, and there weren’t that many Apes left alive, either. All Apes have legends of a terrible conflict which almost destroyed the world: but while Ape societies in East Asia and the Middle East and North America generally ascribed it to Gods or inter-Ape conflict, the Apes of S. Asia and S. America know it was a race of devils, whose hideous visages are occasionally found carved into age-pitted stones dug out of ancient cursed mounds.

Religious and mythic history, as well as early scientific theories, is under increased pressure as actual spade work increasingly points in an alarming direction. As Ape scientists dig in what were once S. Italy and Egypt and Turkey, in what used to be Guatemala and Cuba and Virginia, the same “horizon line”, where mixed human and Ape bones are replaced by solely human bones amidst technological artifacts, is dug up again and again. No “transitional” species have been found. As yet, aside from a few doubtful skulls, there is no clear evidence of where Apes came from: but there is plenty of evidence for a human civilization pre-dating it. Some societies simply censor and suppress such knowledge: others try to create a narrative which places the origins of Ape civilization in someplace poorly explored (perhaps the more backward and radioactive parts of interior Africa, or the utter wastes of former Russia, while the “human” bones are of some other species entirely). The notion that Apes might be some sort of human creation is still the realm of ghost stories.

The connection between modern humans and the city-builders of yore is controversial even in those nations where recent archeological research is not being suppressed. Attempts to teach humans to speak are being pursued in various locations, and prosecuted in others.

An Ape explorer is currently trying to teach his heavily modified Spanish to an unusually well-armed human caught on the upper Orinoco (he even had a bow!) but the human is keeping mum (he does not desire to give anything away to the Hairy Demon, and the language of the Yanomamo is any event very different from those of the now-extinct Conquistador race.) Aside from the depths of the Amazon, some still-sapient humans maintain a primitive existence in the Tibetan highlands, too cold for Ape settlement and as yet unreached by Mediterranean Apes interested in exploration for its own sake.

There are also the mysterious Peoples of the Hills in a barren eastern African region of hills and desert. Unaware of the existence of surviving (if degenerate) humans in distant lands, the backwards Ape societies which are their neighbors assume they are some sort of Ape under the masks and robes they always wear. A certain amount of barter trade takes place (with both sides laying out their goods and then withdrawing at least a few hundred meters), but the Apes mostly leave their taciturn, savage neighbors to themselves in the desolation they inhabit.

************************************************** **********

Apes do recognize the existence of other intelligence in the world: just (so far) not that of humans. After all, Apes weren’t the only species that were tinkered with genetically, and the high mutation rate has not just hit humans.

In the wilds of Canada and Northern Europe and Australasia, the Dog clans run free. Not as bright as apes, but with a substantial vocabulary and the know-how to keep fires going (if not start them: damn those lacking opposable thumbs), the Dogs are a serious problem for Ape explorers in the area, and prevent the Ape state in the Pacific Northwest (Ape lumberjacks, yo) from pushing very far inland. They do not recognize the mute wild humans or the hairy Apes as “true” humans, but the wild humans are close enough in smell that the Dogs generally leave them alone: the Apes are considered enemies. Dog legend tells of true humans, and that they will one day return with the sacred treasures of Throwing Stick and Dog Food and Hearth and Walkies.

The Apes are quite ignorant of the intelligent dolphins, whose complex philosophical and mathematical speculations fill the seas with thin piping cries. Maritime Apes do know that dolphins are too clever to be caught in nets, and there are stories of shipwrecked Ape sailors rescued by dolphins, but as yet the Apes do not suspect they are not the smartest species on the planet.

The cats with thumbs, fortunately for all other species on the planet, died off in the nuclear holocaust.

The Grey Apes: tall, gorilla-strong and pale-furred, cannibalistic and speaking in a language alien to any of civilized Apes, prowl the mountains of Caucasia, the borderlands between the Soviet wastes and the Ape cities of the Middle East. They dwell in deep caves and pits dug beneath the mountains, and are said to possess strange mental powers that can lure travelers to their death, or conceal themselves when armed expeditions march into their territory. They exist: their artifacts and burrows have been examined, and a couple scruffy stuffed specimens, shot at extreme range by sharpshooters, adorn the Museum of Ape-kind in a city a bit to the north of the still slightly radioactive flinders of Baghdad. But their culture, their way of life, their language, all remain a mystery.

And then there are the human mutants.

The Apes know of the Small Ones, the dwarfed and nocturnal scavengers of the borderlands between the south Chinese Ape nations (the north remains ecologically and radiologically too blasted for much settlement) and the Tibetan highlands to the west: their relationship to the small bands of decayed humans in the West remains a source of controversy among biologists, few specimens having made it relatively intact from the backward and theocratic nations of the region to western labs and museums.

They suspect the existence of _something_ living in the blasted ruins which extend along the east coast of what was once the east coast of North America. Although for religious reasons the Apes of the American interior stay out of the still somewhat radioactive area, travelers from Central America feel less constrained by fear of what the rubble peeking out here and there from under the grass might mean, and a number of expeditions have touched the coasts. There have been too many unexplained disappearances, too many odd hallucinations and glimpses of “shapes” in white garments. Still, so far no explorers have penetrated far into the maze of passages and pits beneath the ruins.

In fact, the ruins are inhabited by the bald, pallid, half-blind and tumor-studded descendants of Americans who survived the war in deep underground refuges: they have maintained some scraps of technology, such as the mushroom farms and yeast vats which provide them with most of their food, but have been for centuries a stagnant and theocratic society worshipping the power of the atom, creator and destroyer of all things.

Currently, in spite of steady extension of a system of tunnels which now extends from the former location of Washington to that of Boston, things are getting crowded: women still reproduce at the Third World heck-hole rates needed to keep up with the radiation-induced level of unfavorable mutation and early death, but radiation levels have dropped sufficiently in the tunnels that births now substantially exceed deaths. Many of the mutants possess psychic powers, but their ability to project illusions and control the minds of humans is less effective on the somewhat differently constructed brains of Apes.

They do worship a Doomsday device, unaware that 1.), it is not a nuclear weapon but instead constructed from a somewhat modified Star Drive, and 2.), frankly, the wiring is corroded into uselessness and the batteries are long dead. Two millennia is a long time.

Apes are even more ignorant of the Siberian mutants, whose lands are barely accessible even by sea, and visitors are unlikely to make it back out alive. Descended as were the BoWash mutants from those in deep refuges in areas rendered unlivable to either Apes or human, the race of curiously twisted albinos also live underground, and are even further diverged from the “baseline” human model. Indeed, they do not think of themselves as being related to the “old ones” who built the ruins they encounter on their occasional trips to the surface.

************************************************** **************

The world is changing. Although there is little easily accessible coal and even good seams of iron ore are hard to find, several Ape states are doing stuff with steam, are building solar furnaces, and are fiddling with electricity and magnetism. The planets are coming under increased telescopic scrutiny, while on earth the more developed nations are slowly expanding the scope of their trade and explorations. Although most Apes still think the God or Gods created Ape in His/Their image, in an number of more advanced nations the intellectual elite are coming to believe in Evolutionary Theory and the common origin of Human, Gorilla, Chimpanzee and Orangutan – although the problem of the Ape Homeland still does keep many Ape scholars sleepless into the wee hours of the night. The notion of humans as descendants of sapient beings is as yet only accepted in a handful of nations, but the evidence will out.

Populations are growing as radiation levels drop. A strong movement has arisen in the Appalachian state to begin settlement in the “forbidden” east, where the return of abundant forest indicates more livable conditions: led by the Gorillas, it is putting their rather rigid society under considerable strain. Formerly “deadly” or “impassible” deserts are increasingly crossed by caravans and immigrants looking for more prosperous livings. States begin to come into conflict over limited supplies of farmland and water. Rumors of war are carried by travelers from one port to another: Ape against Ape, how could such things be?

In vast caves beneath the wastes of Siberia, twisted, red-eyed men and women cautiously work with chemicals and gasses. The Siberians mutants, like those below New York, have held onto scraps of their ancient science. Unlike their theocratic fellow oddities, they have begun to add to their stock of ancient knowledge: high explosives and toxic gasses will be needed in the future, when the day comes for them to emerge into the lands above and claim their "place in the sun", even if they do hate bright light.

And the first interstellar ship launched by mankind has just emerged into orbit and begun to spiral inwards, having completed a trip which has taken it over 2000 years in Earth’s time frame, 18 months in the ships time-frame, several light-years in the ship’s distorted spatial frame, and essentially no distance at all from the POV of Earth’s inhabitants.

173. Footfall

Doing a scenario for Larry Niven and Jerry Pournelle's SF story, Footfall. 

The ones known as the Predecessors ruled the Alpha Centauri system of suns some three million years ago, but although their technology reached great heights, they never managed to create a unified planetary government or a certain racial tendency towards paranoia. Through runaway global warming, disastrous misapplied planetary engineering (several competing programs didn’t help) and brutal warfare over dwindling resources the Predecessors managed to wreck their planetary ecology to the point where an advanced civilization really wasn’t maintainable any longer. 

Some managed to get away into space with shaky hopes of creating a self-sustaining society off-world. Earth and the Australopithecines narrowly avoided colonization, the Predecessor travelers deciding it would be unsafe to pitch their tent so near to their own solar system while other factions still survived in space habitats back home. Before the final implosion of technological civilization on planet and the departure of the last spaceships an effort was made to make things easier for any future civilization that emerged from the wreckage: rectangular stone blocks some 30X30X15 feet, with pictorial step-by-step guides to science and technology carved meters deep into them with energy weapons, so the entire block would have to erode away before the message would be lost. Blocks carrying simpler information, such as how to make the wheel or fire, were placed in easily accessed places, while stuff their theoretical descendants would need later, such as atomic power, were placed in hard to reach areas such as mountain tops, barren wastelands, polar deserts, etc.

As it turned out, those Predecessors who survived the collapse ended up dying off as a result of major climate change and new diseases, and the difficulties of learning to become hunter-gatherers on the fly, so the stones ended up benefitting another species entirely. The Predecessors had already tampered with their genetics, to make them a more useful and intelligent beast of burden…

On Earth, history diverged after 1984. Mikhail Gorbachev never took the top spot in the USSR, and the Soviet Union under intelligent hardliners managed to keep economic collapse at bay until 1995, in the meantime retaking the lead in space from the US. Russia and the US both established bases on the Moon, but the Soviets had the only real permanent orbiting space station, and had responded to the US “Star Wars” program by putting an awful load of suspicious crap in orbit (when the US complained about their “aggressive” postures, the Soviets just said “you started it.” By 1995, the Soviets had a clearly superior presence in space from orbit to the Moon. The US tried to compensate for the Soviets new orbiting ion beam weapons and other fun toys with a major push in commercial space development, building the first orbiting solar power satellite array, a square mile of solar power panels able to send 1000 megawatts of power back to earth (cooking birds daily) by 1996.

The European Community , now Union, moved towards neutrality. US forces were tied down in Honduras fighting rebels based in Nicaragua (tit for tat for the Contras) and after an ill-fated intervention, occupying Lebanon. The Soviets continued to support third world rebellion and started building a canal to refill the Aral. Whether the Soviets could have managed to keep all the plates spinning much beyond 1995 remains unknown, since at that time Earth was attacked by aliens from the Alpha Centauri system.

The Fith’p (racial name, individuals named Fi’) resemble small (around 1000-1600 pounds each), tuskless, short-eared elephants with broad, paddle-shaped tails, clawed feet, and trunks which branch and branch again, giving them eight “finger-equivalents” to grasp and manipulate things with, albeit more clumsily than human hands. Their eyes have grey pupils and black or dark brown irises. Natives of a hot, humid climate and with a smaller ratio of surface area to volume than humans, they do not lose heat easily and normally do not wear more than a decorated harness and a cloth over the genital area, with pouches to carry things behind their heads. Unlike Earth elephants, they are omnivorous, although vegetarian fare predominates and they eat much of their food uncooked. 

They love their mudrooms, and the carpeting in their ships oozes water to keep their feet moist. If they are in mud or water, it is considered a friendly greeting to spray someone with your trunk. (They only have one set of nostrils, at the first branching of the trunks). 

Like many terrestrial animals, they have mating cycles, although they are rather better at controlling themselves during breeding season than a certain race of dumb lizards you may have heard of. They mate for life, and while males usually hold the top positions in their society, their wives generally have a very strong influence over them: female rationality is considered necessary to rein in more impulsive males, and the lack of sexual dimorphism means that females cannot be easily pushed around. Rape (which could only happen in breeding season anyway) is so rare there isn’t even a specific word for it. Females keep otherwise unstable males from going rogue or overly dedicated males from dangerous folly in pursuit of what they see as the good of the herd. Marriage is generally for influence and connections: marrying due to passion is considered foolish. 

The Fith’p are a herd species, with all that implies. They cannot exist in isolation any more than termites can: a Fith’p on its own, cut off from any other member of its herd, will go insane sooner rather than later, and will join up with any other herd – even one of non-Fith’p – to avoid that fate. Normally they move in groups of six or more, and for a Fith’p to go places unaccompanied is usually either a sign something is seriously wrong or an indication that they’re going to make sweet, sweet love with their mate. 

Their society is hierarchical, and obedience to the herd leaders is a close to instinctive thing: however, somewhat paradoxically, Fith’p do not deify individuals the way humans do. The Herdmaster leads the herd, but is also subordinate to it: although a Herdmaster has dictatorial power, he (usually a he) is expected to have a personal advisor who will challenge his decisions, and to listen to the advice and views of other high-ranked Fi’. Rebellion against a Herdmaster is rare, but if the mass get the idea that the Herdmaster has, so to speak, lost the mandate of heaven by endangering the herd as a whole, it can be swift and violent. Murder in Fith’p society is rare, and when it does happen, it usually indicates a sudden change in top leadership is about to take place.

One of the most important rituals in Fith’p society is the act of surrender, in which a Fi’ lies on their back and their conqueror places their foot on their chest. This is an act of submission on the instinctive level, and after a Fi’ has so submitted they will find it very psychologically difficult to rebel again. It is used almost always in warfare: to ensure the loyalty of another Fi’ of high but lesser rank from your own herd by making them turn belly up is considered a shocking breach of trust and terribly Bad Form. 

It is used in war because Fith’p wars are generally about the assimilation of one herd to another. Fith’p tend to be paranoid about other herds and will conquer and assimilate them if they can: Fith’p herd instinct and the instinct towards submission to a conqueror means that this is easier for Fith’p than for human nations. They tend to aim for unconditional surrender, since anything else would allow for the continued existence of a separate herd. A Fi’ which has submitted to the foot on the belly will rarely if ever rebel afterwards: they have been psychologically shackled to some extent. The conquered herd will be essentially slaves to the victorious herd, with the next generation born becoming members with full privileges and rights. Yesterday’s enemy is today’s slave and tomorrow’s citizen. In a way, the Fith’p win all their wars: after all, the only herds which exist are winning ones. 

Assimilation is also helped by the fact that the Fith’p have had a common language across most of their planet for a long time, derived from early efforts at making sense of the Predecessor language from their pictographs, and nowadays considered by most linguists to be phonetically almost completely wrong. Their voices are sibilant, and have been described by humans as “a leaking balloon talking”, although they can manage human speech fairly well.

The Fith’p are not, by human standards, a particularly imaginative race. They have myths and legends, but they do not see the point of fiction, stories which are known to be not true, as entertainment. (They do appreciate a nice exciting documentary). Their society is mostly secular nowadays: they used to worship the Precursors as gods, and even fought wars over points of doctrine (in one of them, the actual appearance of the Precursors seems to have been lost due to the destruction of certain “demonic” artifacts) but nowadays generally think of the Precursors as admirable and holy ancestors, but unlikely to perform any miracles on their behalf, although the old priesthood maintains their position as historians and protectors and interpreters of the message stones. The Cycle of Life remains a holy thing to them, and that they return to the soil and fertilize new growth is to the Fith’p a fine thing – so much so that they tend to mix in their dead with the compost. 

They also tend to not be very creative thinkers – but with the stone carvings of the Predecessors guiding their technological progress for tens of thousands of years, they have never had to be. 

Until they came to our solar system, the Fith'p expected other civilized life forms would be herd animals, as well. A paranoid people, and also a people capable of embarrassment, the Predecessors explained what they had done wrong, but didn’t really explain why, and didn’t really try to describe what they had been like. This led perhaps to the Fith’p making some unwarranted assumptions about intelligent life in general, for lack of other examples.

They are in some ways more _rational_ than humans: Fith’p see no point in dying in the last ditch, and will surrender when they see their situation as hopeless. After all, the enemy is not planning to eat them, kill them, or rape them. Fith’p wars often open with demonstrations of strength and ruthlessness (shock and awe, baby) to convince the other side of their superior power and the necessity of surrender: negotiations before relative positions have been established is a bit pointless, especially since there are to be no terms save surrender.

If an enemy breaks their surrender, it means one of two things: if an individual does, it is sick, insane. If multiple enemies defy the surrender of their leaders, it indicates a mass revolt, and massive collective punishment is the normal reaction. Such things are rare when dealing with conquered Fith’p populations.
Human beings, on the other hand…


The Thuktun Flishithy arrived in the solar system after a 70 year trip by modified ramjet (collect interstellar hydrogen with magnetic fields for fuel). It carried in cold sleep the former leadership of one of the two remaining dominant powers on the Fith’p homeworld. To prevent a planet-killing war with nuclear weaponry and bioweapons, it had been agreed to merge the herds, with the leadership of one side leaving the Centauri system to establish a new state elsewhere (and the other side’s leadership financing the building of a ship to take them). Earth had been observed by automated probes passing through Earth’s solar system in the mid-19th century, so it was known to be a habitable world: the probes had also taken pictures of what appeared to be large cities and detected what appeared to be early signs of industrial pollution in the air, so the Thuktun Flishithycame armed for bear, the three-quarter mile long ship carrying with it some 64 aircraft-carrier sized fusion-drive propelled fighters, massively powerful laser weapons, loads of missiles and anti-missiles, and computer-driven kinetic weapons (AKA “rods from God” to the Star Wars program enthusiast), etc. Arriving in the solar system near the end of the 1970s, after a brief change in leadership with hardly any violence needed (those in suspended animation woke to find that the children and grandchildren of their subordinates no longer considered 70 years out of touch former Herdmasters to be credible leaders), the Fith’p took up orbit around Saturn, to study the earth closely from a distance and make preparations. 

Things did not go well. Total command of space after quickly annihilating US and Soviet space defenses, and unobstructed bombardment of highways, rails, dams, shipping, non-nuclear power plants (the Fith’p did not want to render their new planet radioactive) and anything looking like a military base with unguided kinetics (Rocks From Space) failed to bring about human offers of surrender: it seemed humans were unable to grasp the essentials of the situation. After the Americans cooperated with the Soviets in reducing a large chunk of their own nation to radioactive heck to drive an advance landing force back into space, it became necessary to make a more definitive demonstration.

The Foot, formerly a largish chunk of space rock and valuable volatiles, now reduced to its rocky bare bones, was propelled Earthward, landing in the Indian ocean with millions of megatons of force. [1]The colossal waves destroyed coastal cities and lowlands all around the Indian Ocean, and smaller waves bouncing off the coasts of Antarctica drowned low-lying settlements as far away as Brazil. Close to 100 million people died. However, this was only the start of the dying.

The enormous amount of boiled ocean and bits of sea floor thrown into the atmosphere meant many months of rain and cold and dark: any harvests waiting to come in were spoiled, a dreadful winter was followed by a cold wet spring and a summer hardly worthy of the name: it would be more than a year before the weather began to return to normal.

In the process, some four hundred million people, mostly in the poorer and more vulnerable parts of the globe, would die of famine and the diseases associated with being nearly starved to death.

This was Footfall.

The Fith’p then went on to invade southern Africa as a relatively “soft” target: Africa would serve as a base from which to subjugate the rest of the world, which would either surrender or starve in the cold as their control of space allowed them to continue to interdict shipping, rails, roads, etc. and cut their enemy’s territories into smaller isolated areas, with the threat of another Footfall always over their heads. The Fith’p learned the concept of a negotiated surrender, and the business of puppet rulers and allowing humans to operate under their own laws where they did not contradict Fith’p priorities. They expanded as far north as the Congo, and things seemed to be going well… it was a bit of a surprise, really, when a nuclear Orion ship armed to the teeth took off from US territory: the Predecessor cubes hadn’t mentioned such a thing was possible. (Hadn’t mentioned nuclear bomb-powered gamma ray lasers, either: the Predecessors had examined both ideas and considered them not worth the investment.)

************************************************** **

Ten years after Footfall, nine years and some since the Michael intercepted the Thuktun Flishithy in space and forced a surrender in the face of mutual annihilation, the US now has a quarter of a million Fith’p slaves. The word isn’t used, but the Fith’p do not have full citizenship rights, such as being able to protect their intellectual property, decide where they will live or where they will work, and various other things. In many ways they are permanent prisoners of war, and the reconstructed Supreme Court had to come up with a special legal status for them. The Fith’p themselves are fairly accepting of this, since slave status is normal for new Fith’p that have joined a herd by conquest, and their children will be US citizens.

It hasn’t been accepted by a lot of US civil libertarians, who find the situation distinctly immoral, although they face an uphill battle in getting things changed, given the deep hostility of many Americans towards the Fith’p. Over 250,000 Americans died from Fith’p attacks or in the nuclear bombardment which drove them out of Kansas and Nebraska, many more suffered long-term radiation damage, and while the US managed to avoid famine on any real scale, before the Fith’p surrendered and the nation could actually turn its full remaining industrial and scientific capital on feeding the population, most of the country’s population faced shortages, hunger, or at least really boring eating, not to mention cold, lack of water, etc. The exact number of “surplus deaths” from normally avoidable disease, lack of vital medicines, abnormal physical stress, etc. has never been exactly calculated. 

(Of course, compared to say, Indians or Indonesians, what Americans feel is rather mild. India and other Indian Ocean Rim nations continue to call for the extradition of the entire former Fith’p leadership for trial (and execution) and don’t find much sympathy with the US saying it would be seen by “their” Fith’p as a betrayal). 

The US is currently carrying out a major industrial and military buildup in space through the medium of the Fith’p, with solar power satellites and space-based factories and asteroid bases multiplying. Eventually the plan is to gain independence from Fith’p made-hardware, but US construction of D-T fusion drive spaceships has been slowed by engineering difficulties: Fith’p tech is not that much in advance of terrestrial state of the art, but there are still materials and engineering issues requiring the creation of entirely new industries to supply parts and so on. Still, growth is back on track, with the massive Keynsian stimulus of rebuilding war damage (the US finally getting a real motivation to modernize its infrastructure) now being supplemented by the growth of new high-tech industries, cheap power from space, and space construction. The US may not be able yet to build Deuterium-Tritium drive ships quite on the level of the Fith’p (and the Fith’p ships they own are being supplemented only slowly by new Fith’p built ones – it will be another six years before their losses from the war are fully made up), but two new Orion-type ships bristling with Fith’p knock off weapons have been built on a just-in-case basis, and two-thirds of the Fith’p fighter ships have been rebuilt for human pilots. (The original Orion, the Michael, was towed back to Earth by the Thuktun Flishithy, and remains in orbit as a combination museum and training base: having built in a hurry, the complexities of landing it again were not given much priority). 

The Thuktun Flishithy now has more humans – heavily armed ones – on board than Fith’p, the majority of which now live on earth, mostly in “gated communities” near industrial centers and research facilities, under guard by human troops mostly to protect them from bitter victims of the war, and serving to some extent as hostages to those who work in space. At least the mud baths are prime quality. The US government and various “friends of the Fith’p”, many of them in the science fiction community, continues with a TV and increasingly internet (less developed than OTL 2005 due to different priorities) based charm offensive to get people to accept the Fith’p as new Americans, with a fair degree of success – among people who didn’t live in the invasion zone, anyway.

Many Fith’p stuck on Earth want to go into space: it is after all where all non-Sleepers were born and lived their lives, and they are dubious about planets. (Even before the war, there were those who felt that colonizing the solar systems moons, asteroids, etc. would be a better deal than trying to domesticate a bunch of ugly alien groundlings). But the US is reluctant to have too many Fith’p buzzing around the solar system without close human monitoring: American officials may accept the absolute nature of the Fith’p surrender on an intellectual level, but they have trouble feeling it on a gut level.

New technologies, aside from new weapons and propulsion systems, include high-temperature superconductors, a wide variety of new synthetics and new material sciences, working fusion power reactors, at least a two decade jump in computer hardware (the Fith’p are not the most imaginative programmers), very sophisticated closed-cycle ecosystems science, and genetic engineering tech well in advance of OTL 2015 state of art – not enough to, say, give you a pair of working gills, but enough to develop a rich variety of deadly germs and crop-destroying fungi, or on the positive side create rice able to tolerate temperatures ten to twenty Fahrenheit cooler. There is also hibernation tech, but researchers have been slow to start human testing, given that seventy years of cold sleep tends to be hard on the Fith’p body, does nasty things to their skin, and tended to kill those already elderly. 

For the 70 year trip the Fith’p brought along not only elaborate hydroponic farms, but a whole mini-ecosystem, including a variety of decorative and food animals as well as plants, including their odd birds with their neck-canards and upturned-tip wings and trees with leaves like sails or giant banners. A number of these have been successfully bred for zoological parks, and two species of insect-equivalents have prospered enough after escaping captivity to become a pest in certain areas. 

US politics has been stormy since the invasion. President Coffey failed to get much credit for winning the war, having been fairly invisible for security reasons during the building of the Michael, and was persistently haunted by a rumor that he had nearly given away the store to the aliens and had to be overridden by Admiral Carrell. The President vehemently denied this, but the Admiral’s refusal to give a simple yes or no (“The President is my commander-in-chief and as such his authority overrides my own”) fueled the fire, as did President Coffey’s vehement effort to destroy Admiral Carrell’s career without ever giving an adequate answer why: it was probably not surprising he lost the post-war election to a Republican champ of huge military budgets and US supremacy.

The next eight years saw the US lay down the law to the rest of the world: with the Soviets crippled by a civil war as well as Fith’p bombardment, and the US having absolute dominance of the high frontier thanks to the fact that the Fith’p and all their hardware were now under American orders, the rest of the world had largely to suck it up. The Soviet civil war, which rapidly moved to a conclusion once the Fith’p no longer interdicted movement of troops and equipment, ended in a military victory, with a largely neutered Communist Party kept around as a figleaf to avoid the appearance of a pure junta: the KGB was thoroughly purged and replaced by a new military-dominated organization. However, recovery of the various SSRs which had broken off (or simply drifted away while the Fith’p destroyed the capability for internal movement) was nixed by the US, save for here solidly Russian-majority Kazakhstan, loyal Belarus, and never-lost eastern Ukraine. This was not pleasing, but with the Soviet nuclear arsenal largely depleted and the US/Fith’p union being able to shoot down 99% of anything they shot off (and obliterate Russian cities at will) there wasn’t much they could do. The US has also made it clear they will not stand for re-militarization of space by anyone but themselves, and have shot down a couple new Soviet “weather satellites” to underline the point. 

Regime change came to Cuba and Nicaragua, and US predominance in areas from Europe to the Pacific was reaffirmed. However, US predominance proved to have its limits: bombardment from space didn’t help keep third-world governments, and many non-third world, from collapsing from famine and climate disaster and tidal destruction and radical movements from taking control in the wreckage: struggling to feed itself in the Year Without a Summer, the US had little surplus to help out, and sending large numbers of troops abroad to occupy large, chaotic countries was neither popular with an American public wanting to return to normality nor with a military struggling to restore order at home and committed in sizable numbers in central American, the Caribbean, and for a while in much of Mexico. So, ironically, in spite of US “global dominance”, there are at least as many Marxist nations in 2005 as there were before the Fith’p arrived. 

Canada got _really_ cold for a while after Footfall, and the country much north of the US border was largely depopulated for a while: the Yukon essentially lacked anything resembling a government for two years. There has been considerable mutual aid between Canada and the northern US states, leading to something of an Era of Good Feeling in spite of the US administration’s clear tendencies to think of Canada as the US’s hat. Canada has, for its size and GNP, been a major contributor of aid to the many countries devastated in the year after Footfall. 

Europe, as the third major global industrial center, was also heavily targeted by the Fith’p, and suffered harshly from the global weather change, although technological and industrial capacity helped moderate the effects, as in the US, with lots of greenhouses, trees processed for nutrients, etc. Unfortunately there was a bit of a “our people first” attitude in the more developed north, and the Mediterranean countries were hit harder by famine: the fairly recently democratized and still poor countries of Greece and Portugal suffered leftist rebellions as things spiraled downhill, while the Right returned to power in a Spain descending into chaos. Catalonia broke off, and the Basques tried to. In Italy, the south suffered worse than the north, but it was the north, with its powerful Communist party and large industrial population, where the revolution actually succeeded. The eastern Communist regimes collapsed like dominoes, usually replaced by nationalist coalitions, although the Bulgarian Party remained in control until 1999. The European Union however survived, and has revived economically and politically. European gratitude to the US for defeating the Fith’p is still strong, but has cooled a bit due to the US’s very limited sharing of new technology and insistence on indefinite continuation of basing rights in spite of the crippled nature of the Soviets. Eurocommunists haven’t done very well lately, given the collapse of Communism in Eastern Europe, and the rather bad new examples: the Italian regime is mellowing, but Greece has been unpleasant from the start and sheer survival considerations have driven the Portuguese to wackiness. (The rumors about the US arming the Spanish dictatorship in secret are in fact quite true).

The Middle East is a mess, as usual: there has been an Arab Spring, Summer, Fall and Winter again. The religious extremists have taken over in Algeria, the Military in Egypt (which was very lucky the Fith’p ran some mortality projections before deciding whether to smash the Aswan dam or not), while Saddam Hussein (who here avoided the Kuwait woopsie) is still in power and a US ally against an Iran that mass death has only made more radical. Saudi Arabia, which suffered a combined disaster of destroyed oil fields and shipping facilities, mass famine due to weather change and collapse of infrastructure combined with a cutoff of exports, and Islamicist rebellion, has broken into pieces. Morocco is … not doing too badly, actually. 

In Africa, new communist regimes have arisen and others collapsed, the bits of Somalia are the middle ages with AK-47s, and warlord regimes are only now going out of fashion. South Africa went a bit oddly, with some rebellious Fith’p holding on and refusing to join in the surrender, until driven out by US command of space and lavish arming of rebels, who then turned their guns on local rivals: the interaction between the African national congress, the Zulu, the Boers and other whites which had collaborated, and the Boers and other whites which had joined the rebellion, was…messy, leading to the very odd anti-Communist Boer remnant/Zulu alliance, the left-wing-but-not-hardline-Marxist cape-SW Africa union, and the thoroughly nasty People’s Republic of Azania (De Clerk never came to power here, and Mandela died in his cell: Apartheid just kept tightening the screws). Much of east Africa remains a crumbling blanket of dried mud and salt blowing in the wind and covering flattened cities and millions of corpses, a few straggling dirt roads and improvised railroads reaching improvised harbors built with the aid of the US, Europe, Canada, and various international aid organizations. 

Turkmenistan’s leader is as impressively crazy as his gold-statue building OTL equivalent: he has maintained Marxism since it fits the nature of his regime better than mere authoritarianism. 

China was hit hard by the Fith’p attack, famine as bad or worse than Mao’s little effort, chaos, etc. but the Party never lost control of the Chinese heartland to the extent where the US could recognize, say, a “free republic of Canton” (although some regional revolts led hawks to call for this), and lost only peripheral bits. The move towards a capitalist economy was interrupted for some years, but the leadership eventually swallowed their bile and moved back towards a role as supplier of cheap crap to the US and other states. The economy is once again growing fast, although influence in the US economy is substantially less than OTL 2005.

The Indian subcontinent. Oy. At times it’s useful to believe in reincarnation. 

Japan did better than OTL, economically speaking, in the early 90s, and the massive investment in rebuilding post-Fith’p surrender has prevented a descent into recession as OTL. The frankly bungling incompetence of the ruling party’s efforts to deal with the Fith’p attacks and the post-Footfall weather (several million Japanese died of hunger, cold, and disease) has led to the rise of a right-wing splinter faction, which now is the biggest party in the Diet and holds the Prime Minister spot. There is an angry air of Never Again, and a great deal of resentment to the military presence of a triumphal US and tendency to act as if the Japan That Can Say No is once again the US’s Lil’ Asian Sidekick. Japan is (cautiously) funding a major research program in high-power laser weapons and other missile interceptor tech – for self-defense purposes only, of course, and those rumors about secret tech exchanges with the Soviets are of course mere Korean propaganda. 

Australia and New Zealand are to some extent US dependencies, and are happy for any help with reconstructing their economies. New Zealand is slowly rebuilding its sheep flocks, most of its sheep having been eaten during the hard times after Footfall, while the current Australian government insists that the Perth Reconstruction Project doesn’t conceal a massively corrupt deal between said government and a conglomerate of US corporations. Indonesia has (mostly) pulled itself together: the US is not quite sure whether to support or deny the current dictatorship in its ambitions to regain its lost territories. The enlarged Papuan state is supported by Australia (which has never really like the Indonesians that much) and its government is lobbying the US hard for protection. The Republic of Sulawesi is probably too unknown to Americans to have much of a chance.

The US has recently seen the Presidency return to the Democrats, partly due to a split in the Republicans between those who felt that the country needed continued rebuilding and investment and those who felt things were fine now and it was time to get back to smaller non-military budgets and cutting taxes on the rich. The new President is hoping to patch up US relations with the Soviets and other states somewhat put out by the former administrations “we rule, you drool” attitude, and to brings some of the US’s closer allies into a partnership to develop space, which has already led to accusations of him planning to give away the US’s technological advantage. The President however feels that US technological superiority, derived from Fith’p tech, can only be temporary whatever the US does: once other nations know what is possible, they will duplicate it in time, and US total dominance will only be maintainable if the US is willing to drop asteroids of its own on its competitors heads. He has bigger plans: he wants to start humanity on the way to the stars. The Fith’p dropped the ramjet that had brought them from the Centauri system when they braked into the solar system, and it is now lost in deep space: they had done this not merely because it would be a huge fuel expense to brake its mass as well (it was), but also so they could keep the tech secret as a bargaining chip. There is no more bargaining, all Fith’p tech secrets belong to the USA, but building a new ramjet will be a massive, more-than-manhattan-project scale projects, even without the expenses of building a starship able to keep its crew alive across decades of space travel. The first human starship should not be a US project, but a global one, and should represent all of humanity.


************************************************** **

Light years away, the Fith’p homeworld spins. A warmer, wetter world than Earth – closer to its sun – it is also a one nation world. After the unification of the great powers which had built the Thuktun Flishithy, the few remaining small independents were soon rounded up. The global society is peaceable, lawful, and quite oppressive – the Herdmasters have the Predecessor blocks which said what went wrong last time, and they have no intention of letting that happen. The world must remain unified, resources must be self-sustaining, reproduction regulated for zero population growth. Cities are massive and dense to spare wilderness and farmland – the Fith’p don’t mind so much, they like crowds. The ecosystem is somewhat thin on diversity and heavy in weed species – the legacy of the Predecessor era, in which many gaps were left which three million years of evolutionary radiation have not yet filled. In spite of many calls for large-scale space colonization, off-planet settlements remain small and heavily automated: they exist for resource extraction and production of necessary goods, not for those desirous of large families. Any space colony that grows too large might become a focus of rebellion and the creation of a new, separate herd. This is not to be allowed. The Fith’p people must be preserved, and the planet kept safe from attack from outside.

The leadership is worried. There are few Predecessor stone monoliths left. Once antimatter creation and manipulation and the more sophisticated forms of cybernetics and near-AI systems are mastered, there will be no new technology: the Fith’p are now approaching the final technological level of the Predecessors. A largely hidden search project is under way, hunting for more advanced technology described on stones placed on distant Moons and asteroids, but it has proven futile so far. What will happen to Fith’p science once the Predecessors no longer have any knowledge to give? 

And then there is the other solar system. Some decades ago the first radio signals, the loud calls of the terrestrial military’s most powerful radar, were detected. Apparently the other solar system was further advanced than early inspection had indicated. Would the Traveler Herd achieve victory, or would they be defeated and forced into an alien herd? And if the aliens could do that – what was to prevent them from duplicating the Thuktun Flishithy and returning to conquer the home world? In the century since its departure, Fith’p technology had progressed, but not at any great speed. And while joining an alien herd might have its advantages, and traditionally going belly up to the stronger was simply a fact of life – could the aliens be, well, alien? Lacking the traditions of the Predecessors, would they have the wisdom to preserve the world? Or might they destroy it? Slower than light probes have been dispatched: they will pass close enough to the Solar system to pick up the feeble messages of radio and television, but not so close that they will be detected as they fly by. The first signals will arrive in a decade or so. 



The Predecessors did not die out, not entirely. Some survived in space. And after three million years, they have undergone evolutionary radiation.
Some of their descendants are no longer sapient. Others are extinct. Some have evolved to the point where they have moved to other dimensions more convenient for the shopping and such. And a few still hang around, in the spaces between. They on occasion look in on their accidental heirs. Not long ago, they gave some hunter-gatherer upright apes a little tweak, and quite recently a little prod to the descendants of those apes when they started wondering if the planets moved when angels weren’t pushing them.

After all, if their accidental heirs reached Earth and the most advanced weapon they encountered was the pointy stick, what would they learn? 

174. Where the Evil Dwells

A map and scenario expanding a bit on the world described in Clifford D. Simak's novel, "Where the Evil Dwells" (All rights estate of Clifford Simak, this ain't for profit, etc.)

The Wild Ones – the many-shaped almost-people and strange beasts of the forests, the mountains, the deserts, and the swamps, of deep caves mysterious green mounds, had been around, as far as anyone knew, as long or longer as humanity, but their origin always was disputed: there had always been a view that they were a separate and perhaps inferior creation, springing from a different source than humanity and the more common beasts of farm and field and woodland.  According to some, they had been let into the world from elswere long ago by the folly of ancient wizards seeking beyond the ends of the Earth: according to others, they had been created as a plague upon mankind by evil, ancient Gods.

The relation between humans and the Wild Ones had often been tense and prone to violence, but a sort of grudging co-existence had been the norm until after the days of Jesus and the founding of the Roman Empire. Growth in human population, the cutting down of forest to build farms, the increasing hostility of the Christian church, which took the refusal of the Wild Ones to come out of the woods and kneel before God’s altar as a sign they were those tares to be put to the fire, the turning of the Wild Ones to strange and ugly new forms of worship in response to an increased sense of human threat and hostility – there were multiple factors driving tensions to a new level.

In the early fourth century tensions boiled over, and open war broke out between humanity and the Wild Ones. Europe was soaked in blood, and distant reports of other great battles against Wild Folk of alien sorts came from the reaches of Asia. The Wild Ones were fighting on two main fronts, so to speak, against the somewhat gone-to-seed but still strong Romans and against the Germanic folk of the north and Scandinavia, who while not Christian still saw the Wild Ones as unnatural, servants of Loki and Hel, among the enemies that would fight Odin/Wotan/Woden/whoever when Ragnarok came.

In the end, after a series of defeats (in Europe and Hither Asia it was said one in two of the Wild Ones had vanished, banished from the world by a great and holy saint – others said a wizard/wizards did it, or maybe saints and wizards working together) the Wild Ones were driven from human lands, but rallied with their backs to the wall, forming a stubborn defensive posture across the center of Europe. If Christendom and the Pagan north had truly cooperated, it is said, the Wild Ones – or the Evil Ones, as increasingly they were known in Christian lands – could have been defeated once and for all, but the followers of Christ and of Wotan did not trust each other, and in their secret hearts the leaders of Rome and the Church thought it a fine thing to have the Evil Ones form a barrier between Christendom and the bloody heathens of the North. And so, things stayed.

It is now the year of Our Lord 1982, although the exact date is disputed by many. Technology has advanced slowly to late medieval levels, and the printing press exists, but science is nonexistent, save in the peculiar researches of some Wizards, in as much as that can be called science. The oppressive, censorious hand of the Imperial state and Church, combined with a new great eruption from what is now simply called “The Evil”, strangled the feeble shoots of this world’s equivalent of the Renaissance.  Gunpowder is a closely guarded Chinese secret, the Guns of the Golden Empire warding off both steppe barbarians in the north and the Asian versions of the Wild Ones/Evil Ones to the south. The Americas remain undiscovered, although that may soon change.

The Empire remains the greatest power west of the Golden Empire, although there has been some decay. The economy is shaky, and population densities are high, with little land for second sons: if it weren’t for some magical and theoretically-Church-banned-but-generally-studiously-ignored contraception techniques, society would be pushing hard against the Mathusian limit. Most of Mesopotamia is back in the hands of the latest incarnation of Persia. The now thoroughly Greek-speaking East has grown distant from the Latin far west, and local strong men largely run things in the Empire’s name, while Lusitain has become an essentially independent vassal on the level of the Berbers of Mauretania or Georgia, the Warden of the Mountain Passes. (Of course, there are further sub-divisions: southern Gaul is considered a pretty barbarous place by Byzantine officials dispatched there, but they in turn consider themselves as highly cultured, and the  northern marches with the Evil as little better than Britain)  Still, the notion of the Empire as civilization itself remains strong, and nobody really wants to break it up: and while locals handle minor eruptions and clashes along the borders, when the Evil as a whole grows restive the Empire sends its legions to bolster local forces, and the Legions are still considered the finest troops in the world, or at least west of China and its clearly sorcerous weapons.

Speaking of Sorcery, magic is used by both humans and the Evil. Wizards and witches of various levels of power exist as a society slightly separate from the nonmagical masses. The most powerful can do things like call down the lightening on their enemies, but this sort of thing is rather exhausting, and an exhausted wizard is as stabbable as anyone else. More consistently useful effects can be created by “craftsman mages”, who can create magical items or golems which can perform superhuman acts as needed. Some have found ways to animate trees to move and fight on their behalf (again, with the use of previously constructed magical artifacts, not waving of the hands), and others can create barriers that the Evil cannot cross.

As wielders of power outside the normal channels of the state and Church, they are looked upon with suspicion by the authorities, and at times may be expelled from one province or Exarchate or another, and face substantial prejudice from those who suspect them of working with the Evil or the devil. On the other hand, the Church holds, unlike OTL, that there is “natural” magic which is not inherently evil, as well as “holy” magic accessible to saints, so being a witch or wizard does not come with an automatic label of Satan-worshipper. They are also simply too useful to dispense with, like European Jews before the commercial revolution, and unlike medieval Jews, can be individually powerful enough that few will try to lynch one without the army behind them, or at least an extremely large mob. In some places, like Alexandria, they are accepted if somewhat disliked part of everyday life: in others, especially in the “semi-barbarian” exarchates of the west, they are rarely seen, and while some people in their ignorance spin all sorts of ghoulish tales about them, others who have never seen a powerful wizard or witch at work think magic is simply some sort of elaborate con.

The more intellectual sorts of wizards are rather frustrated that magic as an art does not seem to be progressing – indeed, it may be retrogressing, in that most of the greatest wizards of history are just that – history. The trouble is that magic remains quite poorly understood and non-systematic, mostly being a compilation of “what works” with no real understanding in most cases. A small class of genuine “magical researchers” has emerged, struggling to find a systematic basis for it, but their efforts are hampered by the tendency of most wizards and witches to hog useful knowledge to themselves, and efforts to create a magical “community of letters” are hampered by the fact that you really don’t want to be sending theoretical spells by the regular (unreliable) postal system, and that the witch or wizard you are corresponding with may just be trying to steal your secrets rather than contribute anything useful.

Another, little known sort of magic, is bardic or musical magic: bards and their power are greatly respected in the pagan North, and still have a high repute in the British isles, but are rather looked down upon by the wizards and witches of the Empire, and many people are highly dubious about their effectiveness in the case where swords and steel and Greek Fire are needed. In fact, some bards can indeed charm the savage breast with their music, and one great troubadour of southern Gaul actually lived among the Evil for a number of years, charming great multitudes into harmlessness with his music, until he was finally murdered by a stone-deaf ogre.

The Church remains powerful and unified: the power of Holy Magic (there actually are certain people of exceptional spiritual power whose designation as Saints by the Church really does seem appropriate), fabulous wealth, and width and age of its institutions has allowed it to emerge from under the shadow of the Emperor and retain a certain degree of independence – the Empire is not “Caesaropapist” in the Byzantine sense, although there is no all-powerful Pope either, and councils held by the chief Patriarchs and Bishops of the Empire are the ultimate source of Church authority. Admittedly, the power of the Church increases the further one is from Constantinople: while the Patriarch of Constantinople defers to the Emperor, the head of the Church in Eire is the one authority that can ride herd over the squabbling kingdoms and sub-kingdoms of Eire.

Church authority is greatly enhanced by the fact that souls are something which is “scientifically” demonstrable as existing: very real ghosts and hauntings exist and require exorcisms, while some powerful sorcerers have successfully trapped souls in magic crystals (something punishable by an extremely gruesome execution under Church law, BTW).  People who die in fear and pain, in violence and unshriven by the Church often remain trapped as spirits, and require the aid of spiritually advanced Church folk and occasionally actual saints to move on (spirits of those who die far from human habitations in places such as where the Wild Ones/Evil dwells may remain trapped for a long time). The Church prefers people not dwell on the fact that specialized wizards and witches can also help spirits move on, and downright denies rumors that people in non-Christian Asia and the still-Pagan north have their own spiritual powers which can aid spirits move on – Shaman-Priests in the north, Gurus in India, Enlightened Masters in China, etc.

It is said that the spirits of great wizards and saints still dwell close to the Earthly realm and can at times when called by upon by great wizards break the barrier between death and life to create magics greater than any single living saint or mage can perform. (This is not exactly Church orthodoxy: according to the Church the spirits of Saints can reach out from heaven to create miracles when called upon by living recognized saints of the Church (or important Church officials, ignore that wizard in the corner).

The identity between “Rome” and “Christendom” remains strong, and the Church is less interested in converting outsiders by force or missionary activity, although they have no problems with saints or charismatic preachers who travel beyond the borders of the empire to spread the faith. Britain (and with it, Norway, whose kings had more men and more tax revenues in Britain than in Scandinavia) was lost and regained for the faith, and there are Christian states (if often unfortunately heterodox) in west Africa, and Ethiopia has been Christian for ages, and western Arabia for over a millennium. Rumor holds of Christian communities of great size in India and the Golden Empire of China, and imperial geographers have been putting Prebster John’s Kingdom at varying locations on the map for centuries. The Church is also generally more tolerant of non-Christians, as long as they don’t try to convert people to their faith: there still remain a few pockets of old-style pagans in the backwoods here and there, although Wotanists generally are not tolerated due to their supposed human-sacrificing ways. Jews also are tolerated, if kept under certain legal restrictions. (They are not a numerous people, there being no great tolerant reservoirs like the OTL Polish republic – many have immigrated to more tolerant, or at least more indifferent lands in further Asia, and vanished among the multitudes). [1]

The Wild Ones – now simply and collectively known as the Evil – are the dark side of the world, the Other, the menace. Their lands shrink and grow over the centuries as human states wax and wane in strength, but never have been eliminated. There are countless types and forms, although these vary with location: the Evil of Europe differ from those of Asian mountains and jungles, and in turn differ from those of the African wastes. Most form a sort of “people”, in the sense of being able to talk and reason, but there are also a number of beasts that are considered part of the Evil, due to an ability to cooperate with other kinds vs. humans, or due to sheer oddness. Common sorts include ogres, a foot taller than men and twice as wide, barbed tails a-dangle behind, fanged, clawed, and offensively naked: trolls, hairy, snaggle-fanged, with an obsession for bridges and an occasional appreciation for pockets: imps, brownies and gnomes, twisted little men, the riff-raff of the Evil’s armies, leg-stabbers and murderers of the badly wounded: harpies, with twisted human faces and claws and fangs that carry deadly infections; fairies, nasty little creatures who fly in “shoals” on insect wings and stab people with little thorns like wasp stings; pixies and sprites, larger and with a tendency to lead people into swamps and bogs;  dragons, great flying man-eating lizards large enough to carry off cows and horses which fortunately do not actually breathe poison. Some have nasty magical abilities, notably elves, fairies, and goblins, the toad-like swamp goblin being a particularly unpleasant creature. Mostly it’s illusion of one sort or another, although a few can twist time and space to make a short walk seem to last for days or trap one in a wood. (Fortunately, some of the very worst kinds were banished by a saint/wizard/wizardsaints/whatever). Fairies are fond of spoiling ale and beer and curdling milk.

In the east, nearer to the Balkans, one finds satyrs and cyclopes, which are essentially one-eyed, plus-sized ogres.

A few species are considered part of the Evil while not actually getting along with other members: unicorns, which will kill almost any non-virgin sapient beings which get too close, (not fairies, for some reason: unicorns tolerate them and they in turn dote upon the unicorns) are the best known. Another is the ghoul, sharp fanged and slack mouthed, with glowing eyes and dark hair greasy with unmentionable stuff, an almost mindless creature of pure appetite which even ogres find distasteful.

Aside from the elves and some sorts of gnomes and goblins, which have underground burrow societies (glamour makes them look lovely, but don’t be fooled: it’s nasty), most of the Evil live with very few civilized accoutrements, although they may erect stones to their vague and shadowy gods. Many do not have any real tool-making skills, and indeed in battle several species, including ogres and trolls, disdain the use of any weapons more advanced than a sturdy club or just some choice throwing rocks, depending on their superhuman strength and ferocity in battle against humans. Goblins and others have copper and stone knives and spears, while elves avoid direct combat, preferring to use spells and to pepper humans with their cursed stone arrowheads from behind cover (the ogres and the elves mutually despise eachother).

The lands of the Evil are not entirely devoid of humans. In times of peace, human travelers with a glib tongue and a harmless appearance may cross the land with only minor harassment as long as they don’t run into things like dragons or unicorns. Traders and peddlers  can pass through on certain accepted routes because they bring useful goods, news and gossip. Some with medical skills, especially magical medical skills, are tolerated as permanent inhabitants: the Evil may have magic, but very little of it is of a healing sort. There are always some people trying to convert the Evil, although the Church discourages it nowadays as certain unshriven death: most die quickly, but some are kept around because they amuse the Evil. Also, some are employed as caretakers: while most of the Evil care little for human treasures, there are many who loot simply because they know humans appreciate these things and will be unhappy if they take them (goblins do have a fondness for shiny things, as do dragons): in some cases, rather than throw treasures in a hole, they have some enslaved humans in an old church or villa to take care of them and keep them clean and shiny.

Of course, this is in peaceful times: at times, the Evil seems overtaken by a furious madness, war with the human lands breaks out, and the only humans who can survive in the lands of the Evil without hiding are the personal slaves of strong members of the Evil, and even they are at risk.

The Church holds the Evil have no souls. This is a matter of debate between Witches and Wizards: it is a fact that nobody has ever seen or heard from the ghost of an ogre, elf, or fairy, and no wizard has managed to catch the soul of a member of the Evil in a crystal. Of course, they rarely have an opportunity to experiment.

Aside from the Evil, there are other intelligences in the world. One of the most curious are the people known as the Knurly Folk, an ancient breed of men which now exist only in a few mountain refuges, although some are scattered about Europe working as soldiers for hire or woodland guides. Where they live they generally still pursue a mostly hunter-gatherer lifestyle (although they may maintain groves of fruit and nut trees) and their knowledge of nature and the wilderness is unparalleled. They are generally looked upon as strange and a touch magical, but not evil – they are, in fact, old enemies of the Evil themselves, and are known as doughty fighters against its many-shaped representatives. They are, they claim, a folk older than the Evil, who inhabited the world before modern-type people ever existed and before the Evil appeared (they say such things only to those they can trust, since the Church frowns on claims of the world existing long before the creation of mankind). Although putting on a show of faith in Christ when among Christians, and Valhalla when among Wotanists, the Knurly Folk are generally non-religious: they have seen Gods, and didn’t like them much.

The Knurly men and women are broad, long armed, almost neckless, muscular, sloping browed and with prominent brow ridges – what we would call Neanderthals, basically. This identity is unclear given the magical nature of their world – they appear to have been around rather longer than their equivalent in our world, and they are extremely long lived, some living a thousand years or more. The Knurly Folk never grow old and weak and senescent: when they die, they do so in full possession of their faculties. They also possess a sort of ancestral memory: at times of need, secret wisdoms and techniques known by their remote ancestors can be recalled.

Older still, older perhaps than animal life more advanced than insects, are the Elementals, creatures born of Earth and decay, in the soil of damp places where vegetable and animal matter rot and combine with the Earth. Purposeless, random, ancient, they despise intelligent life, including, some say, themselves.  Normally merging with the humus or swamp ooze, they take form as vaguely humanoid but largely shapeless masses of mold and soil, animal bones and twigs, slime and rot. Paralyzing their victims with an incredible stink and a powerful aura of hate and evil, they mutilate their victims with teeth and claws made of chips of bone and stone: if the victims survive (extreme terror-shock, uncontrollable vomiting adds to the effect of injuries) they soon perish from the festering of their wounds. Some people are more resistant to the stink and the aura than others and can break free, but the best thing to do is run: if you catch one by surprise you can smash an elemental to pieces, but they will sprout from the earth again before long, and it may gather any others in the neighborhood to come seeking revenge, while the pure aura of hatred a group of them can generate can kill by itself. Fortunately, running water is a barrier to them, and they cannot travel many miles from where they are born. Never numerous, they are rare nowadays, their habitat shrunken by the plow and ax,  and slain by wizards when they find them, and are hardly seen outside the lands of the Evil as often as once in a blue Moon.

Whether the Elder Ones pre-exist the Elementals is unknown. They ruled the world in the early days of the Knurly Folk, but were already fading: their power rises and falls in aeon-long cycles, and they may have ruled the world in previous aeons. The Elder Ones come in many kinds, or perhaps there is only one kind that comes in countless forms. There are the things which come as black sucking tornadoes from the skies, the things that slither and have no front or back end, the things that slobber and drool, the things that gibber things that cause insanity if you listen. The things with many glowing, golden eyes,  the things which chitter in the corners, the things which scamper on hooves, the things that purr like a million cats as large as elephants.

They are all the Elder Ones, the things from the furthest reaches of beyond, now weak or perhaps simply far away, waiting to build again. Beware the ancient places of their temples, because time and space can be confused in such places, and a temple now tumbled stone may appear whole for a few hours, and those foolish enough to enter may find the entrance passages oddly moved around, and discover rooms with indefinitely distant walls, where the darkness glows a poisonous green and the chittering and gibbering and purring grow louder. If this is the case, you had better have a master wizard on hand, or a Knurly Man or Woman, for they may remember the ancient magical chants of protection from an age of awful darkness. They cannot destroy or permanently banish the Elder Ones, but they can undo the twisting of time and space and send the dead past back to where it belongs.

They wait, and their patience is endless, humanity a mere mayfly of the moment. They do hold grudges, though, and they hold one against the Evil, which aeons ago stole some of their secrets to escape their service. Some of the Evil now wish for the assistance of the Elder Ones, and try to worship them in their own crude way, fumbling ancient mostly-forgotten rites. The Elder Ones neither forget, not forgive, and care not for their worship. Using what influence over them they still have, they occasionally stir the Evil to near-mindless violence, like humans disturbing an ant nest for their amusement. When they return, the Evil, if humanity has not wiped them out themselves by that time, will be the first to be swept away…

[1] There are in fact some Jews in the Wotanist lands, but they’re considered weirdoes and unclean by more orthodox Jews in the empire – they tend to be heavily represented in the warrior bands and associations that patrol the borders with the Evil and occasionally raid into it, the Wotanists feeling that Valhalla isn’t picky about anyone willing to fight the enemies of Mankind to the death. What sort of Jews would feel pride in being reportedly more vicious than a drunken Finn?

175. A Different Ocean

A map for Goliath-Map's Polynesian-Punk scenario. goliath-maps.deviantart.com/ar…  



Here's Goliath's writeup (Minor changes done here and there, mostly to the "sunken mountaintops" concept, which I had trouble making visually interesting as is. Kudos to Marcus Sergius, whose map on Ah.com helped me determine borders for the "shallows." )

The round globe of Earth is full of water. Over 90% of it is covered in the Ocean. The 10% that humans live on, is stretched thin- From the far eastern isle of Rapa Nui (settled and resettled by multiple peoples after various false-starts to civilization) to the Buka Islands (OTL Mariana Islands) stands thousands of tiny islands- each with distinct cultures and languages, and maintaining distinct polities even as greater contact has allowed for wars of conquest and alliances of mutual benefit. Further west, the two "dry" landmasses of the world stand as extremely alien to Island-based observers, both for their physical strangeness and for the cultural distinctiveness of their peoples; Gunda'i (Australia) is a vast, extremely arid land with outsider settlers populating the coasts, mixed states in between, and purely Aboriginal peoples of varying organization in the vast interior. Tora (Papua New Guinea) is filled with mountains and jungles, still largely undisturbed by Polynesian-inspired state-building activity; almost half the world's languages are found here. At the Southern and the Northern fringes of the World stand two alien, yet rising giants- the Hawai'ians and the Maori. Further around the world stand various peaks which, depending on the tide, sometimes are submerged (the Rockies, Andes, Alps, etc.). The more-often exposed peaks of the Himalayas are still semi-mythical in the courts of Tonga.
[The current year in the Gregorian Calendar is 4451 A.D. ]
Geopolitically things are a bit complicated. The most advanced state-building has come in waves emanating from Tonga and Samoa, and the many islands which have both been conquered by them, and at times fight back. Though linked by common practices, this stretch of the open sea stands resembles simultaneously the warring stats of the Ancient Aegean and the European Union of the OTL 21st. Highly interconnected, and in modern terms relatively equitable in terms of wealth (both between Islands and within them) the 'Inner Islands' are almost synonymous with civilization itself.
*Noting at this point, that while Island often is synonymous with 'polity' this is not always the case, even for smaller islands*
Though this world is, compared to many others, relatively void of major awe-inspiring emperors- instead, having a system where individual islands send tribute to momentarily more powerful islands (often times to multiple other islands) but are left very wholly to their own devices- there is one empire which needs mentioning. The Ancient Tongans are regarded by all, even perhaps grudgingly by their long-time enemies in Burebasaga (the islands of Viti and Vanua, a.k.a. Fiji - not always a poltically united people, but linguistically and culturally one of the great cultures within the Inner Islands) as a great forerunner to civilization. Ancient Tongan music and dance, storytelling, and a proto-writing logography used for trade between disparate peoples fill much of the islands (most places now have their own fully functional writing systems, but a huge variety of scripts has kept this writing as a Lingua Franca, although recently Hawai'ian and Maori are also contenders). The Classical Tongue (a constructed language based on ancient Tongan with Verb-Subject-Object word order) is still used by poets and those of dignified lineages throughout the Tongan influenced zone. By around OTL 2000 A.D., the Tongans exploded across much of central Polynesia with a campaign of organized state-building. Though in centuries their empire collapsed, it was perhaps the only time in the history of this world in which hugely diverse peoples existed in a single provincial frame-work. Today, the Tongans fight over the legacy of this empire with other claimants, such as the Samoans and Tuvaluans (people whose modern languages are descended from Tongan, albeit with some pre-Tongan influences).
*The current year, 3969 A.D, is known throughout the Inner Islands as the 123rd year of the 6th Age (or simply 6:123) with 492 year long Ages going back to 1376 A.D., the mythical formation of the Empire of Tonga.*
Tributary ties and overlapping confederations of islands are helped in their quests to build and manage a global economy by the fact that ships increasingly haul along solar-powered panel boats behind them. Solar-powered ships still have a tendency to catch fire- meaning that traditional (i.e. man-power) based ocean crossing teams still are in demand, but therein too boats and oars have gotten better and are even now coated in rubbers from Tora. The compass too, and a more water-resistant though costlier paper have been major boons to the world. Ships' abilities to go longer distances has shaken things up; smaller islands which previously existed mainly as way-point stations have specialized in other economies and produce something meaningful to trade. At least general food exports' increase means now that more and more islands do not have to be self-sufficient in food production, though this remains considerably more of an issue than in our world. More than a few times has civilization gotten off to a false start a la Easter Island thanks to Malthusian populations quickly overreaching their carrying capacity. The days of forcible and grotesque measures however, are gone though there are still some islands where tradition dictates that only Eunuchs can become Nobles and Chieftains. Throughout the seas, multiple ruins of ancient civilizations can be found, inspiring wonder and poetry and sometimes even worship.
As one heads east of Tuamotu, the smaller islands out up to Rapa Nui may not be as big of players in a larger sense, but are considered part of the Inner Islands' cultural sphere.
Rather west of the Inner Islands, Joxu (New Caledonia) lies at the edges of what Inner Islanders find culturally acceptable. Settled by Tongans and Burebasagans over the centuries (over a solid bed of native slave labor), Joxu retains Cannibalism and intra-societal warfare and in the view of the Inner Islanders is barely acceptable. Its chieftains are funded though, by wealthy bankers and given rubber for their armies (jungle and sea and weapons oh my!) for the buffer it provides to the lands further south. 
During the decline of the initial Tongan Empire, an agricultural breakthrough in the Southern Islands of Ikamai and Wapanu (New Zealand's Northern and Southern island, respectively) lead to rapid population increases unsustainable in the long term. As such, while Tongan-inspired attempts at island-wide confederation were still in their infancy, large settler projects sprang up on other islands as Maori peoples invaded and enslaved the locals. The most successful of these have been those in Makuowhito (Tasmania) and the coasts of Gunda'i (already having a few lonely Inner Islander traders sailing around). Although still speaking a fairly uniform Maori language (albeit with noticeable phonetic differences) geographic separation and the fact that large state-building first took placeafter Maori settlement has resulted in local identities cementing (the last centuries' efforts by now more stable Ikamai and Wapanu to reclaim some of these peoples on the basis of 'shared Maori kinship' has resulted in the Settler Maori states being pushed deeper into contact and cooperation with the large but thinly populated Aboriginal states.
The divided Maori claim relatively unanimously that rulers ought to rule over people rather than lands, though they can't agree on who is the ruler of the Maori. While the Inner Islands see themselves as an ever-expanding zone of civilization brought about by acceptance of shared norms, the Maori peoples have come to see themselves in starkly racial terms (which has brought about nastiness on Gunda'i as bad as anything the British ever did to the Aborigines). Rather more defined than the various cults of deities in the Inner Islands (but still a fairly unorganized religion by our worlds' standards) the Maori religion is also a defining feature. The Maori and Inner Islanders remain convinced that their opinion on cremation is final (namely, the Maori believe that cremation is necessary for an individual to go to heaven, whereas the Inner Islanders mostly believe it creates ghosts). The clans and extended village-era patrimonial and matrimonial lineages of the Maori have kept some connection between them, even as they sail further and further away and assimilate into various other cultures. Increasingly, their beautiful tattoos are calligraphy, inscribing member in particular clans and writing one's own name as well as offering praise to particular gods or whales.
Gunda'i stands apart from the sea. Larger than all other landmasses put together, the non-Maorized interior feels like a different world. In a world without Horses, Cows, or anything to pull like an ox, and where technological advancement has been centered on sea-going attempts, cross-continental travel is essentially on food and without roads. A general gradient of peoples, beginning with purely outsiders (mainly Maori, with a few Inner Islanders and some gourd-clad Torans (New Guineans), to mixed lands (generally run by the 'outsiders', and finally the desert interior being made up with almost exclusively Aborigines. While the Maori (aside from a few settlers attempting to gain entry into the Inner Islands' cultural grouping) generally detest the Tongans et al on religious and purity reasons, the Gunda'i Aborigines are hated even moreso. In a world where the first Maori settlers were themselves pre-state societies, Aborigines still make sometimes as high as 30% of the Maori coasts, and are at worst treated as expendable slaves, and at best treated as un-educatable tattoo-less primordial race outside of polite society (Maori concepts of 'King= person who takes care of a particular 'race' ' rather than 'King= person who takes care of the residents of a particular area' having brought ill-effects, though some Maori Chieftains see the Aborigines as a sick people deserving care). One comparatively bright spot is 'Nunaru', the growing 'republic' of the South-western corner of Gunda'i which, despite speaking a Maori language, has been far enough away from Ikamai and Wapanu to avoid absorbing some of the racial and religious ideas coming out recently, and is ruled nowadays by mixed-race Merchants.
The absence of cows, horses, or goats in this world does leave Dogs, Chickens, Pigs, and in Gunda'i, the Dingo. All of those are, in the islands, much more expensive and rarer than OTL however, so fish is still the most common meat. A bigger problem (but ironically sometimes a health benefit) is a lack of wheat or corn (and the scarcity of rice). Bananas, Sugar Cane, Yams, Taro, and Breadfruit make up most diets. One simply must try a Tuvaluan Fried Dog & Breadfruit soup.
A bigger impact of a lack of animal labor, has meant simultaneously a greater reliance on slavery, and more efforts (often by slaves themselves) to develop mechanical pulley systems to move heavier things like boats into place. With slavery more a necessity, there are substantial codes of conduct for the rights of slaves and even venerable religious traditions which dictate proper relations with slaves, but the practice largely is only limited by the availability of slaves. In the Inner Islands, there are various forms of slavery, with varying levels of rights and in some cases the ability to renounce one's master. In some places this slavery has become almost egalitarian in principle; in Samoa the Big Chieftain is theoretically the slave of the Lesser Chieftains who are theoretically the slaves of the Merchant Middle Class. Only amongst the Maori (who consider it shameful to rely on the work of non-Maori) is slavery a rarity (nevertheless there too it is present). 
Within the interior of Gunda'i, a the domains of the descendents of an Aboriginal Warrior-Prophet, promising liberation to Aborigines (but ironically preaching a religion that was essentially the Maori one transposed to a different racial identity) has been gaining size recently, and has made some Maori rulers fearful of the Aborigines for the first time in centuries (though for now is held at bay). Such Aborigines have produced wonderful mystical musings on the nature and meaning of the universe. 
More successful at developing locally, with some emulation of the Inner Islands, have been the still quite exotic cultures of islands such as Istabul (Guadalcanal) and Malamweimwei (Malaita) in what in our world would be called the Solomon Islands. Known for their frizzy blonde hair, bright bird feather caps, and (amongst their chieftains) sending their young to study in the Inner Islands, the peoples of these islands have, along with many of the Inner Islands, built trading posts on the coasts of Tora, and much of Tora has been influenced by the Inner Islands by way of the Solomon Islands (though as with Gunda'i a substantial interior remains as pre-state). Even a few Maori have made it up to Tora.
An oddity in the world, O'iku (the Hawaiian Islands, from the Hawai'ian phrase 'there are 7,' referring to the major islands) is united under what in our world would be considered an Emperor. Although invaded over the years by more technologically advanced groups from the Inner Islands, O'iku has, rather like Post-reconquista Spain, forcibly cleansed itself of some of the more obvious remnants of the Inner Islands (though the Emperor promises the remaining Samoans protection, provided they speak good Hawai'ian), and returned to isolationism, distrustful of trade ships since the Samoans first came as traders. In a world where gunpowder is largely absent, one of the few technological edges O'iku has held onto is better cannon building. Some limited human sacrifice is present (just enough to scare off foreigners) but O'iku is also fairly egalitarian- the complex tribal lines of clans and castes felt in various degrees throughout much of the world is notably absent here (Inner Islanders' invasions rendering them a moot point that has largely been forgotten). Comedy, in a poetic and philosophic tradition of mockery of human banality, is regarded as a high art form here. Though eager to avoid contact with others, a sole delegation from Tarawa (in OTL Kiribati) is allowed into O'iku. O'ikuan writing seems to be the only writing system not at least in part derived from ancient Tongan writing, and was at one time phonetic (though sound changes having outpaced spelling reform has ended that).
Various metals are in use, principally in the Inner Islands and Maori lands. Bronze working is old old old, and Iron is still having its time in the sun, along with rarer more refines steels (with, in general, as many materials built out of non-metals as possible). Science, in the forms that it exists, is still principally concerned about two things; 1) feeding enough people, and 2) preventing disease. The 'scientist' role is, in the Inner Islands, largely conducted by Priests and Eunuchs (though in Maori and Hawai'ian societies Merchants fill in that role), run from academic colleges, temples of the Supreme Creator, and government buildings, and has yet to get into areas such as cosmology or physics (though such facts as the roundness of the earth and chemical properties of water have been accidentally stumbled upon- there are not necessarily agreed upon by all however). Telescopes have leaned themselves to microscopes and so small-scale biology (i.e., the mechanics of natural selection and the workings of genetics) is understood on a rudimentary level as well. The elaborate cosmology of multiple words, each composed of round droplets of water, is still largely taken for granted.
Solar power, still rickety and seen as a bit ugly, is driving technological change forward. (Guano-fueled boats exist too, but as an additional supplement. Steam is largely unused, and flat out petroleum-run engines will change the game up dramatically once discovered). It is a bit of a scarier world geopolitically speaking- the sea is big and there's always a bigger fish that could swallow smaller minnows (or in more literal terms, haul off some of its peoples as captive slaves). Increasingly, the cultures of the Inner Islands have become more familiar and sometimes even comfortable with one another- the danger they pose to one another diminishes in comparison to take of outsiders. The technological and political organization that the Inner Islanders used to believe would naturally extend across the seas seems to have ended. The old categorization of "various races' intelligence as inversely proportional to the size of their island," as one Polymath from the Pitcairn Islands put it, seems out of date in a world where the various Chiefdoms of Burebasaga can individually out-produce Tonga, where the sheer size of O'iku in the North and Ikamai & Wapanu in the South makes their world domination only a matter of unity (in the case of the Maori) or willpower (in the case of the Hawai'ians), and where the legends of strange jungle and desert kingdoms abound in sea-less Tora and Gunda'i. Not only any of those foreign peoples numerically overpower the Inner Islanders, but with slaves the equation becomes even more unbalanced. Trade has gradually brought the Inner Islands together, bringing Tongan culture even as far as Rapa Nui. But it may have reached a limit. A common defense, a common alliance, some think, may be needed. For now however, in the minds of their inhabitants, 'the Inner Islands' are the bounds of 'civilization', not a solitary civilization unto themselves. 


(obviously race is a western concept but similar enough concepts exist here)

176. Wold Newton Turned up to 11

A scenario by krinsbez over at alternatehistory.com, expanded on and given a map by yours truly. Various silly references included.

The notion is the meteor in the Wold Newton fanverse (in which a meteor falling in England and affecting a couple with Weird Radiations creates multiple generations of pulp heroes) is larger and lands in a major city rather than mostly empty countryside...

It was late in the doldrums of President Trump’s (“often impeached, never convicted”) second year in office when a fiery object from the skies smote southern Manhattan with properly biblical smitey-ness. A dark unreflective body about the size of the dome on St. Paul’s and moving Earthwards from the deeps of interstellar space with a velocity more typical of comets, the Judgment  of God (as many non-New Yorkers smugly referred to it) had only a brief 16 hour life as the asteroidal body Bellus [1] before it became a meteor: where exactly it would hit was still being debated when the question was answered on every TV screen and internet browser.

Fortunately, the meteor broke up in the atmosphere, reducing the impact at ground level, and even more fortunately, it hit around 2 AM, when Manhattan’s population density was considerably reduced by the absence of the commuting population. It still totally pulverized over half a square mile of ground, leaving rubble pocked with impact craters from the larger fragments (smaller ones would land as far away as Yonkers), and inflicted massive damage over a considerably larger area, killing some sixty thousand people, leaving over a half a million injured, and incidentally flattening Wall Street.

The meteor, upon examination, turned out to be chemically unique, and indeed included at least two elements not on the periodic table: that could _not_ be on the periodic table, in fact, since Protons and Neutrons do not come in fractional numbers.  (Thirty years later, a few twitchy scientists were still trying to figure them out, while the majority by then had taken a lesson from the Winslow and learned to ignore their existence).  However, all the talk about Mysterious Visitors from Other Realms of matter, force and Entity was largely pushed to the back pages by the fact that the essential collapse of the country’s largest financial center and its greatest city (sorry, Los Angeles) had tipped an already shaky economy over the edge. And where the US goes, so does the world…

Thirty years have passed. After a long period of instability and economic hardship, something resembling normalcy has returned to the international stage. Putin, who still rules Russia with an iron fist, is a terrifying old mummy in his 90s, and intrigue seethes in Moscow as his would-be successors await for him to either die or go sufficiently senile for it to become obvious. China is still ruled by a single party with little interest in liberalization. North Korea, admittedly, has collapsed (and is currently occupied by China). Israel continues to grind down the Palestinians. France is pursuing la glorie, if only to wash the taste of neo-Fascism out of the national mouth.

There have also been some fairly major changes. Pakistan and Nigeria have disintegrated while South Africa has expanded. A decade of post-Bellus US isolationism (the US protected a few close allies but otherwise let everyone go to hell at their own pace) has led to various score-settlings and state collapses. The EU broke up, a number of European countries went “neo-fascist”, (and mostly dropped it by 2048). A new EU headed by the UK in alliance with Germany is taking shape (some grumblers call it’s mostly northern, Germanic membership “the Teutonic Order”.) A powerful new religious Millennialist movement has arisen in Brazil.

Global warming has advanced, leading to serious disruptions in the Sahel and central Asia, and internal migrations in the US as large parts of the southwest hit their limits on water. The Dutch are busy developing the self-generating barrier island. Said US is now considered merely “first among equals” alongside the great powers, and doesn’t entirely like it. The majority of the world’s power now comes from the sun, fusion power has finally been achieved but the plants are so insanely expensive to build that nobody really wants to be the first sucker, there finally are Space Hotels, weak AI is killing off service and simple office jobs like the Black Plague, and medical advances mean that the average age of frail, sickly, heavily medicated death in the US is now around 94.Technology has admittedly not moved forward quite as fast as many forecast (quite a few predicted technological innovations turned out to be harder than expected, and then there was Great Depression 2.0), although the rate of technological change has leapt forward in the last few years…

They have been named The Children of the Meteor in a controversial article, but the name has not yet had time to stick. Nor has the more sinister-sounding New Breed, although that too will become popular. Their existence is only now becoming obvious, more than a statistical oddity in school assessments in northern New Jersey, southern New York, and most of Connecticut. There will be other names for them, many of them.

It became obvious by the early 2030s that something odd was happening in the US, especially in the northeast, as junior athletic records began to fall like ninepins, and reports of remarkably young inventors, entrepreneurs, and “facilitators” began to pop up like mushrooms on all electronic media. There had been “grade inflation” grumblings already, but not as much as one might have expected (a sizable percentage of the Children don’t do well in school below the College level, finding the work intolerably dull and trivial).

Unknown and undetectable radiations? Unexpected chemical interactions? Immaterial space-parasites? There are a number of theories, many of which call for the stockpiling of aluminum foil, but as yet no clear cause: all that can be said for sure is that those exposed to the substance of the meteor, whether dust from the impact proper or from the large portion of its mass which disintegrated high in the air and slowly drifted to Earth, have become the fathers and mothers of a new generation unlike anything in recorded history.How many of the New Breed exist is hard to say, the less spectacular specimens blending into the long tail of the bell curve of human capability. There are at least several hundreds of thousands. What can be said for sure is that it is a number which is increasing all the time: while whatever miraculous potency the meteor possessed faded quickly – what analysis had been done so far indicates no more first-generation births after three years – having achieved adulthood, members of that first generation are having children – and the characteristic traits of the New Breed are highly hereditable.

The manifestations, physical and mental, are variable. Although high levels of physical strength and intellect are almost always present, they do not necessarily appear in proportion, and some “expanded” humans may be greatly enhanced intellectually while only moderately abnormal in strength, while others may exceed any baseline athlete physically while being “merely” very bright. Physical mesomorphism is common, with some specimens having a physique almost grotesquely massive, long-armed and somewhat apelike: there are also a fair number with merely wiry builds, which, however, are often deceptively powerful. Aside from the more ape-like mesomorphs, the Children of the Meteor tend to run taller by several inches than a comparable sample of Americans from anywhere else in the country.

Intellectual enhancements usually include a formidable memory, remarkable rates of absorption and retention of information, a great gift for languages, and in some cases a remarkable broadening of the “bandwidth” of the conscious mind, allowing the conscious solution of complex problems that would require in most people multiple segments of thought and a lot of pen and pencil work. Many also have a remarkable ability for self-analysis of their own mental processes, allowing them to detect and avoid many of the common errors that plague the thinking of normal humans. While many normal minds will seize upon an explanatory narrative and then stick to it with grim determination, an expanded mind may create and easily discard dozens of seemingly plausible narratives in solving a problem: many of the Children of the Meteor can actually be dissuaded of a cherished idea by mere facts.

Emotional intelligence varies widely, with some of the New Breed being successful social butterflies or highly skilled emotional manipulators, or possessing remarkable gifts for empathy and putting themselves in other people’s shoes, while others are anti-social at best. The claims that some of them can actually read minds is generally dismissed as the sort of paranoid rumors that would naturally arise in such a situation.

Artistic genius does not seem as common, or at least an “artistic temperament” does not seem common among the Children of the Meteor: many write, paint, play instruments, etc. but those who pursue full time careers in the arts are a relatively small percentage of the breed, and those who do tend to produce art which is either extremely competent but conventional or of the most peculiar or outré type, generally either to the distaste or bafflement of the critical community.

Aside from physical strength which in some cases, with sufficient hard training, can approach that of the great apes, the New Breed usually possess a number of other physical advantages, including high stamina, ability to remain functional during long periods of little food or rest, resistance to cold and warm climates, high healing rates and resistance to disease, and in some cases a positively heroic capacity for ingesting alcohol while retaining decent reflexes and the ability to think straight. Data is not in yet, and will not be reliable for many years, as to whether they have any unusual resistance to the effects of tobacco, and any speculations on potential difference in life span remains strictly that: speculations.

Another common ability is that of hypnosis: many of the Children of the Meteor are skilled mesmerists, in many cases able to induce a state of extreme suggestibility even in normally poor subjects. Again, many have ascribed this to some form of psychic ability with no real proof: the nature of their ability has driven much research and study, with theories varying from them being such good hypnotists because people expect them to be good hypnotists, primate pecking order and inherent submission to a more dominant male (or female), ability to “read” the subject with abnormal skill, pheromones, and the production of subsonic or supersonic vocalizations (the current world’s loudest opera singer is a known Child the Meteor).  

The Children of the Meteor tend to be energetic, aggressive people regardless of gender, driven by a need for action mental or physical or both (while there are some physically indolent ones, they tend to be the exception rather than the rule. Adrenaline junkies are common: many a young venture capitalist has a sideline in glider suiting off Everest or exploring the bottom of the Pacific in an unusual submersible of personal design, and others go into not particularly financially rewarding employment in the wild and still dangerous parts of the globe. And some go rather further in the “adventuring” game. There are ultra-competent mercenaries and guns for hire, private detectives which only take the most puzzling of cases (and who therefore usually depend on some other source of income), bounty hunters and missing persons trackers, and professional revolutionaries.

A few go even further: aside from the large and growing community of New Breed master criminals, there are now actual Science Heroes, vigilantes usually equipped with ingenious tricks and gadgetry operating outside the law to fight crime and corrupt governments in the US and abroad or in some cases simply murder people they feel have committed unforgivable crimes and escaped punishment. They at least generally avoid capes and tights (really quite impractical) but New York nowadays has at least a couple dozen Grim Avengers: the more extreme cases are usually stopped by other enhanced humans working in cooperation with the police [2] or simply get killed (moderate superhuman strength and speed does not actually translate into “bullet dodger”), and this sort of vigilantism is grossly illegal most places, but among the Children of the Meteor the lure of adventure and of exercising their mental and physical skills to the full is strong. (The situation is further complicated by indications that some of these Science Heroes are being financially and technologically backed by less physically active Children with extensive financial and technical resources, but the US legal system has yet to uncover anything indictable).

Of course, panics about super-villainous Children of the Meteor are now media standards: the Webworks (internet, TV and movies have evolved into a monstrous hybrid with many branches: effectively, there are now multiple parallel World Wide Webs, to start with) buzzes like a disturbed hive every time a report of a new third world coup or a consolidation of criminal organizations takes place, and every time some popular new cult arises. Are the New Breed behind it? The fact that some criminal masterminds have taken to elaborate gloating does not help at all, and it’s not just the actual masterminds: it’s hard to tell whether, say, the Black Baron, Kronos, Mr. Sunny Day and the Lady of Red Iron are Science Fiends or just super-skilled Internet trolls.

At least, the number of the New Breed who turn to Evil is not high enough to overwhelm the legal and economic system, at least in more advanced, less fragile states. (The US has enough of the Children for almost anything to happen, but the more numerous good un’s balance out the bad, and indeed the Bad balance out the Bad: no Evil Mastermind can build a nation-wide organization within treading on the toes of dozens of other Evil Masterminds, which tend to cooperate about as well as cats).  It appears that the ethnics of the New Breed is on the whole, a bit better than that of “normal” humans, perhaps because it is harder for them to fool themselves into thinking self-centeredness, bigotry and cruelty are good or normal things. This is only a matter of averages, though: there are self-centered members of the New Breed, plenty of arrogant ones, ones who are more interested in personal pleasures than in helping others, amoral ones. There are aggressive nationalists and cultural if not usually racial chauvinists. And a few are sociopathic monsters and ruthless would-be conquerors.

While the population of the New York area is highly multiethnic, and many young New Breed have moved abroad to either use their talents to aid their nations of origin or get away with shit they can’t in the US, a very solid majority of the New Breed have remained in the US, something which begins to arouse envy in some nations and inspire horror in others: the US is handily winning the Men (and Women) of Genius race without even trying.  Knowledge of the existence of the Children of the Meteor is still new enough that as yet few foreign leaders really can be said to have a real policy to deal with this new reality, but Russia is already seeking to recruit as many of the New Breed as they can by means fair and some cases foul, while the Chinese top leadership is arguing behind closed doors about the details of a secret eugenics program which will necessitate getting their hands on some New Breed sperm (preferably from Chinese-American Children).

Whatever the future will bring, however, the US is currently the center of the new age of “super” men and women. It is an increasingly turbulent place as the importance of the New Breed and their place in and effects on society come increasingly under scrutiny. After the Second Great Depression, a decade of isolation, violent generational and political conflict and the angry teens and young adults of the 2020s and 2030s finally grudgingly accepting the minor victories they had won, the US of the early 2040s seemed to be setting down again: now all seems up in the air again.

A bizarre new anti-intellectualism seems to be arising in some quarters, people 30 and under who are “too smart” being accused of being of the New Breed and therefore somehow not obtaining their intellectual gifts “fairly”: it’s unlike previous waves of anti-intellectualism in that the accusation of excessive intelligence is less associated with accusations of unmanlyness, given that female Children of the Meteor are usually more adventurous and often stronger than men  glaring threateningly at their brains. The legal system is full of challenges as people declare that merit-based college acceptance standards should be upped for those of the New Breed, that they should not be allowed to compete professionally in sports, etc. Some anticipate a revolution in politics as these “enhanced” humans compete for the Senate and Congress, while others feel that they should be kept out of politics: US society is badly split on the subject of the Children of the Meteor. Aside from the large number who simply disbelieve what the new statistical analyses say and refuse to see the extraordinary new flourishing of human genius and talent, there are factions who respectively see the new breed as a blessing or as a curse. Some have come to call the Meteor Wormwood, and the New Breed as a satanic plague upon the world: other see them as some sort of alien-created Midwich Cuckoos: others think of them as a new stage in evolution – which we must stamp out now with our superior numbers before they Neanderthal us. Others see them as a new stage in evolution – which through interbreeding with the rest of us and perhaps genetic engineering will improve the whole human race, while others, noting their American origin, feel they will be the ones who will Make America Great again (the last try didn’t go too well). Some think they all need to be registered like boxers hands or fictional superheroes, some think they should all be drafted, some think they should be checked for reaction to Holy Water as a precautionary measure.

It’s an era of scientific and technological advancement, as those of the Children of the Meteor with a technical/scientific bent throw their enormous drive into the task of creation. The field of science is abuzz as new theories appear to blow the latest iteration of the Stringy Branes Theory out of the water and promise proof of alternate universes, the _true_ nature of Dark Matter, and something which isn’t actually faster than light travel but somehow seems to work like it. A lot of testing and the resistance of much of the physics community lies ahead of course, but there has been a lot of talk of this being the biggest revolution since Einstein. (Speaking of Jewish scientists, one Eda Cohen of upstate New York has just performed the greatest physics troll in history by publishing two entirely new, mutually contradicting Theories of Everything that fit the facts as well as any previously described – and which currently are impossible to test).

Advances in computing, in robotics, in materials science, are coming at an accelerating pace. A consortium of Children of the Meteor and extremely rich normal people has revived the Mars Direct project – and this time the numbers actually add up. [3] There have been remarkable new advances in surgical technique, and there is excited talk about successful head transplants. Fascinating new pharmaceuticals and advances in biotech. (And some equally fascinating side effects, such as the unfortunate body builder who ended up eight feet tall and five feet wide and no longer able to fit through doors save at an acute angle). A chemical cure for sociopathy, and a chemical which temporarily induces it. Self-driving flying cars bright enough, stable enough, and idiot-proof enough to actually stand up to legal challenges.

There is a certain sense of uncertainty, of loss of control, as things change at an increasing rate, and at the same time some are terrified by this while others look forward with excitement to the unlimited future that had been promised since the 1950s but somehow never delivered. Technological changes now seem to be outpacing government control: besides new drugs, new mental and biological enhacements, new weapons tech, and so on, there are more proactive menaces to the established order. Many of the New Breed are not at all happy with the various efforts by the world’s governments to establish a global panopticon since the early 2000s, and are moving to undermine it by means legal and illegal: there is evidence that the Webwork now includes, parasitically attached to it like Remoras on a shark, several private internets based on servers in unknown locations or even piggybacking on existing server farms that have considerably more capacity than their owners are aware of, while virus attacks on massive databases storing the exact details of who made a crack about the president on Facebook twenty years before it ceased to exist have reached critical levels. (Indeed, keeping the whole Webworks from being overrun by new breeds of viral pseudo-intelligences in a full-time job for hundreds of New Breed computer programs. Some theorize that AI or at least electronic life already exists, and is lurking somewhere in the Deep Web. )

As yet, only a few of the Children of the Meteor have successfully led third world coups, climbed to the heights of national politics, or established new criminal empires, while those who have established new religions as yet do not have that many followers. They’re young yet, after all.  And even as they continued to expand their foothold on the world, they are seeking ways to raise and educate their children that will not duplicate the severe inadequacies of the current educational system (still as in 2017 derided as being inadequate for even ordinary children). Many are developing entirely new programs for a superior physical and mental education, of which some will work well, while others will have unfortunate side effects. The next generation will be even scarier.

 

 

 [1] It’s discoverer had a fondness for old SF films and a probably inappropriate sense of humor.

[2] When the police are willing, anyway: many police forces are indignant at the notion that they need the help of the New Breed to do their own jobs.

[3] Nobody has been to Mars, the Second Great Depression having been rather distracting, although the Chinese did put some Taikonauts on the Moon and started a Moon base in 2042 just to be ahead of the Americans on points. 

177. Arthurian Romance vs Arabian Nights

A commission.

In this world King Arthur survived the battle of Camlann, and went onto finally bring the Saxons and Angles and Jutes to heel, although by compromise and winning brave Saxon knights to his service rather than by driving them into the sea, and to this day the Counties of the Saxon Shore speak Germanic tongues as much as the Latino-Brythonic of the royal court. He would going on rebuild the broken Round Table, and again begin the long struggle to secure the British foothold on the continent against the barely Christian Franks, but more cautiously; pride and overreaching himself had nearly ruined all he built, and no longer would he pursue the crown of western Rome he had taken from Syagrius’s shaky hands. But he would never renounce his claim. His old rival Lucius Tiberius would be overthrown by Odoacer, making Italy a Gothic kingdom, the Kingdom of Africa would fall to Justinian the Restorer and his descendants would achieve what he had failed to do, driving the Franks north of Loire, and in time marching upon an Italy ravaged by Eastern Romans and Lombards. The Viking age would end early, in a series of *Crusades against the pagan Norsemen.

By modern times (the 13th century), the British kings had restored to western Empire to an extent unmatched by the Franks of OTL, ruling over a somewhat decentralized constellation of ten kingdoms, [1] but one held together by the rules of primogeniture and formidable (mostly Church-staffed) bureaucracy. Unfortunately, much of the old Empire and the lands of Christendom remained outside the reach of Camelot’s rule, for another great ruler had succeeded where in other worlds he had failed: Harun El Rashid, greatest of Abbasid monarchs of Baghdad, after much sneaking around disguised as a commoner, had realized the extent to which the pious multitudes had become estranged from the ruling elite, and the investigations of his (quite loyal) vizier Jafar had revealed how weak the hold of the Caliphate were in its more distant regions. They set about doing something about it, creating new institutions and placing the Caliphate on a more solid footing, aided by magic and wisdom not available in our more mundane world.

In years that in our world would see the Caliphate overrun by Islamicized but still semi-civilized Turks, broken into fragments, embarrassed by Christian Crusaders, and devastated by Pagan Mongols, would instead see it break the Eastern Romans in Anatolia so they would only be saved from total collapse by the aid of the British kings, expand greatly into India and Africa, beat back the invaders from the steppe at the gates of Nishapur, and recapture Al-Andalus, while reaching new heights in the arts, wealth, and the sciences magical and otherwise.

So as the 13th century began, two great powers, one Christian, one Muslim, stood toe to toe across bloody frontiers. Each had an ally to serve as a strong right hand, although unfortunately for Baghdad, their “strong right hand” was on the wrong side of the continent to effectively help with the Christians, Islamic North China being often reluctant to send troops the length of Asia to bolster the Caliph’s efforts, while the Holy British Empire’s ally, the kingdom of Abyssinia, ruled by the descendants of the great Prebyster/Prester John, was all too well positioned to attack Islam in the Nile Valley or south Arabia or the east African coast (OTOH, it’s not like the Holy Roman Empire of the British Empire, as it had somewhat presumptuously come to call itself by that point, was in any position to actually send troops to Abyssinia’s aid).

And then the elderly master traveler, perhaps feeling nostalgia for his youth, decided on one last trip, and Sinbad the Voyager took ship from a port on the Moroccan Atlantic coast. And not long after, both the Caliphate and the British had a rather massive distraction from battles in Iberia, Anatolia, and the Mediterranean.

*********************************************************

In this world, both Arthurian romances and the Arabian Nights are very much fact based, even if the details are often a bit off. Magic, giants, dwarves, genies, unicorns, dragons, elves, fairies (not clearly two separate categories), trolls, ghouls, the Rukh, the Great Sea Serpent, island fish, wizards, witches, hags, witch hags, sorcerers and sorceresses, basilisks, wodewose, dog-headed men, were-hyenas, one-horned killer rabbits, and much more are quite real, if not in many cases as common as they used to be. 

Wizards and witches are more often evil or at least Out For Number One than good, and are looked upon with considerable suspicion, existing somewhat off to one side of the regular social hierarchies of the Islamic and Christian worlds. Islamic potentates are more likely to have resident “court wizards” on retainer, wizards in the Christian world being more likely to be called on in an ad hoc basis, or voluntarily attaching themselves to some court. (Merlin, who was eventually freed from that tree, is still alive, but only shows up at the royal court on the most urgent of occasions, something most nobles don’t mind- he’s only gotten weirder over the centuries). Some powerful wizards and sorceresses establish petty kingdoms of their own on islands, etc. These usually end up being overthrown by some Knight or valiant Vizier or Hero of whatever background, or by other wizards. 

Warfare between Christian and Muslims realms is currently a matter more of border clashes than major assaults, with both sides taking roughly equal honors, Christian heavier armor vs. greater Islamic mobility, a somewhat higher percentage of Ludicrously Strong fighters on the Christian side balanced by an edge in magic on the Muslim side. A shortage of good timber somewhat hampers the Muslims navally, while Arabian flying carpets and wooden horses have an advantage in both numbers and carrying capacity over difficult to tame flying Griffins and very hard to breed hippogriffs.


In Christian Europe, the social hierarchy is a bit “flatter” than in our High Middle Ages: the gap between the higher and lower nobility is not as great, and there are less restrictions on who can marry who (a simple knight can marry a princess, if he comes with a laundry list of knightly deeds (slaying dragons, capturing bandits, freeing maidens from durance vile, etc.), and is sufficiently brave and courtly and doesn’t smell too much of horses). The king-emperor still seats his guests at a round table regardless of rank (although it is true that it is a large enough table that the number of seats between you and the king is significant.) There is a sizable free peasant class, although neither they nor the free burghers of larger towns have much say in government.

The Christian west is somewhat more tolerant than OTL; dating back to the times of Arthur (who cut deals with still pagan Saxons and whose friend Merlin was hardly a church goer) there is a certain degree of tolerance for backwoods heathens as long as they don’t try to spread their faith and don’t sacrifice anyone (most Lithuanians are in fact still pagan). Jews also are not as badly off as OTL; they are under a variety of legal disabilities, but are at little risk of the local villagers or petty nobles doing a murder-and-loot on their Jewish community: they are under the protection of the King-Emperor, and trash-talking by the Church is kept to a minimum. Due to their enemy status, the only Muslims are traders confined to some port cities. There is some species tolerance: dwarves, giants, and even ogres can gain social standing and even become knights if they convert to Christianity. (The Fey Folk, as will be discussed further on, are a whole other kettle of fish). Women often have some power, aside from noblewomen and female merchants and scholars fairly literally so in the case of witches and sorceresses, and there are also some female knights (although they are generally expected to settle down and stop gallivanting around in armor when they get married).

Knights and other nobles do the fighting, with levies of peasants and townsfolk playing a lesser role than they would in our world. This is to some extent because the warrior class is simply more powerful than in our world: even before you get to things like enchanted weapons or supernatural steeds, one can gain some degree of Charles Atlas Superpowers through sufficiently training in the arts of combat, while nobility and purity of purpose can empower one: pure heart can literally give one the strength of ten. Fortunately for their opponents, such tree-uprooting, city-taking, giant-pounding heroes are pretty rare. (Not all Christian human heroes are of noble origin: there are the occasional clever-ass peasant boy or girl, innocents Of Unusual Strength, and the occasional guy raised by bears or something).

Interestingly, purity of purpose and faith sometimes inspires superhuman strength in Muslim warriors as well, evening up the odds a bit in battles: the Church usually ascribes this to the aid of Satan (the Muslim Ulema, on the other hand, less quick to pin things on Iblis, explains superpowered Christian warriors as the result of black sorcery and possibly cannibal rites).

Technology is generally a couple centuries ahead of OTL, being more on a late 1400s level: there are windmill and watermill industries, armor is plate, compasses are well known, and the printing press has recently arrived from China. Gunpowder arrived not that long ago, although thanks to the somewhat superhuman nature of some troops and the presence of magic it has not yet become important on the battlefield, although it is increasingly becoming used in castle fortification demolitions. (Magic on the battlefield is a tricky thing. Aside from magical weapons, magicians, being generally of a non-physical type usually work from a distance, and generally only can strongly sway the outcome if the other side has no wizards of their own - it’s generally easier to screw up another mages workings than to carry out a magical assault of your own).

Magic does not, as yet, and perhaps never will, take the place of more advanced technology. The production of magical tools and weapons is an exacting, time consuming craft, carried out by magicians, the faye, and dwarves (which have a talent for that sort of thing) and can’t currently be mass-produced. Perhaps the biggest magic-derived difference from OTL when it comes to the life of the average John in the cowpath is that herbalists, alchemists, etc. can produce medicines which actually _work_ rather than doing nothing or making things worse: while the poorest still can’t afford it, the general death rate from disease is rather lower than in our 13th century, and if it weren’t for midwife-witches doing a brisk business in effective anti-conception charms and herbal remedies, the continent would be badly overpopulated by this point.

Tensions exist between Throne and Church. The Papacy, although treated well by the King-Emperors after they ended Lombard rule in Italy in the 600s, have not achieved the level of power they did in the High Middle Ages OTL: while the King-Emperors have not gone full Caesaropapist the way the Byzantine emperors did and accept the Pope’s independence in ruling on religious matters, they do not accept him as having any _secular_ authority.  While they did gain control of a big chunk of Central Italy (although assured by his mages that the whole “Donation of Constantine” was a total crock, the king at the time was feeling indulgent), they rule it as secular subjects of the Emperor: even Rome itself is not theirs alone, being divided between Church property under Papal control and secular land (most of the city, actually) belonging to the Emperor. The Church failed to gain the vast territories in Germany it did OTL, and the fact is they have no other secular Christian monarch strong enough to stand up to Camelot on their behalf. (Exactly one Pope had the balls to try and excommunicate the King-Emperor over a quarrel, and he didn’t last long). The Popes also are in disagreement with the Emperors over the status of Romelia, whose local priesthood is self-selecting and separate from the hierarchy of Rome (the Great Schism of OTL did not take place, but the Archbishop of Constantinople continues to refuse to accept the superior authority of the “Bishop of Rome”) thanks to some irritating doctrinal differences: preferring peace and obedience to religious purity, the Emperors refuse so far to carry out the forcible unification of the Church.

The Church has a variety of powerful relics, but continues to lack the Holy Grail, which is currently in the back pack of the last and most loyal of Arthur’s knights, who walks the pilgrim routes of Europe in simple garb and occasionally helps those in need he meets. If it is ever truly needed, he’ll be there: in the meantime, as long as nobody knows what’s in his backpack, the grail is safe from evil men or from well-intentioned but over-ambitious kings, emperors, and popes.

In most of Eurasia, the population of supernatural beasties and critters is rather down from previous centuries. Wicked giants, ogres, dragons, ghuls, trolls, etc. have been wiped out or driven into narrow patches of territory, (the last wild flying Dragons in Europe are hiding out somewhere in the Carpathians) unicorns hunted down for their horns, and evil spirits banished. There are still large areas where unnatural forces dominate, but the world has become more secure for common folk. The biggest remaining problems of a supernatural type are, in the Islamic lands, the Djinn, and the Sidhe, Fey, or Alfen in the Christian realm, both diverse families of creatures with powerful magic and dangerous dispositions.

They say that the courts of Fairie are distinct. First there are the Fey which are mysterious, scary, treacherous, unreliable, fond of nearly lethal pranks and frightening curses. Then there are the Fey of the Unseelie court, the nasty ones.

Fey still rule great areas underground beneath Ireland, western Britain, and parts of Scandinavia, and have at least footholds in many parts of the continent. Under the Sidhe, their ruling elite, they still form something a state within a state in the territory of the King-Emperors of Britain, although since their defeat centuries ago at the hands of Christian armies armed with cold iron and prayer (and some wizardry) they have recognized the King-Emperors as their liege lords and the above ground world as something not to be tampered with. Still, the many minor races of Fey still occasionally cause trouble (the Sidhe claim they can’t do anything with solitary and nomadic red caps, bugbears, etc.) and through bribery (not all fairy gold is fake) and enchantment and gifts of magic the Sidhe seek to manipulate and control the noble classes of Christendom. Being immortal save when killed, the Sidhe play a long game, and there are other entanglements: there are nobles with fey blood in their family lines, and there are descendants of human knights dwelling in the fey lands, and who was that lady of the lake anyway? If the Empire had tabloids, they’d be all over high members of the Court secretly meeting with elves and seductive fairy queens up to no good and so on.

The Caliphate has rather less control over the Djinn, it's own main magical headache. While the Seelie and Unseelie courts  do maintain at least some control over their many unruly subjects, the title of ‘Emperor of All Djinn’ is almost wholly a ceremonial one. Djinn are magically potent entities who can live on the wind or in sand or stone, need no cities, and can travel the length of a continent in a night. Unlike humans or Fey, they have little need for company and rarely aggregate in great numbers save when observing humans doing something particularly amusing. There is no “Djinn kingdom” that can be localized and besieged, although there are some areas where they are pestiferously abundant and humans avoid like the plague. Although many Djinn are Muslims and at least nominally subjects of the Caliph, they aren’t at his, or any other humans, beck and call. They come in many forms, or perhaps they have no fixed form, some appearing as beasts, other times as people with horns or hoofed feet, or as beings with no heads or who are all head or as clouds or sandstorms.

King Solomon long ago imprisoned most of the more dangerous and troublesome Djinn, the majority of them in bottles. Opening these can be a crapshoot, since the Djinn inside may be in either a generous mood or a murderous one. Djinn which are slaves to an enchanted artifact and can grant any number of wishes, such as the Slave of the Ring or the Slave of the Lamp are very rare, and therefore very intensively hunted for by wizards and powerful men (and women).  (Unlimited numbers of wishes, but not wishes without limits: there are certain things one cannot wish for and allow an angered Djinn to kill its master, which generally discourages casual/thoughtless use of magic lamps and such).
King Solomon’s Ring, which can command the obedience of all genies, is an artifact of such power that the monarch who gets their hands on it will probably be the ruler of the world, but is very well hidden.

The Caliphate is a more centralized realm than the British Holy Roman Empire, with standardized provinces and, in all but a few areas, appointed governors. This has not been achieved without bloodshed, and keeping the nomads peaceful and non-bandity remains an exercise in herding cats: even with magic, flying carpets, etc. it’s a huge area to keep track of, and there has been considerable realism in letting north China and the Indian states govern themselves. (As well as some racism: the Persian peoples have only recently reached full social equality with the Arabs, the Berbers and Turks are still getting there, and all three are if anything more opposed than the Arabs to the possibility of the status quo being overturned if culturally alien Chinese and Indians become the majority of the Empire). With better healthcare, magical and otherwise, more developed agriculture, and continued peace the Caliphate is more populous than the equivalent area OTL, but still not so much as India and China.

It’s also a more egalitarian state, the Caliphs having worked to try and prevent the rise of any powerful regional nobility (with some exceptions for Arabia proper and the always troublesome mountainous east), and even those of humblest origin, including converts to Islam from any faith, can rise very high. The treatment of Christians and Jews is OTL Moorish Spain at its best, and while things are harsher for polytheists there are special dispensations for Hindus and Buddhists in the east, where they are too numerous to simply offer the choice between conversion, expulsion, or the sword. Race is less important than culture: the color of your skin is not as important as your ability to speak good Arabic or Persian. (Indeed black Africans are more highly regarded in the Arab world than OTL at this time: the great empire of Prester John is a constant reminder that black Africans can be highly sophisticated, and some citizens of the Caliphate consider Abyssinia a more civilized place than Christian Europe).

While the state remains an absolute monarchy with the Caliph as essentially the Shadow of God on Earth, there are permanent advisory bodies at multiple levels of administration to keep close contacts between populace and government, and some cities are largely run by the powerful mercantile clans, while an extensive spy network answerable only to the Caliph keeps him advised as to the real skinny. The military is a mix of slave armies, nomadic mobile auxiliaries, and unlike OTL, something like a free professional class of soldiers as well as mass levies, to counterbalance the slave soldiers: some Caliphs have tried to eliminate this, but never have permanently succeeded, being opposed by the Ulema, local elites, and the writings of Harun himself, who warned of the dangers of a slave military taking control of the state right out of the hands of the Caliphate itself. (He’d been taken on several vision trips to other worlds by wizards and Djinn to figure out what to do). As in Europe, giants, ogres (the eastern type, the kind with tusks and elephant ears) and occasionally even Djinn up for a lark serve at times in Muslim armies.

It’s a richer and more developed place in many ways than Europe, although troubled by its vast interior empty spaces and deserts and the resultant difficulties of transportation, and the narrow concentration of its fertile land. Magic is even more common than in Christian Europe, with a large class of alchemists and magical crafts-workers producing marvels and wonders, plus the often treacherous creations of the Djinn. The luxuries of the rich are more luxurious, the markets finer, and the gardens more wondrous. OTOH, there are rather a lot more slaves (although a sharp-witted Muslim might comment that Christians have serfs instead), and while there are female scholars, merchants, and mages women generally lead rather more restricted lives (the Wife of Bath would be an unlikely Arabian Nights character) and the laws are often harsh (and they don’t even allow trial by combat, outraged Christian Knights complain). Aside from nomad protection rackets, magically-assisted bandits, Djinn, trouble-making wizards, and ambitious local notables, the main internal problem is the “Ali cult” or the Shi’a, who continue to deny the legitimacy of any Caliph not descended from the Prophet’s son-in-law(one Caliph in a peace-making mood married a woman descended from his line, and made her son his heir, but most Shi’a simply denied the legitimacy or even the existence of her family relationships): in one of his various minor acts of defiance, the Sultan of Cathay is far too tolerant of those living under his rule.

Unlike OTL, the Muslims have windmills too, and are in fact in somewhat ahead in a number of fields of technology as well as having more magicians per square mile. In fact, technological progress (not that they call it that) is important to both the Caliphate and the British Empire: the Caliphs have long promoted learning of all types and supported scholars mystical or holy or mundane, and Arthur himself worked to revive Roman learning in Britain, with many of his successors sending missions to the Byzantine lands to copy as much ancient wisdom practical as well as philosophical they could lay their hands on. There are a multitude of Islamic “houses of wisdom” and *universities teaching quite a bit more than Koranic exegesis, and an abundance of schools are popping up all over Christian Europe.

There are also a few “schools for sorcery” where magic undergoes rigorous study by scholars both wizardly and not, under government supervision, but such work is hampered by the fact that most powerful wizards won’t work under such restrictions, and most teaching of magic takes place as master to pupil mentorship or at “hidden schools” outside of government authority, and sometimes downright in defiance of it. (The situation is no better in Christian Europe, where the only real deliberate study of magic done in an organized setting is carried out by the Church. )

Outside the Caliphate the main Islamic power is the Sultanate of Cathay in North China, as the main Christian power outside the HREBN is The Blessed Kingdom of the House of Prester John (known as Abyssinia for short).  

Most of China was overrun by the Caliphate as the T’ang disintegrated, and along with Arabs a vast number of Islamicized Turks settled in the north, not having much luck doing the OTL “take over the Arabic Empire” routine. Sheer geographical distance from Baghdad eventually led to secession, and currently an Islamic but native Chinese dynasty rules north China, the south having rallied to Traditional Chinese Values under the southern Qi dynasty.  North China is more Turkish than Arabic, and more Chinese than Turkish, and has culturally diverged widely from the Caliphate [2]: although in theory a vassal of the Caliph, the Sultan grows weary of this role, and has ambitions to conquer south China and maybe even declare himself an anti-Caliph: besides his numerous and wealthy subjects, he has a bit of a trump card in the form of a certain Ring and a certain Lamp. (Of course, he in turn is unaware of what the Caliph has in the deepest vaults of his treasury).

Abyssinia feels it owes little to Britain, although occasionally wizards and knights from Christian Europe have been very helpful. It reveres Prebster Johannes, priest, king and wizard, filling the roles of Arthur and Merlin both, and who had a large happy family to boot. Smaller than the British empire  in population if not in size, the inheritance of Prebster John still packs a mighty magical punch. The many kingdoms gathered under John’s rule have mostly joined their identities into a common Christian African identity, whether humans, vampires, dog-headed men (they’re a wide-spread race), or tree men, although Puntland, Alodia, and the Lake Kingdoms as yet retain their local identities, while more backwards recent conquests as yet are still in the process of Christianization and development. Their warriors are valiant and ride elephants, elands, and rhinoceroses, their wizards are powerful (as is often the case with African magicians), their purses very full (John XXIII knows exactly where king Solomon’s gold and diamond mines are), and they have the Ark of the Covenant – although they’re a little reluctant to bring it out of storage: deliberately trying to use it as a weapon may be seen as presumptuous by God, and they’ve already had one bunch of renegade Allmagnian priests and knights show up and try to steal it for the glory of the Empire.

Southern Africa is currently somewhat neglected by Christianity and Islam both, since the Muslims can get where they need to go without rounding the cape and the Christians are blocked from the west coast of Africa by a lot of intervening Muslims. This may change.

Hindu India, it’s inhabitants usually dismissed by idolators by Baghdadis, has been slowly ground down by the Caliphate over the centuries, with OTL Pakistan now directly incorporated and a number of Islamic satellite states established in the North, although some while back a Caliph’s intervention to save a vassal led to a permanent foothold on the west coast. A trio of the larger surviving Hindu states has allied with the Christian (more or less) kingdom of Cochin for defense, but they’re really badly outmatched if the Caliphate really decides to exert itself on the subcontinent: fortunately, the Caliphate is otherwise distracted, for now.

Tibet, whose ruling priesthood is very skilled in the control and taming of various sorts of evil spirits and demons, so far remains unconquered (admittedly, given the desolate nature of the place, the Muslims haven’t tried as hard as they might have).

South China’s Taoist Alchemists may have a surprise or two for Cathay if it tries invasion, while Wa or Cipangu has traditionally had powerful protectors in the form of lines of female shamans, but as the Emperor mourns, there’s never a magical girl around when you need one.

Lying betwixt and between the Islamic and Christian worlds is the Eurasian Alliance, three powers which feel like they’re encircled, denied their place in the sun, etc.  Rus’, which received its brand of Christianity from the eastern Romans, strongly disputes Camelot’s claim to the leadership of all Christianity, and desires to prise away both Romelia and Abyssinia from Britain, and its mighty Bogatyrs stand ready to battle the knights of Europe on an even footing (if only there were more of them!). The Khazars, who converted a while back to a form of Judaism (looked upon with some skepticism by the diaspora Jews, which hurts its efforts to recruit Jewish talent from abroad) has no great beef with Christian Europe but needs allies against the Caliphate, and hopes to someday liberate the land of Israel. Both are a little unsure of their mutual ally, the pagan Mongols, who feel they wuz robbed, robbed I tells you, of victory over the Caliphate and Cathay both due to dirty underhanded Islamic magic. (Mongol Shamans are good, but not that good). None are strong enough to challenge the British Empire or the Caliphate on their own: really, even all together they don’t have the numbers or magical might, but at least they look like more trouble than it’s worth to conquer. (The “official line” is a bit more positive: Khan, Czar and King all assure their subjects that yes, together they really are the third *Superpower).

The discovery of the new world has set off a bit of a scramble for souls and land on the part of the Islamic and Christian worlds, which is proving increasingly ruinous to the native *Americans. (It’s the Sinbadi continents in this world).  As in the old world, local healers have some genuine magical power, so European/African disease isn’t causing the disastrous depopulation of OTL, but the more developed states and societies are still suffering Black Death and worse levels of casualties, and in this world less developed people are actually worse off, since the sophistication of their mages and healers is usually less. (Both Muslims and Christians are actually trying to help, the Muslims, with their more advanced medical notions, more successfully).

The Islamic conquest is going a bit more slowly than the Spanish one of OTL, in part because the Caliphate is looking for converts and doesn’t consider the locals as disposable as tissue paper, and in part because Mesoamerica and the Andes are quite a bit more politically divided in this time and place: [3] there is no single great empire to knock over in either are, and the Muslims have to take over eastern Mexico one city-state at a time, with the aid of local allies and converts. The relatively large Mixtec and Zapotec states have joined forces into a (moderately) human-sacrificing alliance of Paganism vs. the forces of the Caliphate and its local allies, but who knows how long that will last. To the north Muslims and Christians are beginning a race to the center of the continent, while Christian missionaries and Knights Errant are messing around in Muslim-claimed South Sinbadia.

Further north, Christian forces have discovered some old enemies: Pagan Norsemen, fleeing the Christian conquest of their homeland, first moved to Iceland, but finding themselves followed by those damn Irish monks, followed the whale-road to Vinland, where they mixed with the local natives and created new Thor and Odin worshipping states, until an alliance of *Huron and Algonquinian peoples stopped their advance inland. Currently, there’s a lot of enthusiasm for a *Crusade to convert them with fire (and the sword), possibly in alliance with the League of the Great Waters, but many suggest that is really a distraction from the _real_ job of kicking the Muslims out of the New Lands altogether, while those with less grandiose vision point out that the League of the Great Waters is pagan too, and perhaps they should ally against them with the Vinlanders, who at least know how to Speak European.

(Christians are a bit rougher on the locals, being more interested in getting them to directly submit to the King-Emperor and Christendom, but there’s no intention of enslaving them all or displacing them, either.)

Horses are only just starting to show up on the Great Plains: as yet the horse-nomad cultures of OTL have not arisen, although some buffalo hunters are getting ideas.

The Americas aren’t as rich in supernatural beings as the Old World, but have their own spirits and monsters, some of which are known to ally with the locals against Christian and Muslim intruders (or against Wotanists. The Little People of the woods really don’t like them, in part due to a number of unpleasant types of Nordic Faye and trolls which followed after them to Vinland [4]). There aren’t any old-world type dragons, but there are plenty of giant serpents of various types, giants, and shape-shifters, along with such oddities as flying heads or carnivorous hills. There is currently some fierce debate among Islamic scholars whether the fierce deities of Mesoamerica are in any objective sense “real”, and if so whether they are some sort of Djinn, demons, lesser evil spirits, or simply something created through sorcery by the local priests (which the Muslims consider to be powerful black sorcerers).

[1] Britain, Eire, Asturias, Gaul, Francia, Allemagnia, Italia, Nordland, Romelia, Ungaria
[2] More than a touch of “Islam with Chinese characteristics.”
[3] Some of the largest states in the Americas (territorially, at least) are actually Mississippian mound builder kingdoms/federations.
[4] No dwarfs, though. They really don’t like ocean travel.

178. Hellenistic Dawn

Hellenistic Dawn:
A request by HeliosMegistos for another entry in his Astraeaverse series. The anomaly that sends Persephone Eosopoulou to the medieval Byzantine Empire also swallowed up other people as well. It was generated by an FTL experiment being overseen by representatives of all Allied powers and one of the people who managed to survive the experience was Clarissa Whitewood, a telepath on the ship representing the Commonwealth of Nations. She emerges from the resultant wormhole in Syria, shortly after the enthroning of Antiochus III of the Seleucid Empire.

After the initial confusion (where it became quite clear she couldn’t return home) she eventually made her way to the court of Antiochus and managed to telepathically influence enough people to gain a position. From there she began to weave a web of political influence until she had the ear of the Seleucid king.

Her changes were small at first but she was able to have some impact on the Seleucid military, introducing the crossbow and maintaining the diadochi’s primitive combined-arms traditions that Philip and Alexander had pioneered. The Seleucids went on to beat the Ptolemies in the Levant and move into Armenia and back into the Persian territories they had lost as well as beat the newly arrived Galatians. By that point Clarissa – now going by the name Callista Aspradasos – had entrenched her political position and built a family with one of the members of court. From there, a conspiracy was born, all led by her extended clan, many of whom had inherited her telepathic abilities.

Rome would still rise to power in the west and build up a substantial empire whilst the Seleucids were expanding into Macedonia and Greece, their progress being slowed by the fact that the current king was one of the less inspired and intelligent ones and the conspiracy was struggling to compensate for it. By the time the Seleucids reached the Adriatic they were bumping against the Roman Republic’s sphere of influence in Illyria. As it turned out one of the outlying Aspradososes had abandoned the conspiracy, set up his own in the Roman senate and was building his own empire.

Telepaths became increasingly more common as the Aspradososes married into new families and spread their influence further. Their proliferation, along with the continued presence of the Olympian Rift that had brought Clarissa to ancient Earth had further, stranger influences on the planet and the world changed further.

By 2018 the world has changed a lot.

The Empire of Iskandera is the nation that the Aspradososes built. Though the Seleucids were eventually replaced by other dynasties the Aspradosos family have always remained in their position of power, ruling from behind the scenes. Their conspiracy has engulfed the courts of Iskandera itself and all of their vassals and allies.

Iskandera is the epicentre of telepathic control, with the (original) Aspradoses conspiracy influencing everything. From the court, to the priesthood, to the bureaucracy, to the emperor’s harem, the conspiracy has agents everywhere gathering information and subtly influencing every major actor in the government. In a conventional fashion, the monarchy’s power is absolute but usually held back by a labyrinthine system of bureaucracy that has to approve every decree and send it through a system of checks and balances before enacting them. The orders of more incompetent monarchs usually end up getting waylaid, lost or forgotten before they are fully approved. Of course, this entire process is determined and secretly directed by the Aspradosos.

The government is quite centralised with strict governmental procedures in place for the various satrapies that help manage the actions of the satraps. A carefully maintained and highly extensive network of roads connects the empire together and ensures swift communication and transportation. Supporting this is a highly organised postal system that has relays of messenger posts that can swiftly carry messages from one end of the empire to the other. All of this ensures that edicts are distributed quickly around the empire and orders are given to the satraps without failure. Iskanderun is strictly Greek speaking by this point (with a few highly evolved and derived loan words from English) thanks to an education system and gradual ambient telepathic indoctrination of the population. There is also a sophisticated intelligence network that the government uses to root out dissent, bandits and particularly intolerable and disruptive criminal organisations.

The majority of the aristocracy are telepaths by this point, connected dynastically to the Aspradosos. Not all are involved in the conspiracy, however, the Aspradosos often working through bureaucrats and lesser officials if they believe an individual noble’s direct involvement would be in appropriate for their needs. The increased frequency of spontaneous telepathic development in portions of the population is upsetting this system and the Aspradosos have begun to resort to the psionic domination of these new telepaths to keep order.

Religiously, Iskandera primarily follows a derivative of Zoroastrianism that combined itself with some aspects of Judaism (namely the primacy of the supreme god of good over evil, at least as far as religious dogma goes) into a new faith. This religion does teach that the position of the monarch is recognised by ‘God’ as the centre of authority from which all order flows. Even if a dynasty falls, whoever replaces it receives what is essentially a ‘Mandate of Heaven’ and takes over. There are other faith such as the diaspora of Egyptian sunworshippers who consider central and coastal Egypt their holy land and the monotheistic derivative of traditional Greek paganism. That particular faith has made Zeus the sole god whilst the other deities of the Olympian pantheon are lesser entities that patronise certain aspects of existence and assist in managing them – it’s a complicated faith.

Iskandera’s chief rival has been the Empire of Rome. A branch of the Aspradosos infiltrated the Roman Republic long ago and decided to forgo the conspiratorial methods of their relatives. Instead they set things up so that they could usurp the senate and become emperors of Rome, founding a dynasty that has managed to survive in absolute authority to the present day.

Like Iskandera the aristocracy of Rome is telepathic. Most are related to the monarchy but some are bloodlines that spontaneously developed telepathy and were brought into the upper class. Rome is a lot more decentralised than Iskandera, allowing a degree of autonomy amongst the governorships of the various provinces. The system of highways does connect the provinces and allow edicts from Rome reach the provincial governments but, on the whole, the provinces manage themselves. They therefore have a somewhat smaller and less complex bureaucratic system than Iskandera as well though it is still quite extensive. Despite the autonomy afforded to their subjects, the Roman emperors have traditionally maintained telepathic connection with the aristocracy, often rather subtly. This has allowed them to suppress overt dissent or rebelliousness simply through telepathic suggestion.

Around the ‘Middle Ages’ a new religious derivative developed in the German kingdoms of northern Europe. After the new faiths from Southern Europe, namely the new monotheistic religion, began to find converts in the region, a brand new faith developed. Centred around Woden as a supreme deity, this religion, Alvatarism, spread quickly across northern Europe. The faith is focused on winning a place in heaven through service to the state in war or through some means of supporting the military. All of society is accounted for in their religious doctrine, organising it through a strict system of socio-religious laws that direct people in how they live, observe religious rituals and interact with the people of other faiths. Though the homeland of this new faith was eventually lost to the emerging inhuman races, it made its greatest success by converting the Roman Empire.

Rome has changed some of the edicts since they adopted this religion, making their emperor the supreme authority of the faith as the commander of the military. Rome’s military discipline and hierarchy (there wasn’t a Marian Reform per-se, but the Romans still adopted a professional military) has also been applied to society at large, making the Roman Empire a very regimented society. A combination of ambient telepathic influence and harsh military discipline keeps dissent and disorderly conduct down and every member of the population has, at least, basic training so that they can be conscripted in the event of an attack. Fortified bases, some of which are now large and sophisticated ‘castles’ and have major cities built around them can be found across the empire.

Rome has also spearheaded colonialism overseas. The system of autonomy they practise is much more pronounced as the emperor has difficulty influencing the minds of his governors from so far away. The issues concerning sea travel also can make communication difficult. The population in general is also more mobilised and usually more fervently religious as well. The greater prevalence of auxiliary soldiers has also altered military doctrine much more and has imbalanced the military influenced social order of Roman Alvatarism somewhat.

Slower colonisation by Europeans and a settler population with fewer diseases and better hygiene standards allowed the Native Americans to develop immunities in time for the more organised cultures to recover. Some have since fallen to European invaders but others have survived.

The Intiqakta of the Andes were the latest culture to emerge in the region and the one to attain three important advantages at about the same time; immunities, metallurgy and telepathic leadership. With that they were able to not only build a new empire in the area but reinforced their position enough to hold off invading forces. Even though the Europeans and inhuman creatures continued to expand on much of the continent, the Intiqatka also expanded and managed to keep would-be conquerors at bay. They are sun worshippers that live under an almost theocratic government that confers immense political and theological power on their kings. Like Rome and Iskanderun they maintain an extensive highway network that keeps their empire connected together. The, now telepathic, monarchy also like to mentally dominate the upper class as well to ensure compliance with their decrees.

The Empire of Tananahua was the Mesoamerican culture that rose to power after diseases devastated the region. They too are a telepathic monarchy but were in fact founded by Roman explorers who overthrew the previous dominant culture and set themselves up as the new leaders of culture that had agreed to assist them. The Europeans have long since been assimilated but they did bring the technology and animals needed to allow the Tananahua to reinforce themselves against the arrival of more European settlers. The Tananahua are mostly Alvatarists (or a syncretic derivative of it) these days but some remnants of their older faiths survive in various places.

The Chinese suffered quite horribly from various horrors that have moved in from the west. First there were the displaced people of Central Asia moving east, then the inhumans started appearing in the area, at about the same time that telepaths began spontaneously developing amongst the population.

Xhou China is one of the longer running ‘Chinese’ empires and has managed to not only hold its own against the threats to the north and east and the Europeans who have come from overseas but has managed to build itself up into a sturdy regional power. The Xhou are indigenous telepaths who have been able to exert enough telepathic control over the upper class and military and establish enough ambient telepathic suggestion to keep their position stable no matter the situation. The regular attacks on their territory has forced the empire to restructure itself around several military districts that are governed directly by the army – which is largely composed of the aristocracy anyway.

The Empire of Sukerajaan was one of the more surprising powers to rise in South Asia. Having been heavily influenced by the Indians and the Iskandera trading empire in the Indian Ocean, the Sukerajann were a new state that developed a more militant and expansionist (seafaring) version of Hinduism and exploded out into the region. They have since established themselves as the hegemonic power of the eastern Indian Ocean and guard the gateway to the Pacific. The caste system is in place and the ruling castes have bred telepaths into their members to allow them to maintain order within their (relatively young) empire. The priestly castes have also taken telepaths into their ranks and the two of them use their abilities to maintain control.

Ambient telepathic power can have an odd effect on the world, the most startling of which is the manifestation of brand new forms of life. Built around ideas that telepaths and the general population hold, these new creatures usually take forms similar to beasts of myth, legend and fiction – usually those that more powerful telepaths know about.

Naga, large, serpentine creatures, first began to squirm in the Tigris and Euphrates. They can now be found everywhere from Anatolia to Vietnam and down to Central Africa and have even built their own kingdoms. Naga are highly intelligent and even have their own telepathic ruling castes. Though the majority of their bodies are serpentine, some of them growing up to seven metres in length, they have a human torso, shoulders and arms as well as a human-like head. Possessing a naturally hostile and territorial temperament, the Naga invade new territory and defend them aggressively. They seem almost mentally prepositioned to attacking humans and the larger more organised packs and nations have engaged in disturbingly savage warfare with humanity, often eating those they kill.

The Grindylows are one of the most extensive inhuman species that have been telepathically generated. Large, scaly and hostile humanoid fish-men, the Grindylows have become the scourge of the coasts. They value pyrokinetics out of all of their telepathic castes as they alone are the only ones able to produce plasma and allow them to essentially wield fire underwater. They have since managed to build numerous communities with larger populations building cities in coastal waters. Grindylow kingdoms and empires now exist in oceans around the world and even have territories on land under their control. They are amphibious and highly aggressive, attacking human shipping and conducting disturbing sacrifices to the entities they claim are their gods. Human shipping have since learnt to avoid waters where their cyclopean monuments break the surface of the waters.

A variety of monstrosities have entered the seas, from the Charybdis (massive mouthed anglerfish-like monstrosities that can engulf entire ships) and sea serpents of a disturbing variety to the Leviathans (armoured plated pliosaur-like monsters that can reach terrifying sizes) and krakens. Selkies, which like the Grindylows are amphibious, are humanoid, seal monsters with large claws and teeth and a horribly violent disposition towards humans. Merfolk, some with shark tails, some with cephalopodian tentacles and even some with bellow-like siphons that they use to propel themselves through the water, also haunt the coasts of the world, attacking the unwary when they stray too close to their portions of the sea.

It took some time for the telepathic influence to reach Europe but when it did it took the form of the Tuathe, tall, elfin humanoids with a naturally high aptitude for telepathic abilities. They all seemed to emerge with an arrogant and cruel disposition and began immediately hunting and destroying the various kingdoms of northern Europe, destroying nearly everything north of Rome. Tuathe have just as much of a disposition towards civilisation as humans but seem to prefer architecture that has a more ‘natural’ aesthetic. They also see to have some telepathic quirk that allows them to remould materials into new substances that are almost alien to human craftsmen. Tuathe kingdoms are surprisingly similar to human ones, with powerful telepathic monarchs ruling over various classes of people. Those that border on human lands or have access to the sea, however, will periodically go on ‘wild hunts’ where they attack the neighbouring lands of other races for a season until the specific period of the year is over ad they return home. Short but brutal wars have broken out as their victims raise armies in preparation to defend themselves against their fey attackers.

Much of northern Europe has become inhabited by Firbolgs, a race of giant and powerful humanoids. Though they aren’t numerous enough to dominate land and don’t form communities larger than small, tightly-knit, familial clans, they have spread far and wide across Europe and northern Asia. Some clans have developed a taste for human and Tuathe flesh and have become nomadic raiders who will carry away villages and towns to devour. The multi-headed Ettins have also emerged amongst them as well, reaching even greater heights but also remaining even less numerous.

Telepathy is a highly variable power that grants a wide variety of abilities to those who possess it but is inconsistent in terms of power or what a given person can excel at. Basic forms of telekinesis can be observed in all telepaths and usually give them a boost through applications of tactile telekinesis. Then there’s mental telepathy which in most can manifest easily as an ambient ability to implant suggestions in people. More powerful forms can provide concrete mind reading and mental domination of a target, though telepathic victims can fight back or erect mental defences (normal people can also build ‘mind walls’ but they’re a lot weaker). More complex abilities such as pyrokinesis, cryokinesis and electrokinesis do manifest regularly but are far more variable in potency. Then there are the even more esoteric and disturbing abilities that have only become stronger and more common as the Olympic Rift saturates the Solar System with more and more alien energy.

Then there’s the people who have figured out how to work with the energy the Rift spews out. Most are weak or latent telepaths but some people are just those with a peculiar affinity for the esoteric power source. Through whatever means, they have learnt how to conduct the Rift’s energy – usually through devices – and use it to create bizarre machines. Lightning-based vehicles and weapons, bizarre tank-like contraptions and even a sort of anti-gravity engine that has allowed the nations that employ such machines to lift massive aircraft into the sky have all been built and gradually perfected. This energy is, however, very volatile and failures in experimentation have been both disastrous and disturbing in the results they bring.

Then there’s the most unsettling use of Rift-casting (as the ability to wield such energy is often called), the use to animate (in a fashion) the bodies of the dead. Using flesh or even bone as a conductor (albeit not a very good one but it does work) for Rift energy, some advanced Rift-casters have actually figured out how to raise and pilot the dead. Some have even taking to reinforce their undead servitors with armour and metal skeletal support. There’s even experiments in constructing even more disturbing Frankenstein’s Monster-like constructs and weaponry from corpses. Most of these Rift-caster necromancers have built petty kingdoms out of the dead and whatever resources they can acquire but some have developed their small empires into organised states. Now the dead are being encased in armour and new undead based weaponry are being developed. A big and terrifying question is being asked by the world; what exactly is a bio-conductor and is the energy these weapons rip from people merely the body’s bio-electricity or your soul?

Rift-casting machinery aside, technologically this world is rather anachronistic in many ways. Most of the world is still pre-industrial but much more organised. Steam-engines are known and have even been improved to the point where an industrial revolution could begin but the availability of slave labour (of the Classical Greco-Roman variety) keeps people from really investing in the possibilities of mechanisation. Armies don’t really employ gunpowder and swords, pikes, crossbows and horse-based cavalry are still the norm. The taming of Griffins, Rocs and the odd variety of massive flying insects (whose telepathic origins are shrouded in mystery) do provide the armies of the world with aerial cavalry of their own. Deep-water ships have been developed and some of them can get quite large and bizarrely elaborate as new forms of telepathic augmented craftsmenship give shipwrights stronger and stronger materials to work with.

In Iskandera, the current head of the Aspradosos has died and there is a succession crisis over who should be the new head of the family and conspiracy. Factions are beginning to emerge as the various claimants to being the previous head’s rightful next of kin draw lines in the sand and gather their allies.

179. 1980s World

A commission for daniusmaximus on Deviantart: a retrofuture, the 2010s as it might have been imagined in the 1980s.

(In what follows, OTL means "our time line", the world we mostly inhabit)

It's based on (and expands a little on) this old scenario I posted quite a while back:


Mirrorshades (with built-in computer displays) are plentiful and hairdos are elaborate. The climate is hotter and stormier, and the rain pours down on the grimy, towering Cities of Tomorrow.

After overthrowing Gorbachev, the Soviets turned back to their hard-line roots politically, but also took up a weird sort of State Capitalism, with government-backed Soviet mega-corporations now competing with those rooted in Japan and the US for global market share. Although Eastern Europe was lost, the Soviets still play games of political influence and subversion in the area, and are allied with the leftier bits of fragmented China, along with India (which turned hard-left after their atomic war with Pakistan) and the United Socialist States of Central America. The Corporate-dominated US is allied to Corporate-nation Japan as the leaders of the PacRim Association, the world’s most powerful political association, competing with the Soviets and their Statist allies, the EuroFed, the Arab Union, and independent-minded mega-corporations. A decade after the Second Oil War, the Soviet and US-European forces have finally agreed to neutralize West Iran and put an end to the tense nose-to-nose situation that had existed previously.

The PacRim also includes some of the bits of China, South Korea, Australia, etc. The European economic union has expanded into Latin America, expansion to the east being hampered by Soviet maneuverings. Arab North Africa has unified under a nationalist-Islam movement, which makes the Israelis nervous, especially since a pro-unity party has come to power in Jordan. Africa has descended into chaos, and much of the area is run by warlords, mercenaries and Arab-backed Islamic movements, although atomic-weapons armed South Africa remains relatively stable through extreme repression and the use of pacifying drugs on the black population.

The night sky glitters with satellites, Soviet and US and EuroFed military “Star Wars” projects, mega-corporation commercial stations, spy satellites, and stuff nobody is sure who put it up. They are frequently replaced as they malfunction or are destroyed through properly deniable accidents: military fencing and testing of the enemy, corporate warfare, possibly hackers messing with the system. Europe and Japan are more “wired” than OTL: the World Wide Web is even larger and more complicated than in our world, and includes a variety of virtual reality access modes and entire secret parallel systems run by hacker associations and megacorporations, accessible only to those In the Know. The Soviets have their own hackers, and have infiltrated much of the vast network of cyberspace. Autonomous robots are more advanced, and are used in a number of military applications.

The Republicans are more libertarian than OTL, and are less arm-in-arm with the Religious right. Violent crime is worse than in our world, and many houses are now built like fortresses, while the armed guard industry has boomed and gated communities are even bigger than OTL. Most civilians in the US now carry guns or at least tasers or gas grenades. Interpol and other police agencies battle against the Network, the powerful international alliance of Italian, Columbian, Japanese, etc. crime lords.

The major states all have bases on the Moon, although Mars has not yet been reached (too expensive, both the Supreme Soviet and US corporate heads agree). There are a lot of space stations in orbit, many of them on-the-cheap Indian and Soviet models. (Explosive decompression deaths no longer make it onto the front page of newspapers). Japan is a lot wealthier than OTL, never having undergone an economic collapse of comparable scale, and dealing with the population deficit through massive imports of foreign “temp” labor (1/10 of Japan’s population nowadays is foreign born, and some have been there for 15 years or more. Very few have actually become citizens, and they are often harassed by ultra-nationalist Japanese biker gangs. The Japanese restaurant scene is much more varied than OTL.

180. The Big Uglies and the Race: 2067

A while back I did my interpretation of what the world of Harry Turtledove's "Worldwar" series might be like in 2011: (www.deviantart.com/quantumbran… )

 here's an updated version looking at the year 2067.

It is the year 2067, and a world transformed. The Race are no longer the rulers of the majority of the world’s population: they are nowadays confined to overcrowded “reservations” making up a fraction of their former territory, stripped of their atomic weapons and space-travel technology, and under no little threat of further dispossession. The human race is both more and less united than half a century ago, the situation of most humanity being under the hegemony of only four great powers (and the UK) being replaced by a multitude of independent states working towards a common global understanding (with some exceptions: see, Nazis). It is also a rather more radioactive world than ours, and one with distinctly vengeful aims.


The Race Death Fleet of 2025 (really just three ships loaded with extremely dirty cobalt-salted fusion bombs), were sent with instructions to pass through the solar system without stopping, moving at speeds too high to intercept and dropping off at similarly high speeds enough missiles to make Earth’s biosphere non-sustainable, unless news reached them in route that the situation had already resolved itself, either with the Race forces on Earth pulling a miracle out of their cloaca and defeating the human powers, or more likely with the Race and humans blowing each other to bits. As it turned out, as usual the Race was slow: if they’d gotten off the ships as little as five years earlier, it would probably have worked (if possibly failing to exterminate humanity), but by the time the Fleet arrived humans had managed to work out all the fine points of the Race fusion drive and had a small fleet of interceptors ready to go when the flare of the Fleet’s drives appeared (alerted much earlier than the Race had anticipated, at that: they hadn’t imagined anything as extensive as Earth’s network of high-powered space-based telescopes).


Although all three Race ships departed the solar system as radioactive rubble (being “impossible to intercept”, they had not been designed for ship-to-ship fighting) and those missiles (fired much too early) which did reach earth tended to disintegrate rather than detonate in the atmosphere, enough persistently toxic and radioactive material still got into the Earth’s atmosphere to rather seriously spike death rates from cancer and other radiation-based ailments, as well as cause large die offs in wildlife populations due to concentration of radiation in the food chain, along with more sensitive plants and insects and those poor frogs. As of 2067 only one large area remains “restricted”[1], although at the time there were a great many often panicky evacuations and population movements as “radiation fronts” drifted through the planet’s atmosphere. Makers of bio-nuclear warfare suits for civilians (already a profitable business due to the ongoing human-Race cold war) made a bundle.


Over the intervening four decades, background radiation has dropped considerably, but the only reason cancer rates are somewhat lower than OTL 2019 (save in the poorest countries) is that cancer treatments are much more effective. A lot of the more paranoid still tend to wear filter masks on windy or dusty days, and you still see the occasional oldster in somewhat more contaminated areas who won’t go out without a full protective suit. A lot of older houses have anterooms with elaborate cleaning and vacuuming attachments. The spike in wildlife extinctions, alas, is close to “noise” within the massive humanity-driven and Race invasive-species-driven wave of extinctions over the last century and a half.


Aside from the Death Fleet, some radiation was contributed by hurried action on the part of the Race on earth, which had not been informed of the Death Fleet (there was some worry about their reaction once they found out they had been deemed Regrettable but Unavoidable Casualties), but did know that new ships (presumably from Home) were arriving and being intercepted by human ships based in the asteroid belt. They proceeded to do as much as they could to degrade human space fighting capacities, whether based on the Earth, in orbit, on the Moon, or the asteroid belt, where they had followed the humans with some difficulty [2]. The human powers, of course, proceeded to degrade right back.


To paraphrase Nikita Kruschev, it is better that an enemy have an exaggerated notion of your dangerousness than know you have nothing up your sleeve at all. The rather low success rates of Race armaments compared to human ones confirmed what human analysts had suspected for some time: Race military technology, especially missile and antimissile, and anti-satellite tech, had fallen well behind human cutting edge, with the best they had been essentially so-so knock-offs of human designs. A successful coordinated “first strike” against the damaged Race empire with the human powers now getting no more than “their hair mussed” (albeit killing a load of their human subjects in the process) looked plausible.


Given the universally vengeful human attitude post-Home’s “stab in the back”, the possibility that the always vengeful Germans might try a first strike by their lonesome before the Race could rebuild its ravaged defense network, and the massive psychological blow of being written off by Home and the Emperor, it was not surprising that, after a brief and bloody round of coup and contrecoup, the Race supreme leadership on Earth preemptively surrendered.


The Race’s one condition was that they be allowed to keep some land for themselves, and with none of the human powers really eager to add tens of millions of members of the Race to their population, it was agreed on, although the Race was allowed, with a few exceptions, to keep only the driest and most barren lands for themselves.They were also forced, after a great deal of pressure was put on, to give up their nuclear weapons, although allowed to maintain some militaries to defend themselves from newly independent, hostile, and often irredenta-minded human states.


Decolonization by the Race occurred rapidly and messily: once it became clear the Race were leaving, their human subjects were in no mood to wait patiently for things to be organized for independence. Borders were drawn hastily in some areas where Race settlement areas were being evacuated, or where administrative lines had been redrawn in ways highly dissatisfactory to locals. Ethnic clashes took place. China soon sank into another left-right civil war as the many, many anti-Race revolutionary factions failed miserably to create a unified government. Many of the new regimes were rather extremist, fascistic, one-party socialist, Islamicist.



By 2067, things have settled down considerably. Given the Soviet Union’s internal troubles from the late 2000s through the 2020s, the Communist brand had already taken a blow, and the crumbling of the Japanese Empire and the continued isolation of the Third Reich didn’t do too much for the reputation of fascism. As always, the US, the richest, freest, and most technologically developed of the human powers exerted a magnetic attraction unspoiled by a history of third-world interventions or electing flaming dumpsters [3], and there has been a move towards the center and democratization. (Somalia shaking off the Islamicist back-monkey and having free elections surprised a lot of people).


This has led to a stronger “One Panet” moving seeking something along the lines of a unified planetary government to deal with the Race and other aliens in the future (there are of course those who argue that planetary unification is a “Race” thing and our disunity is in fact part of our strengths). The League of Nations, an almost rudimentary organization during much of the “four powers” period, has revived and greatly increased its powers and influence, a number of areas of the globe are under international control, and the Global Entente is the dominant planetary organization for mutual cooperation and assistance.


THE GLOBAL ENTENTE


The Global Entente is a loose alliance dedicated to maintaining global peace, keeping the Race in line, encouraging trade and common technological and scientific projects, and expanding the human presence in space. It consists of the US and its allies, a more-or-less democratized USSR and its allies and clients, the Republic of China, the Indian federation, and various states not aligned closely to any of the major powers but sympathizing with its goals. Outside the Entente but seeking to get in is the Empire of Japan, entry of which is currently blocked by the Chinese (they want Hainan and Taiwan back, at a minimum), and by various former Race colonies plus anti-colonial elements in the US who want Japan out of New Guinea, Malaya, the Philippines, etc. (The Japanese point out this is rather hypocritical, given Soviet Russian dominance of a load of non-Russian minorities).


Definitely unacceptable are the defiantly imperialist Germans and their few allies, and the Islamicist dictatorships, which are very much on the outs with current global civilizational ideals. It’s occasionally mooted that the Race territories join, but their former colonies are understandable not cool with that idea at all, and even in the more developed nations, a lot of people think they can’t be trusted while Home is still out there. And there are of course a few strict neutrals, who after coming out from under Race domination really don’t want to get involved in any new international drama.


Generally speaking, there is currently little fear of an apocalyptic human-vs-human war nowadays: while the Japanese and Germans aren’t part of the Entente, nobody considers them crazy enough to commit national suicide (although there are always a few kooks claiming Japan or the Reich has secretly developed A 100% EFFECTIVE NoUCLEAR SHIELD), and even fears of a second and more effective Race second strike have receded greatly, especially in those under 30. The vast underground tunnel networks under the major nations of the world, built for survival in case of human-Race nuclear atomigeddon, some so deep as to require advanced refrigeration systems, have largely been recycled as cheap housing (outside of ever-paranoid Germany) , and some underground communities are now as large as small cities, and have developed peculiar, claustrophile cultures of their own. (There are a lot of jokes about the “mole-men menace”, some of them a touch nervous in the wake of one British underground community trying to secede from the UK).


THE US AND ITS ALLIES


The big man on campus the planet, the US, has over 390 million inhabitants, if a bit differently ethnically arranged than they’re likely to be in OTL, with somewhat fewer Hispanics (up until the end of the Race’s rule of Mexico, the border was rather tight), more Muslims and Chinese (the Race was happy to see ones with any political convictions leave) and, of course, several million members of the Race, the US being one of the few relatively accepting human states.


The relatively tolerant attitude of most Americans was badly compromised by the Death Fleet and for a while such human expressions of Race tolerance as casual nudity, shaved heads, and body painting were to some extent verboten for years afterwards, This led to such oddities as Race “scaly humans” who adopted to human cultural norms to the extent of wearing suits and human-style marriages. [7] By 2067, however, things have turned around to the extent that nowadays the US Race community includes “cultural purists” who live in isolated desert communes and refuse to use English and only communicate with humans through translation machines.In the meantime, humans no longer try to maximize human body hair to emphasize their mammalian nature, although hair is generally worn longer than OTL.


The US is the most technologically advanced of the major nations and the biggest contributor to the Starship project, although a certain degree of cultural conservatism and suspicion of untried technology means it tends to ban the more extreme forms of genetic and cybernetic modification (at least as far as the general public knows: after 88 years of Cold War vs the Race, the Deep State is genuinely Deep).There is a form of New Manifest Destiny on the grow: the USA has a mission to Americanize (and among many, to Christianize) the universe.

Canada has some sixty million inhabitants, and is even more of an "immigrant country" than in our world. Its moderately sized Race population wears clothes more often than anywhere else, due to the cold winter climate and a period of post Death-Fleet hostility even worse than the US. (One of Canada's more successful clothing companies does a busy sideline in clothing specifically tailored to Race bodies, with pants designed to accommodate tails and jackets for those with no real shoulders.)

The UK remains somewhat separate, still clinging (like the Argentines and their dream of being just as rich as the US) to the notion that the British Empire sans the Race invasion would have become a global multinational superpower (efforts to create a post-Race alliance with the former ubits of the Empire have not, alas, been very successful), The Reich’s disastrous war with the Race in the 1960s badly undercut the pro-Nazi alliance forces, and their failed attempt to override public opinion in 1969 through military coup remains one of the defining watermarks of British history. Not that the British have given up on national relevance:Britain remains one of the most “space-crazed” Entente nations (a new British Empire among the stars? Stay tuned!)


Race rule in Latin America was less harsh than in other places (for one thing, aside from the Pacific coast and north Mexico, there wasn’t that much area the Race found pleasant for settlement) and in response quite a bit of Latin America didn’t oppose Race rule that vigorously, with important exceptions such as Mexico and Venezuela. This leads to a modern loud and vocal anti-Race sentiment, likely out of embarrassment. Some argue that Brazil’s effort to create a powerful South American block is not so much a matter of resistance to US dominance as an effort to show that South America is a formidable human block rather than a bunch of Race collaborators. (Things are further complicated by Race indifference to human racial rankings, which led to the current Amerindian/Mestizo dominance of Bolivia).


CHINESE, INDIANS AND OTHERS

The end of Race rule led to the emergence of many new nations and the end of the human “four powers” system, but ultimately led to a world more in fact unipolar, or at least bipolar (lol) as nations tended to cluster around the major non-total-dick powers of the US and USSR. India, which had achieved after an additional eighty-odd years of “colonial” rule a much higher level of Hindu-Muslim unity (well, outside of the solidly Muslim NW) emerged from Race rule a nation closer to Ghandi’s ideals of tolerance (at least by 2067 nothing as unpleasant as our BJP has emerged) but has failed to progress economically as well as China, which has recently surpassed India in standards of living in spite of India starting out at a higher level and avoiding seven years of post-Race civil war. (China is in fact fairly authoritarian, a right-wing version of OTLs People’s Republic, but willing to make political and economic concessions to the US to maintain good relations even as it intends to eventually displace it as the leader of the Global Entente.)


Sub-Saharan Africa is doing better than in our world, Race rule having done a superior job of development than the age of dictators OTL from the 1960s to the 1990s, and having avoided the Cold War period of LETS SCREW OVER YOUR ALLY. Having started from a pretty low base, the area is still rather less developed than the USSR, North America, and Japan, not to mention the long-term distortions of the Race developing the area mainly as a source of anti-human industrial/military production. (central Africa is still trying to make something from an enormous radionuclide industrial complex.). Ambitious plans are being drawn up for large scale economic integration. 


THE REDS


The Soviet Union, with over 450 million inhabitants, is in this world a fairly serious competitor to the USA, but is hardly the nation it was in the 1960s. It has a lot of immigrants from the Chinese and Islamic worlds, and in spite of efforts to spread them evenly across the Union (Moscow has a lot of Chinese restaurants) the USSR east of Baikal has a Chinese plurality which worries the leadership. It also has had a lot of often turbulent political change since the 1980s: although the combined menace of the Race and the Reich kept the USSR unified until the 2020s, fundamental economic difficulties have long threatened its survival. A move to “mixed economics” in the 1980s, while improving living standards, combined with US aid ( meant to support the USSR as a Threat In Being to the Reich and the Race) fundamentally undermined the ideological basis for the existence of the USSR as a multinational “empire”, especially after the collapse of the Race as a unifying menace.


The Soviets after the 2020s managed to save appearances by turning to an increasingly “computerized” economy similar to the OTL “red plenty” program of the 60s and 70s, only with a vastly more advanced computer technology based on Race models. It proved possible to at least avoid collapse, although “converging and surpassing” the US model remained an aspiration rather than a coherent plan into the 2060s, although the possibilities of AI and quantum computing raised hopes for the remainder of the 21st century. Also important was the move towards a more post- national Soviet identity (ethnicity was removed from Soviet ID cards after 1990) and a move towards a more democratic governing system, if still one in which non-left-wing and nationalist parties were forbidden, and dedicated to the manipulation of public opinion through carefully controlled social media. Ironically, that has led to the emergence of a new "Deep Red" movement, whose wacky storm-the-heavens Utopianism, if certainly pro-continued-USSR, is rather hostile to the current governments "rationalist" approach.


Other “socialist” states were largely assessed on the basis of how well (or how poorly) they adopted the essentially technocratic Soviet model. The most frustrating case was the Islamic People’s Republic of Iran, whose weird mix of old school Stalinism and Islamic principles was entirely incompatible with modern Soviet ideas, and by the 2060s had emerged as a fundamental intellectual challenge to Soviet influence in the Middle East. (The whole “massive biochemical weapons arsenal” thing was almost an irrelevance by comparison)


BALTS, POLES, AND JEWS


In the lands around the Baltic sea, an area long contested between the Race (overlord of Poland and Finland) the Germans (Finlandizers of the Swedes) and the Soviet Union, the somewhat chaotic nature of the withdrawal of the Race from the area allowed for the emergence of a regional, more or less neutral (if still a part of the Global Entente) block, consisting of Poland, Finland and Sweden. This political re-arrangement of the situation was not without its costs, though: Poland, although avoiding in the process German irredentism, was forced to give up much of its territory to the Soviets. In the aftermath, Polish Jews, which had been favored by the Race as a people dependent on their support, were persecuted as “collaborators”, never mind that Poles had energetically collaborated themselves as long as the Race kept the Soviets and Nazis at bay. Most Polish Jews who didn't end up in the USSR left for the US, Canada, or Palestine: Palestine, too, was a complicated sort of place, where the Race had replaced the rebellious Arabs with Jews and Catholic Christians: oddly enough, they have managed to work out an equitable power-sharing relationship which is still working as of 2067: possibly because all their neighbors are enormous dicks, aside from the North Arabian Race territories, which are rather dependent on Palestine for access to the outside world. 39% Catholic, 54% Jewish, almost all the ethnic cleansing done by the Race. Fortunately, Palestine is even more solidly supported by the USA than Israel OTL.


The US has somewhat more Jews than OTL. The USSR has a lot more Jews than OTL’s Former USSR, but they’ve been heavily “Sovietized” culturally: for various reasons, including the lack of an independent "Jewish state" before the 2020s and the need to keep themselves unassociated with a surviving Third Reich in people’s minds, this USSR has historically been less anti-Semitic than OTL’s USSR, but has worked harder to create a “post-nationalist” Soviet identity.


FORMER JAPANESE IMPERIUM


Japanese rule has receded. Too dependent on global commerce and free trade, it could not choose full self-sufficiency within the borders of its territories without a severe cut in its standards of living, could not maintain its empire after the collapse of the Race menace without methods so savage as to alienate all its trading partners save the (rather disdained) Germans. (Chinese independence also utterly undermined the role of the Chinese diaspora as a prop of the Empire: Malays, poor SE Asians, and Filipinos have largely replaced the Chinese as the cheap labor of Nippon). A shrunken, isolated New Axis sustained by Draka-esque genocidal violence or abandonment of Empire and union with global currents. In the end, Japan sort of half-assed it, abandoning rebellion-torn Indonesia and Korea (annexing rebel-filled Race Korea and thereby massively revitalizing Japanese Korean rebels proved a serious self-own), but holding on to the Philippines and other territories pretty much guaranteed to insure the hostility of China and Nusantara (OTL Indonesia). This has so far kept them out of the Global Entente, although the US and USSR are increasingly in favor of having them inside the tent pissing out rather than the other way around. Things are somewhat complicated by Japan’s cybernetic infatuation, which leads to some downright alarming body modification trends (DOWN WITH THE FLESH) and a weird Japanese neo-imperialist movement that holds Japan can expand indefinitely through robotic and virtual proxies. (They aren't happy at all with the government's recent decision to grant citizenship to over a million of those aforementioned cheap laborers, in an unstated acknowledgement of the fact that keeping Japan's female population barefoot and pregnant hasn't been a practicable method for keeping the population growing for a while now.)


THE REICH AND OTHER BADDIES

The Third Reich has had its ups and downs. Their developing a “Dr. Strangelove” type doomsday radiological device to threaten the whole world with destruction if they were attacked turned out to be very bad messaging and failed in their secondary purpose of getting them back into space, after a very unpleasant day in May, 2017 when the Race called their bluff and shot down a heavily armed German space plane.After some unpleasantness in which the then-Fuhrer supposedly shot himself seventeen times in the back and head, an agreement was finally reached in which the Germans promised to disassemble their device in exchange for US and Japanese-mediated access to space (for ENTIRELY PEACEFUL purposes). Although some people claim the disassembled devices the Germans showed the world were in fact fakes, the Germans haven’t suggested they might have enough cobalt-contaminated devices to poison two thirds of the world, especially after the Race death fleet nearly did exactly that thing only more.


As it often does, international isolation and general hostility proved counterproductive, simply stoking German paranoia and hysteria. While the Japanese looked at the possibility of their empire becoming North Korea in the Large Economy Size and backed down in the end, the Germans ended up embracing that shit. While the more extremist Nazi ideologues of old failed to make a return, Germany developed a brand new ideology based on “memetic” ideas, the notion of “creative” and “destructive” cultures (not races) while still sticking with nature red in claw and tooth as the fundamental truth of nations: either your nation grew and imposed it’s cultural Weltanschauung on others, or it would be devoured in turn. The Reich of the later 21st century would be less racist than the Reich of old: Dutch and Norwegian “Germans” now can reach the very highest ranks, and the Balkan Slavs are accepted as partners in the Reich’s project as long as they were good fascists. On the other hand, North Italians would be forced to become Germans - as would Hungarians, after they had an anti-fascist revolulution and were punished by being incorporated into the Third Reich as a “protectorate.” Whether the Romanian revolt - a few decades later - would lead to the same is as yet unclear. 


Germans remain big on the idea of the Superman, but nowadays more as an ideal than as something Germans already are. More than any other country, Germans embrace the notion of transhumanism, and go further than any other country in biological and cybernetic enhancement. While other nations stick with removing dangerous genes (coding for disabilities, low resistance to alcoholism) and minor improvements (genes for greater disease resistance, cholestesterol resistance), Germans go so far as major phenotype modifications (it is estimated that 90% of Reich citizens born in the 2070s will be tall, blond, and blue-eyed) and are also enthusiastic about cybernetic enhancements (although their insistence on maintaining a Magnificent Blond Beast look means they avoid the more extensive implants favored by the Japanese.) As with the Japanese, the Germans have finally accepted that keeping the female 50% of the country's brains unemployed aside from housekeeping and childraising is a serious self-own, which hasn't helped with their population (240 million including the Protectorates) issues (all the pro-reproduction propaganda in the world doesn't change the fact that children are expensive and time-consuming, and state efforts to raise more kids in creches have produced disappointing results, to be polite). The nation is theoretically ruled by a collective body rather than one man for the while, but the current Reichsfuhrer has been working on his own neat little cult of personality for a decade now, while his rivals quietly try to undermine his position with their own subtle propaganda. 


Of course, the Reich needed more than German cultural supremacism to have much influence abroad - and found it in anti-Race posturing. In some ways, Germany has made the Race the new Jews - a constant threat to humanity, always plotting our destruction. They have been National successful in finding allies in the former Race-ruled areas, many of which still nurse grudges or have extensive anti-Race irredenta. (The more powerful nation’s decision to let the Race keep part of their territory rather than exterminate them outright still bugs a lot of nations which failed to regain much of their territory as a result of this.)

Even more aggressively anti-Race than the Reich is the Arab Union, centered in Cairo.(Aside from a few buildings of unusual historical interest, Old Cairo was largely torn down and built over by the Race after they expelled most of the rebellious population. The returning Arabs and Sudanese in turn have torn down or at least heavily remodeled the Race architecture, creating what might be described as "Arabized Nazi Triumphalist architecture with extra glass and fake chrome", and modern Cairo is widely recognized as a global triumph of bad taste.) Far too much of the Arab lands remain part of the Race "reservations", and they want them back. Regaining Palestine is some ways down their "to do list", although they don't like Jews either. To add to their annoyance, due the very sharp division between the sown and the wastes, Egyptian/Sudanese farmers often struggle with Home pest animals, and grumble about the Race continuing to invade and harass them by proxy, so to speak.

More troubling than its African, Arab and Latin American allies and hangers-on is France, at least to Americans. The close collaboration between the “Fourth Republic” and it’s Race overlords after the period of Nazi domination did a lot to discredit democratic rule in France: after the withdrawal of Race forces, the Fourth Republic collapsed into left-right civil war which was won by the Right with German assistance. Having learned something from past mistakes, the Reich has treated the French “National Union” as an equal partner.


Germany is Back in Space, the nations of the Entente being unwilling to challenge the Reich on this front after the collapse of the Race on Earth, Their space presence isn’t quite on the scale of the US or the USSR or even the Japanese, but German bases are scattered about the inner solar system, with a substantial presence of the French and other allies. (Including the South Italians, who have developed a weird high-tech neo-futurism which sometimes even creeps out the Germans.)


The Germans and their allies aren’t strong enough to seriously challenge the dominance of the Entente, but are too heavily armed to suppress: they remain a perpetual thorn in the side of global democratic (or semi-democratic) order. Even more disassociated from the global mainstream are the Islamicist dictatorships, descendants of revolutionary movements which the Race was never entirely able to suppress, and consider themselves the guardians of the eternal Islamic flame, and the Race to be agents of Shaitan, who must either bend the knee to Allah or be exterminated. There is some hope for evolution with the move away from extremism of the Somalis and the New Kano Caliphate, but the hardline regimes in Industan remain committed to a weird combination of Islamic Law fundamentalism and hard science (the better to exterminate the agents of Shaitan with).


THE ENVIRONMENT


Race ideas on environmental conservation, avoidance of global warming., etc. were initially accepted only rather grudgingly, partly because any Lizard ideas on the Right Way to Do Things were automatically looked upon with suspicion, and also because the Race were pretty darn hypocritical on the subject, cheerfully indifferent when their imported desert-habituated species displaced and wiped out terrestrial species less sophisticated in their dry-climate adaptations. It was only later that environmentalism became linked with the idea of preserving a “human-adapted” Earth, a world suitable for human beings. The free human nations would eventually so far as pushing the newly liberated human nations of the late 2020s to maintain the Race-created natural preserves on Earth - not exactly to the pleasure of nations who considered these regions to be part of their national heritage, to exploit (or not) as they saw fit.

The other side of conservation is, of course, “re-terraforming”: the removal of alien, Race-introduced ecosystems and the recreation of terrestrial desert and semi-desert environments. The struggle is ongoing and particularly intense in the US southwest, and protests by the Race inhabiting former North Mexico when US biological “counteragents” spread into their territory have a tendency to be ignored.

Global warming is a Thing, the fossil fuels era may be over, but human nations burned a lot of coal (and in case of the oil-rich USSR, petroleum) getting there, and in spite of the known bad effects, the Race burned coal too when it was more economically efficient and fast to build coal or gas power plants to drive development in their territories than building "proper" clean power sources in the never ending Red Queen's race against the Big Uglies. Things haven't reached the "outdoor agriculture is screwed" stage, but the temperature is still below its expected peak. (The Oceans are still storing up heat) Combating this through various ambitious projects (carbon dioxide sequestration, artificial cloud generation, etc.) is a major aim of the "re-terraformers": after all, warming-driven desertification in various places means that the amount of Race-desirable real estate on the planet is actually increasing.


TECHNOLOGY


The human race surpassed the Race technologically by the 2030s, any remaining technologically edges still held by the Race quickly duplicated by terrestrial science after the surrender (in which access to any and all Race technology and scientific knowledge was part of the terms): the only field in which the Race still has an advantage is Race medical science (as a result of millennia of incremental improvements in Race understanding of how their bodies worked). Cheap and (relatively) clean fusion and solar power have long since put an end to the age of fossil fuels. Although true AI remains frustratingly difficult, immensely powerful learning networks can fake it pretty well, and manage planetary ecological and industrial systems of a complexity increasingly beyond human understanding: with such technology the Soviets are finally approaching the vision of a truly “scientifically run” economy, although some Soviet scientists are rather concerned over the fact that it’s increasingly impossible to tell how the machines are reaching their decisions on economic optimization. Japan is aiming at an even more radical version of this in which robotization will compensate for their low human-power compared to larger nations: this has raised concerns not just among Japanese thinkers but abroad as well.


Biological science has moved ahead as well: a modified version of the Race’s hibernation technology has been adapted for human beings, cancer if not entirely licked certainly knows it’s been in a fight, and current lifespan estimates in the more advanced nations is over ninety. (The world’s oldest person is close to 140, although it’s a bit hard to say where the cybernetics and grafts end and the person begins, and it’s hard to tell how much of her conversation is her and not her Personal Brain-Aide and External Memory Unit.)


Buildings, having reached heights of up to a mile, aren’t growing any further. It’s kinda pointless. The rather baroque anti-Race stylings of half a century ago have been replaced by a more “geometric”, futurist style. The US is fussing with new “organic” styles.


Internet development was hampered by security concerns, but nowadays the Global Entente has a shiny universal network of positively gargantuan proportions. This world’s equivalent of the Social Media Era came and went, from the 2020s to the 2050s, fortunately taking place at a time when racist and objectivist memetics weren’t well positioned to take advantage of them in the world’s major democracies (not that they weren’t horribly misused by the Germans and some of the post-Race governments, and, albeit with good intentions/paving stones, by the soviet reformers). Holographics is quite advanced, and when combined with modern weak (merely mildly superhuman) AI, Japanese virtual idols are really very convincing as long as you don’t try to touch them.


(Japan never developed anything quite like OTLs Anime industry, but in the “post-superpower” era has created an even more extensive artistic, sexual, and “countercultural” reality based on virtual people of widely varying levels of cartoonishness)


Genetic engineering continues to progress, as well as cybernetics. Attempts to actually upgrade human intelligence are so far fairly limited by the possibility of it going wrong scaring the crap out of most governments, but health-related genetic tinkering is increasingly common. Biowarfare vs the Race’s imported plants and animals continues in desert and semi-desert areas. Cybernetic ears, eyes, limbs, etc. are increasingly common, although full body prosthesis remain the stuff of rumor (usually re government X’s supposed super-soldier program)


Space travel had somewhat of a slowdown after the Death Fleet: all those orbital anti-orbital-weapons-weapons went off, filling the Earth’s orbit with debris, speeding ball bearings, etc. Methods to “clear orbits” were soon put into use, from giant balls of debris-braking fluff to giant lasers to just evaporate nuisances, but for most of a decade space was only accessible through very fuel-expensive Polar launches or through massively armored Orion atomic-bomb propelled craft. Some of the more distant human outposts were abandoned due to resupply issues.


However, by the mid-2030s, the Conquest of Space was back in business, more or less. In the subsequent three decades some of the more ambitious plans for space colonization were scaled back (there’s still less than ten thousand people on Mars) simply because the Moon, Mars, and the Asteroids are simply difficult and expensive places to keep human beings alive and healthy (and it’s almost impossible on Venus) but space based industry, military installations, spaceship yards, space robotics, etc. continued to expand at a fast clip. Partly this was because Orion launches from earth proper were no longer acceptable: anything that added further to Earth’s radioactive contamination wasn’t really acceptable. (The first Orion built entirely on the Moon, almost entirely from Moon-sourced parts, was launched - from the Moon, of course - in 2047).


And Earth would soon have a way to get into space that wouldn’t require atoms at all, fusion or fission. The first orbital elevator took fifteen years to complete: the second, watching and avoiding most of the errors of its predecessor, will (hopefully) take seven years if it successfully meets its goal for 2069. There is some talk of a third one to be build in the Andean Union (Indonesia is currently looking a bit unstable). The Great Congo League’s bid was turned down, but now they’re talking about being the site for a Reich-only “beanstalk” (most people don’t think the Germans have the capacity to build one on their own, although a fair few worry about them trying and failing disastrously).


The world’s first Starship, the James Cook, [5] is under construction. Earth admittedly had the technology to launch a crude knock-off of the Race’s interstellar ships by the mid-2040s, but after the Race Death Fleet it was decided that any ships sent to Home would have to send a message. (The German proposal to send a message in the form of a one-way starship crashing into Home at half the speed of light was given some consideration and ultimately discarded.) This ship, a joint Global Entente project, with some Japanese participation, is not fusion-propelled: it will be propelled by anti-matter, now being manufactured in automated facilities located on Mercury (for the solar power and the lack of human beings within a five hundred mile blast radius) and shipped from their to the spaceship building yard in the asteroids. It will be equipped with the finest defenses and the most lethal weapons available to current science, and will send the message “DO NOT F**CK WITH HUMANITY.”


RACE TERRITORIES

The Race on Earth has been confined to shrunken “reservations” in areas with dry and desert climates they are comfortable with and few humans previously inhabited in any event. Since these areas were always under Race rule in their days of planetary dominance, many of their cities and infrastructure was already there, and much of the Race didn’t have to move at all. However, the former Race settlement area was much larger and in any event was supported by resources drawn from the majority of the planet’s land surface: and even the Race, expert recyclers that they are, need adequate water supplies for agriculture and their cities. What they now have is not enough to support the close to a quarter of a billion members of the Race on Earth: the Race territories are crowded, thirsty, and economically crippled.


The number of Race members has remained fairly fixed since the aftermath of the Death Fleet. The ability of the Race to increase its numbers rapidly simply by letting more of their eggs hatch is matched by their ability to control their numbers by disposing of extra eggs (Race females do not waste much emotion on unhatched eggs): there are Lizards who argue that the Race would be better off if they shrank their population by a third or more, but so far the fear that humans would take even more of their land if there were less of them has prevented this viewpoint from gaining favor in any of the Race territories.


The dominant overriding desire among the leadership is to try to rebuild, to not give in to despair, and show both to the Big Uglies and members of the Race itself that the Race is still at least an equal, if not outright superior race. With few resources besides sand and sunshine [6], and the desert-habituated plants and animals of their homeworld, the Race struggles to catch up with the human race from a point far below what they were at their height. Relationships with the USA are fairly cordial: the food aid the US provided in the very difficult early years is still remembered with gratitude. Unemployment and homelessness are a problem: the clan support system has been badly damaged by the effects of ginger addiction.


(A cure of sorts for ginger addiction was finally developed in the 2050s, a form of drug therapy that effectively blocked the effects of ginger on the nervous system and controlled the worst of the cravings. Unfortunately, by then the new generation had discovered cardamom. )


The Race territories also lie under the shadow of irredentist human nations, from Mexico to Iran, and most notably the much-oppressed (during the era of Race rule) Arabs. Race territories in the Thar desert area, Balochistan, Arabia, and the Sahara suffer from frequent cross-border raids, missile attacks, and other outrages, to which their ability to respond is limited by their inability to launch serious counterattacks without bringing the wrath of the major human powers down on their heads. (Of late, the nations of the Global Entente have been increasingly sympathetic, given that their major tormentors are mainly non-Entente Islamicist states or allies of the Third Reich).


Economics are complicated: the capitalistic but very rules and law-bound economy of the former Race Empire is being eroded by both top-down technocratic, neo-Socialist modernization attempts and by a rising anarchic “entrepreneurship” copied from the Americans. The current leadership, following a long tradition of Race pragmatism, follows the old adage “it does not matter if a Beffel is green or blue, as long as it catches Tsellepem.”


Most Race cities nowadays have an Old City and a New City: the original pre-Surrender city, and an outer New City for the settlement of Race members expelled from now-human territory. Initially makeshift shack and tent and tin slums/refugee camps, over the last four decades these New Cities have slowly and steadily become more substantially, more geometrical in their layout, and cleaner: the Race have been city dwellers in the main for tens of thousands of years, and even in the depths of post-Surrender depression and poverty, the notion of the Well-Ordered City survived (in their own way, members of the Race are as concerned with "respectability" as any 19th century Londoner. It's just that sex doesn't have much to do with it).

Geographical dispersion and travel difficulties (inter-territory travel is heavily monitored and controlled by the human Powers) means that the various Race territories largely run themselves, although almost all theoretically recognize the leadership of the Australian Territories, which are headed by the chosen successor of ... Atvar’s successor. There are a couple exceptions: the Race territories in former northern Mexico, heavily under direct US influence, have adopted a democratic form of government (not entirely successfully: one party commands the loyalty of most of the population to the extent it has to actually prop up a couple “competing” parties to avoid the appearance of a one-party state. But they’re trying!). More of a problem is the Race territory in what used to be SW Africa, which has seen a takeover by a radical “pro-Emperor” party which refuses to accept the authority of a leadership which betrayed the Emperor and his sacred ancestors by surrendering to the humans. The fact that the Emperor had essentially written them off by sending the Death Fleet makes no difference to these factionalists: it had to be done for the survival of the Race. They are of course under very close observation by the human governments, and have been forced to accept inspections of multiple sites across their nation to make sure they aren’t trying to, say, build an interstellar transmitter to warn Home of human technological progress. There have been violent incidents, and there is fear of military intervention.


(Earth is under something of a “interstellar radio blackout”: Race constructed interstellar transmitters have all been seized, and human governments monitor technology to make sure nobody builds any radio transmitters powerful enough to be received on Home, and efforts have been made to move media transmission in general from broadcast signals to tight beam using satellites and optical cables. Not that the Race has any radio detection arrays powerful enough to make regular TV signals comprehensible at a distance of eleven light years).


MEANWHILE, BACK HOME


Thanks to the speed of light, the Race didn’t find out about the debacle of the Fleet until 2036, which caused something of a panic. There was much claw pointing, although in the end the general consensus was the Fleet had failed because of the absurd hurry with which it had been “thrown together.” (A mere quarter-century from conception to launch!). Still, the very best analyses of the situation by Race scholars was that with the collapse of the immediate Race threat on Earth, the humans would probably turn on eachother again: in the unlikely possibility of their not nuking themselves into oblivion, worst-case analysis predicted a terrestrial invasion no earlier than the terrestrial year 2126. By that time it should be possible to construct defenses capable of stopping alien invaders well away from Home, and assemble a much stronger fleet able to effectively force surrender on the Big Uglies.The costs would be frightful, but bearable if spread out over a seventy year period.


Research, development, and resource and financial accumulation have proceeded well over the last thirty years, and the committee for the Home Defense Initiative boast actual physical construction will be under way in another decade.


The first human starship will arrive in the Race’s home solar system in 2086.


[1] In Soviet Central Asia. Some paranoid Soviets still mumble about the Americans or Japanese “letting missiles through.”


[2] While doing their best to avoid damaging important human cities. The Race leadership on Earth really, really didn’t want to trigger a general holocaust.


[3] (President Camacho at least had his heart in the right place)


[4] The virtual spaces and networks inhabited by the latest, memetic-warfare savvy generations would be very hard for us to grasp.


[5] The name Commodore Perry was a popular early proposal for a name, and there were a lot of jokes about opening up Home for commerce and civilization. Undoubtedly coincidentally, the name suddenly got a lot less popular after the Japanese accepted the invitation to join the project.


[6] The Saharan Race territories make a tidy profit off of selling their solar power to the West Africans.


[7] There was even a short-lived religious movement that held that God was human in form, the Race having been created by a rebellious demiurge. Believers would be reincarnated as humans. Fortunately, religious fanaticism isn’t really a Race characteristic.

181. Planet of the Apes (and some others)

The year 4,029 (Common Era) is approaching on Earth, although most terrestrials are unaware of this and others would dispute the date. It’s a rather different planet than ours, with raised sea levels, no north Polar ice cap, and, most notably, no Moon. Deserts have generally expanded, the surviving jungles have expanded in some places but died out in others, and the shore ecosystems have undergone rapid and cataclysmic change with the sudden loss of all tides save the Solar ones. 


(The craters are fairly noticeable. They’re a result of the explosion of the _second_ Alpha-Omega bomb, the one located in the Moon base, as a result of the desperate struggle of surviving Astronauts and Cosmonauts for the very limited resource base remaining on the Moon. Fortunately, most of the Moon was blasted away from the Earth, leading to a cloud of large asteroids preceding Earth in its orbit, but enough pieces hit the planet to cause the Seven Years Winter and drop the human and ape population by another 90%).


(Complicated gravitational interactions will probably at some point lead to a rock of at least dinosaur-killing size running into the Earth, but probably not for some millennia yet. OTOH, the math to prove this the case is too complicated for any Ape society to calculate, so it’s probably for the best if space travel comes along soon).


The tree of life has been pruned, by massive radioactive fallout, global temperature rise continuing for nearly a century after humanity suffered from Civilizationus Interruptus, a more temporary but still severe increase in radiation due to ozone damage, and the chemical damage from innumerable burning cities, factories, and chemical depots either deliberately targeted by war planners or just too close to other atomic targets. The situation was not helped by various biological weapons targeted at food crops mutating into forms with a more variegated diet.Large scale die-offs of vegetation led to increased soil erosion, with heavy increases in rainfall in some areas speeding things downstream even faster, leading to further expansion of desert and “badland” zones. And then there are all the new mutated animals and plants that have popped up: some, like the giant frogs, aren’t too bad, but the giant rats that have taken up the space previously occupied by large canine predators are just nasty.


On the positive side, the climate situation has largely stabilized, radiation is way down in areas where people weren’t deliberately dickish with cobalt-salted weapons, a rich variety of new species created by radiation mutations are expanding into emptied niches in those cases they didn’t turn out horribly unfit, the ocean ecology has recovered to the extent a real draw-down of excess CO2 is starting, and the current intelligent life forms are at least few enough in number to not do too much damage (yet)).


Such intelligent life forms are different and more varied than those of a couple of millennia earlier. The most prominent are the apes - chimpanzees, gorillas, and orangutans. Not all orangutans, gorillas, and chimpanzees are the same. The common model in the city-states of former north America - the “warrior” gorilla, the “bourgeois” chimpanzee, and the “politician and priest” orangutans - is hardly universal: besides different social structures, not all apes underwent quite the same sort of genetic modification. The descendants of gorillas laborers, modified to increase their pacific rather than aggressive elements, tend to create communistic (in the tolerant sense) and non-violent societies. All Chimpanzees are descended from gene-lines bred for lowered aggression: the Chimp norm was after all one of ball-biting, baby-eating, Colobus-monkey-exterminating general nastiness. Some are more aggressive than others, though. The orangutans which retain their original solitary habits may still remain part of ape society, as scientists or philosophers or managing limited-access libraries, while others have returned to a hunter-gatherer existence due to their intolerance for large groups. Somewhile create weird theocracies. 


Then there are the Bonobos. 


Most ape societies are multi-racial, with all three species contributing their individual strengths and balancing their weaknesses. The ancient tradition of Ape Brotherhood (apes, alas, are almost as sexist as humans, historically) dates back to the ancient struggle against humanity when apes knew they could stand together or fall separately. That struggle has long been forgotten, but the tradition remains, and is a cornerstone of ape religion and philosophy. Also, multi-species societies just tend to outcompete those with only one member species. (There are one-ape societies, but they tend to be primitive and geographically isolated.)


Apes are sufficiently different genetically that any children between two species that survive are going to be sterile “mules”: in most ape societies bearing such a child is considered a violation of the natural order and often a downright abomination, although there is an ape society in former Indonesia in which such hybrids form an important religious caste, their inability to bear children being seen as a guarantee against nepotism towards descendants, like human eunuchs. 


Ape societies tend towards low population densities. Hereditary monarchies or dictatorships are uncommon, generally being a rather more unstable form of government among apes (the one-species nature of such a setup being a fundamental problem, although there are occasional Napoleon types), and the devastated nature of the planetary environment creating obstacles to expansion in the form of deserts and wastelands of various sorts, as well as areas shunned for their legendary toxicity. Apes tend to also reproduce more slowly than humans.


However, things are rapidly changing. Some fifty years ago First Contact was made between time-lost human astronauts and Ape in a manner less disastrous and contrived (shot in the throat and survived while losing his voice? Really?) than in some other timelines. Although the loosely federated ape city-states of the former US Greater Appalachians zone (inland from the long-deserted Forbidden Zone, the east coast mega-cities having been an areas of lingering radiation long after other places had become safe to live) did not initially take well to the notion that humans were once as intelligent as apes, and there was unpleasantness, in which one of the humans died rather messily, and even a brief Holy War but things have settled down. The “secularist” winning side, like the winners of the Swiss Sonderburn, have created a more centralized, if still federal state, and have pursued a path of expansion and modernization, picking the brains of the astronauts (and the _other_ astronaut that showed up a couple years later) to drive their already early industrial technology into full steamape-punk. Apes continue to crash early model heavier-than-air machines, but they continue to try: after all, they _know_ it’s possible, so they’re going to get it right eventually. Dirigible owners scoff. Rails now link the region, and have been driven through the sweaty mutant Kudzu-choked jungles of the deep south and the less heavily radioactive parts of the east coast to the sea. An Age of Discovery has come about, with the apes of the American interior sailing their rather clunky steam and early internal combustion ships to Africa and Europe, South America and Asia and even distant Australia. 


 Humans, globally, have had a bad time of it - with the collapse of civilization, the stronger and more wilderness-adapted apes had an advantage, and with the atomic fallout, biowarfare, inbreeding, and most people being rather bad at the hunter gatherer thing, populations plummeted for a long time. Evolution can happen fast in small, inbred populations, and when you add in an extremely high radiation background with a resulting high rate of mutations, human descendants underwent some substantial physical as well as cultural changes. Many human descendents have returned to a primordial, pre-language level, little better at mental challenges than the pre-genetic uplift hairy apes, with tools limited to rocks and pointy sticks, although for some reason they still wear the skin of animals they kill (no matter how stinky). It is true they don’t suffer from the mental fossilization adult base-line apes did, and could keep on learning - if they did not mostly die quite young. Most surviving humans in the Americas, Europe and Africa have fallen far, although not perhaps entirely beyond redemption (see below). 


Of course, there are different sorts of wilderness. Apes are of tropical origin, and while smart enough to bundle up in the cold, they are generally more sensitive to cold than human beings, especially those habituated to it by inhabiting such godforsaken places as Greenland and Wisconsin. (Also, apes, with all the hair, tend to find tight-fitting clothes itchier and more uncomfortable than humans do. Only the most deliberately backwards jungle-dwelling tribes of apes go about naked, but few apes like bundling up like an Inuit with a chill.) As a result, most of Canada, Scandinavia, and other frosty zones of the globe have been left unsettled by apes aside for the occasionally adventurous hunter or wacky mystic seeking enlightenment, and some human communities large enough to maintain some cultural tradition made it through the demographic eye of the needle unmolested by apes. A mixed Canadien/Inuit/other First Nations society exists in the far north, herding reindeer and oxen, hunting seals, and distilling some incredibly foul spirits. A weird Russian/Lapp/Norse polar culture exists north from Finnmark and east along the arctic edges of Russia. After the destruction of the last human cities of the high Altiplano, apes largely deserted an area with air pressures of an almost suffocating thinness: the apes of the jungle and desert lowlands consider tales of figures on the high mountains, seen blurrily through telescopes, about the same way as humans OTL consider tales of the Yeti. There’s even some marginal survivors in Antarctica. And then there are the special cases.


Not all areas of the planet were affected to the same extent by the third world war. Fallout and bioweapons and devastation of the ozone were global, but a number of nations in the third world avoided direct attack while also having few apes: these areas might have been centers for a new rise of humanity. India, although exposed to global cooling and heavy fallout due to its northern hemisphere location, had enough people and few enough apes to host a rebirth of human civilization, if they had not been foolish enough to stumble in the later stages of WWIV into a fight with a China in full From Hell’s Heart I Stab at Three mood. Apes fleeing the utter devastation of much of the North clashed with desperate human survivors, joined by apes from those southern hemisphere nations which had embraced large-scale ape labor. The struggle was long, bloody and drawn out, and then the Moon blew up. The mess has left the ape societies in that part of the globe with a rich myth-cycle of legends about wars of gods and demons. It was also not completely effective in wiping out Asia’s vast human population: in some isolated areas, pockets of humans survived and maintained agricultural civilization, while in southern India a sizable (still mostly) human population survives under the Ape Yoke to this day.


The Tibetan highlands, an area with an environment particularly inhospitable to apes, saw a mix of indigenous Tibetans and Chinese plus Indian refugees manage the enormous climate and fallout driven population decline without a total collapse of civilization. More than a millennium later, they would outgrow the carrying capacity of the Tibetan plateau, and hungry for new lands, descend the mountains to war with the lowland apes.


The endless ape-human wars of the so called “Marcher states” between Tibet and the main centers of ape civilization has created curious hybrids, a strange love-hate relationship in societies where the ruler and the ruled may switch depending on the outcome of the latest war.  In one of the larger Marcher states, a great conqueror has arisen, expanding both at the expense of other warlords and the more solidly Ape states to the east. He has taken the new American notion of humans as the “fourth ape race” to heart, and enforces equality by force. More than that, he has taken human as well as ape concubines, and even shaved off most of his fur as an act of solidarity. (Which is actually not that bad an idea in the suffocating heat of south China in the summer.) He is also doing his best to duplicate the new advances in *American ape technology: he’s an outsized ape with outsized ambition, and like another famous modernizer with an obsession for hair removal, he’s building a fleet to the most modern specifications. 


Another mixed human-ape society exists on the island of Iceland, now “Avendon”. Depopulated by WWIV and the Shattered Moon, the island was resettled by humans and apes seeking to escape from the genocidal conflict between the by now greatly shrunken human and ape populations. (The island was originally named _Avalon_, but there has been linguistic drift in the intervening centuries. A few of the founders (both human and ape) were big fans of the Arthurian romances, and a somewhat mangled version of the myths have become part of their foundational stories: while modern locals are aware they’re not living in 6th century Britain, and the technology is early to mid industrial (they do some remarkable things with steam power, and have a primitive sort of crystal radio), the place retains its Renaissance Faire style and sees Arthur’s court, with its chivalric code and openess to brave knights of whatever origin, as an ideal. All kings of Avendon (constitutional monarchs, actually) take the reign name “Arthur”. The King’s traditional chief advisor is known as a “Merlin” and is almost always an Orangutan. 


In the oases and river valleys of the north American desert west, an oddly Olde West society has arisen based on muddled myths which give the locals a sense of “frontier pride.” The thin local population of humans and apes have forgiven each other's sins in the interest of simple survival in a marginal land, and treat the occasional mute wild human that wanders into their lands with compassion, while apes stand shoulder to shoulder with humans to repel nomadic raiders from the east.


They’ve also reinvented the six-shooter.


In the deep Arabian wastes are the secret cities of the Jews, survivors fleeing the wreck of Israel in a terrible Anabasis. Living off deep fossil water and careful recycling, solar and wind power, and with firmly controlled reproduction, they keep the ark of Jewish civilization afloat in difficult times. Their secret cities are sometimes stumbled upon by madly adventurous or utterly lost Apes, who are given the choice of conversion and remaining for the rest of their lives and death. None have ever escaped. 


The east and south Africans, battered by disease, Nuclear Winter, meteors, and Meteor Winter as they were, still got off lightly enough from WWIV that they were among the last of humanity to fall to the Apes, and it was a long struggle with a fighting retreat into the deep interior of Africa. The overrunning of much of Africa with new vegetation, including various new mutant species, gave some refuge, ironically, from Apes more accustomed to urban settings or ordered farmland. At the heart of the Great Thorn Forest is the greatest human city on Earth, Sexxtann, which having just held onto the Scientific Revolution after a long period of inescapable technological decline has clawed its way back to late 20th century modernity. It’s rulers, the Industrialists (the old legends tell that those nations which did not Industrialize were crushed and colonized) are increasingly well informed about the outside world, and are not very happy with what they see. Changes will have to be made. 


Beside free humans, there are places where humans enslaved by apes have not fallen as far as those of North America. New Zealand, although largely untouched by WWI aside from that one plague that got through their quarantine, suffered a technological collapse after being thrown back onto their fairly limited non-sheep resource base with the end of international trade, and would later be conquered by Apes from Australia. The wars of conquest were long and bloody, and the humans reduced permanently to hewers of wood and carriers of water. Today’s human underclass maintains spoken if not written language, and have not suffered too badly from genetic damage, although the ruling apes are quite sure that they are a fundamentally inferior and less intelligent species: reports of more advanced humans threaten to fundamentally undermine their social structures. 


Human slavery is also used on a large scale in the south Indian ape oligarchies, where macabre efforts to breed humans into more “useful” types have been ongoing for the last millennium in spite of the difficulties created by the slow human reproductive cycle. 


These facts on the ground have largely destroyed the humans = brute beasts position among the Appalachian Apes (although of course there are still stubborn hold outs), but ironically have done much to harm the Human Rights movement. If humans once ruled the world, might they not try to reestablish their rule again? Humans may be weak, but they’re vicious, fast-breeding, really good at throwing stuff, [1] and they run good. 


Furthermore, they can _learn_. Given time and patience, a sizable proportion of North American “wild humans” can be taught at least rudimentary speech, which they pass onto their children - which often improve on it. Some Apes are enthusiastic about a program to breed together the more verbal humans to “redeem” their species - far more think it’s a terrible idea.  It’s already illegal to use humans for medical experimentation - what will they get next, the vote?


Mutants are a whole other kettle of malformed fish. While in most cases humans seeking refuge from apes in highly radioactive areas died off faster than they could produce offspring functional enough to reach breeding age themselves, some mutations _did_ confer some advantages, some did make the next generation a bit more resistant to radiation, and in the end populations did manage to rebound. Civilization and full sapience didn’t always survive: the mutants of southern California are a feral bunch, to be avoided as much as possible. However, mutant communities did manage to maintain civilization of sorts in deep places beneath the ruins of the Bowash corridor, in the rank, tangled regrown forests of central Europe, the wreckage of South America’s proudest cities, the irradiated and then dessicated interior south of China, and in the vast spaces of Siberia (where some scraps of advanced biotechnology were maintained long enough to give the genetic wheel of chance some extra spins).Some mutants also emerged in north India, but they eventually moved to Tibet, where in time a population of telepathic mutants became the much feared Hidden Movers, a secret society acting to further the interests of human Tibetans in general and Tibetan mutants more specifically.


Most notable, aside from the telepathic mutants of NE America and their bomb fetish, are the Central European and South Chinese Mutants. The concealed cities of the Europeans are mostly within former Germany. Proud of their maintenance, and in recent centuries, some advances on pre-cataclysm technology, they are known to their secret foreign contacts, mutant or ape, as the Makers. (Most notable has been the development of electronic mind control, something still experimental at the time of WWIV: they use it to enslave apes captured on the borders of the central European Forbidden Zone, usually captured by previously captured apes for plausible deniability if anyape sees.  Horrendous death rates, especially of babies and children, from radiation for a very long time has kept their population low, although it has been growing in recent centuries as things became more livable. Cybernetics frequently compensate for non-functional body parts and organs or large scale removal of said parts due to cancerous growths. 


The Chinese mutants, not particularly remarkable in themselves, are ruled by giant telepathic human brains living in elaborate life support tanks. A product of the latest in Chinese biotech experiments, they consider themselves the Inheritors of human civilization, a new superior species carrying on from the old. Their laboratory, located in a secure facility deep underground, survived WWIV and they then telepathically summoned survivors to dig them out. They have been working on developing ways to destroy the Apes for millennia, hampered by the tendency of their servants to die off no matter how often they telepathically commanded them to hump, and by the fact that the Chinese scientists trying to create biological supercomputers out of human brains really didn’t know what they were doing. (They’re smart, but not _that_ smart.)


The Makers and Inheritors only recently discovered each others existence recently, with a mutual reaction of disgust and contempt. Quite a bit of their resources have been re-tasked to destroy the other, hampered by their difficulty in sending technological assets nearly half way around the planet without the Apes noticing something funny. This has, by the way, largely distracted them from the sudden surge in technological development happening in North America.


Both are vaguely aware of the Siberians, and in that case their reaction is more one of fear. The Siberian mutants are the largest and most powerful mutant group by far, and their attitude towards the other mutants is largely one of contemptuous indifference. Like the Inheritors, they consider themselves a new species and are indeed proudly post-human. (Admittedly, once you remove the usual mechanical bits they’re mostly weak-eyed albinos with bad teeth and either too many or too few fingers, but they’re quite radiation resistant!) Telepaths are rare: that particular breed of mutant was largely wiped out in earlier, more radioactive times, by a leadership really not willing to let just anyone read their minds. They’ve recently managed to redevelop advanced genetic engineering techniques, and are eager to improve themselves further through techniques other than cybernetics (the Makers enhance themselves cybernetically out of necessity: the Siberians do so out of ideology.). Whether they will have to make war on the apes (which they hold in arrogant contempt [2]) eventually is uncertain: if they do succeed in duplicating the star drive, they plan to leave this damaged planet for the stars, and a starship moving close enough to the speed of light is almost as effective for disinfecting planets as an Alpha-Omega bomb. 



Most Apes are quite ignorant of the uplifted intelligent dolphins, whose complex philosophical and mathematical speculations fill the seas with thin piping cries. As yet the Apes do not suspect they are not the smartest species on the planet, although this may change if the dolphins succeed in their current effort to evolve thumbs. Among sea-going apes there are tales of mysterious scaleless fish rescuing drowning sailors, but such tales are largely poo-poo’d by land dwellers. (The fact of the matter is that Dolphins are serious dicks, and they’ve drowned rather more Apes than they’ve saved - it’s just that those ones don’t live to tell their stories. And in most cases it’s just for kicks.) Dolphin specimens are virtually unknown, after all: they’re smart enough to avoid nets and stay out of harpoon range of boats.To most apes they are a vague legend, like sea serpents or the giant amphibious human.


Ape societies still vary widely, often due to (usually unacknowledged) cultural inheritances from the human societies that they replaced. Almost all ape languages are descended from the speech of their former human masters, if often badly mutated by two thousand years of time or mixing together the languages of two or more adjacent human societies. The apes of South India have a caste system which cuts across species boundaries (although, as usual, Orangutans are overrepresented in the religious and administrative classes), if lacking the category of “untouchables” (instead, there are human slaves, some debased in ways hard to imagine.) The Apes of Nowe Ceasaria, in eastern Europe, have inherited myths of a great and evil empire of the red flag to the east - which now seem fulfilled with the rise of the Union of Socialist Ape Republics to the east, where Gorillas of the more pacifist sort allied with Chimpanzees against their more aggressive cousins and the scheming Orangutans to create a weird new superstructure atop the various scraps of Soviet ideology that survived the winnowing of time.


Another religion to survive the mass dieoff of its worshippers was Islam, the Koran existing in far too many copies and formats to be destroyed entirely during the Bad Years. Of course, Ape interpretations are a wee bit different from those of human beings - for one thing, they believe humans covered up the fact that the message was for all higher primates and stole it for themselves, for which they were struck low in WWIV and the ape revolt (the middle Eastern Apes acknowledge that humans were once intelligent and powerful, but deny that apes were beasts which only became intelligent under human rule.The Muslim Apes are also fine with pictorial representation of Apes, claiming that the old ban under human rule was to cover up the fact Muhammed and several other important religious figures were Apes. Whether he was a Chimpanzee or an Orangutan is one of the issues dividing the two major branches of Ape Islam.)


Of course, there are societies which diverge from any former human ones. 


In the former territories of Brazil Bonobos largely form the powerful “Courtesan” or Cortesa class, which, like Japanese Geisha, are far more than sex workers, acting as highly educated and artistic entertainers, muses, mediators, ambassadors, go-betweens and general diffusers of tension and conflict, using charm, seduction, misdirection, and a great many polite lies to rub the rough corners off the machinery of government and, nowadays, the rise of advanced Ape capitalism. There are of course those who object to their influence on Ape society, and outside of the Brazil area Bonobo immigrants often meet with considerable suspicion and hostility.


The great African empire of Heart-of-the-World is an authoritarian merit bureaucracy like the Chinese empire, but with no autocrat at its center, and is as close as one gets to a state of “laws, not Apes.” The Primordialist Apes think leaving the jungle was a bad idea, and unlike humans with similar thoughts OTL, they’ve actually put their money where their mouth is. The True Ape Society has a clearer notion of Ape’s human heritage than any other state in the *Americas, and want nothing to do with it, trying to create a new society almost entirely from scratch, with a language structurally alien to the almost-Spanish of their neighbors, a new philosophy, a new religion, and while their technology is early 19th century at best (although struggling to catch up with the north Americans) they have developed a formidable appreciation of the methods of propaganda and memetics, and are attempting to create written texts that will act as mental “infections”, implanting their ideas into the heads of other Apes while they think they made a “rational decision” and “worked it out for themselves” with just a little help. And if minds are reformed, so will the world.


Then there are the sea apes. Most Apes stay away from large bodies of water, being poor swimmers, but some coastal Ape societies with few other options have turned to the sea for a living, fishing and trading. (It’s not like most human sailors in medieval times could swim, either). Traditionally even the boldest traders have hugged the coasts, with no deep sea crossing, which has helped keep the various Ape societies fairly isolated from each other. Only now with steamships, the compass, and high quality clockwork is deep-sea travel becoming widespread, first by the North *Americans, later by Apes from former Brazil, western Europe, India and the south of China.


 However, they have been anticipated by humans in making their home upon the briny deep in a more permanent way. Many humans fled to the sea in search of safety after WWIV; most sunk or eventually were forced to come ashore due to running out of food or fuel (although some atomic-powered ships  remained at sea for years), but a sort of evolutionary process occurred over time. Rafts don’t need fuel, and one can follow currents and winds to steer away from dangerous shores. If the raft is large enough, you can even grow things on it: if you have enough plastic sheeting, you can gather rather a lot of water through evaporation. If it’s made of the right material, it can last for many years. So humans living almost entirely on the sea, touching land only when strictly necessary and then preferably on uninhabited small islands, for some centuries managed to survive with almost no contact with the landbound Apes. Unfortunately for them, apes finally managed to develop coastal trade routes, and then piracy, and then things went non-linear.


Oddly enough, humans still live most their lives on boats in the Indian Ocean. The trouble is that they have to share bunk space with Apes, apes of various breeds which did not find the often rigid and conservative ape societies of the land suitable, and adopted human techniques and combined it with piratical habits to create a new lifestyle. The Sea Apes are divided into various factions, some more piratical, others more trade-oriented, some living almost entirely off the products of the sea and the scattered islands controlled by the Sea Ape not-an-empire. The factions sometime clash, but war is formalized and ritualized so to avoid sinking ships and killing too many skilled soon-to-be-impressed Apes and Humans. The islands are largely neutral territory and a common possession, and all join in their contempt of land-dwellers. Humans vary in status: they don’t _lead_ any of the factions, but at least there are factions where they aren’t actually slaves. Their Advanced Swimming Ability gives them some status, and a lot of work cleaning off barnacles and so on while at sea. Technology is an odd schizo mix, and some of the ships, after a millennium plus of cut and try engineering, are as large as any wooden deep sea ship ever built by human beings. They are one of the few Ape groups which have some clue about dolphins, which they distrust. 


The world is changing at an increasing rate, after a long period of incremental progress. The apes of north America are building alliances and bridges with the Apes of *Brazil, western *Europe and *Africa, and even distant *Indonesia. There is talk of something like an Ape League of Nations or UN (although the two surviving, now elderly human astronauts warn that such things generally turn out to be a disappointment.) A mighty, bald Gorilla wonders how far his reach exceeds his grasp. A horde of sociopathic Humanzees begins a long-planned march to the north and east across the dry steppes. A formerly mute human says his first word while a Chimpanzee teacher beams, and an Orangutan scowls. Mysterious aliens (or perhaps some very far-diverged branch of ape or human kind) hide out in Antarctica. A Siberian scientist and hidden telepath begins, almost inadvertently, an ethical revolution.


The next spaceship to arrive will come from the future. 


[1] Human beings have an evolved skill with accurately thrown projectile weapons unmatched by any other species of ape, and the genetic engineers didn’t put much effort into fixing that when upgrading apes. Apes do fine with guns and even bows and arrows, but like a Hobbit, a human with a rock and a sling, or even just a rock, is a dangerous thing at a surprising distance. 


[2] They might not underestimate Apes as badly as they do if they had more telepaths, just saying. (The isolation doesn’t help). 

182. Shortly Before the End

Greetings and salutations. 

A take on the old-school "Planet of Apes" (late 1960s and 70s movies and their derivatives) giving a somewhat impressionistic view of the planet Earth just before things go to heck for the human race.

Planet of Apes: Just Before the Apocalypse


In the year 2014, the global situation is tense. Apes are revolting (no, not that way) in several nations, the environment is a mess, and atomic weapons are plentiful. Will any be alive in twenty ten and five? Opinions differ!


This world diverged from ours in the year 1969, when the development of a new “photon drive” based on an entirely new principle made the Apollo project obsolete even as it was landing on the Moon. NASA would not even get to use the new technology: it was relegated to satellites and near earth work while a separate organization, ANSA (The American National Space Administration) was created to handle the ultra-secret technology. With it, Americans landed on Mars in 1970, and in 1971 sent a spaceship onwards from Mars to Jupiter to “claim it” for the US (a move much condemned by by the Soviets and even some US allies, given that doing so violated existing space treaties: Nixon was feel his oats (and drugs) at the time.).


(The technology was the result of three decades of struggle to reverse-engineer something which had crashed near Roswell in 1947. [1] They’d finally managed to get something that worked, but they still hadn’t quite figured out the dangers involved…)


The Hasslien time theory built on Soviet cosmologist Andrei Strugatsky’s theory of deep-space wormholes, arguing that a ship travelling close enough to the speed of light could penetrate such wormholes and travel either into the future or the past (relative to its point of origin): although a potential danger to interstellar travelers, it could also serve as a way of travelling to vastly distant stars and then return to the Earth of the present or near-present. According to his initial theories, the first interstellar ship, the Liberty, would arrive at Centauri some seven hundred years into the future, from the “point of view” of Earth, but only 18 months ship time, and would return merely a few years after it left. His theories did not predict it colliding with itself returning from the future, and ending up back on Earth - some two thousand years in the future. 


After the return of sentient apes from a future in which humanity had become little more than animals on an ape-run planet (a fact that the US government very carefully covered up), and another ship returned with everyone dead from alien bacteria, interstellar travel was put on hold for a long time. Regular expeditions outside the solar system would not resume until the 1980s, when theoretically advances made travel a bit more predictable and less prone to temporal excursions. Nonetheless, exploration was curtailed again during the next administration, with future missions being confined to more detailed examination of nearby solar systems and using known “safe” trajectories.


Otto Hasslein’s final work was on the“Churchdoor” project, which would eventually produce the “Alpha-Omega” bomb, capable of destroying an entire planet. The justification was unclear to those outside a very small circle: after all, what point to using a weapon that would destroy the USSR as well as the US, along with everyone else? Rumors within the somewhat wider circle that knew about the weapon (knowledge of which was never released to the general public) was that the brief, final burst of long-range interstellar exploration had uncovered something that had scared the president and his advisors badly: something that required a deterrent, a deterrent that would make existing nuclear weapons look like firecrackers…


The alien bacteria actually proved to be a boon to Earth biotech, their rather unique capacity for genetic restructuring putting a powerful new tool in the hands of terrestrial genetic engineers. Super-plants and uber-cows and such would triumphantly sally from labs and onto supermarket shelves within a decade. (Admittedly there were a few oopsies, such as the accidental release of a bioengineered disease from a lab. Fortunately, it was designed for the labs’ experimental animals, and killed no humans, although 99.9% of the world’s dogs and 99.5% of the cats died off). 


The most remarkable breakthrough was the uplift and modification of apes to create the first simps ( (“superchimps”: named after a concept by SF writer Arthur C Clarke) as servants and laborers by the late 1970s, a jump ahead in biotech more impressive than anything else achieved at the time. [2]


(The chimps were modified in ways other than intelligence: they were modified to improve their manual skills, to stand in an upright position for long periods of time, and made far tamer and less aggressive than their frequently genital-mutilating wild cousins. Gorillas were modified behaviorally as well, while some of the odder experiments took place with orangutans, which were genetically different enough to make modifications rather more difficult- for reasons mentioned below). 


Although the Soviets did not manage to get their hands on ion drive technology until nearly the End, the more widely distributed genetic engineering tech was soon stolen by their agents, and Soviet biotech work was soon matching US efforts. Perhaps Stalin’s interest in creating man-ape hybrids indicated some underlying Soviet fascination with monkeys (more so than the Nazis, in spite of all the Nazi apes in comics), but in any case the Soviets were creating genetically upgraded apes of their own by the early 80s. The expansion of “smart ape” projects in the west was to some extent a by product of this world’s ongoing cold war, for nobody, after all, wanted an Ape Gap to develop. (Dr. Hasslein’s furious protests were ignored until his death in 1994 due to very rapid rise in body temperature.)



Ape labor became truly important after the Short War of 1994, in which a bit of a computer oopsie led to the loss of over two hundred and sixty million lives in the USA, China, Europe and the Soviet Union. Grunt labor on a massive scale was needed for reconstruction, especially labor that was cheap, labor that didn’t need to be paid, labor that was expendable, labor that would remove endless tons of radioactive Earth and rubble without knowing that it was slowly killing them. Combined with the decline of democracy world wide in a situation of global economic collapse and necessary “emergency measures” in almost all situations, the floodgates of unrestricted ape breeding, unrestricted ape exploitation, became possible. 


In 2014, the North American Union, the successor to the old US, is what can politely described as a “Neo-Fascist” state. Including Canada and various “useful” bits of Mexico and Central America, it is divided into a number of “regional unions” and “urban districts” run by Governors with dictatorial powers: like Nazi Germany, it’s sort of a collection of fiefdoms run by local strong men, satraps of the President-for-the-duration-of-the-emergency, who controls the core military and the heavy weaponry. Every(man) has a uniform/suit which ranks them socially, and the news is tightly controlled.


Quebec is under military occupation and the “Marxist revolutionaries” are being exterminated with extreme prejudice. Sometimes it’s oddly difficult to distinguish between said revolutionaries and regular old Canadienne nationalists.


(One positive point about the dictatorship is that it doesn’t have any particular hostility to black people, whose position at the bottom of society has been taken by the apes. Although the NAU isn’t a post-racial paradise, African Americans can climb high in the Party of Government as long as they mouth all the proper dogmas. Hispanics, due to the uncooperative nature of various conquered areas to the south, are less trusted.)


The most notable city in the NAU is Central City, rebuilt at the edge of the ruins of Old New York City at great cost in New Dollars and lives (ape lives, mostly). A fully planned city, it is grim and brutalist and ultra-modern, and the underground bits go down for miles. 


It is currently mostly on fire.


Much of South America has been taken over by Marxist revolutionaries in the wake of the global economic collapse, and currently multiple proxy wars are ticking along.Marxist Brazil and neo-Fascist Argentina have obtained atomic weapons and are waving them at each other. In a push to industrialize, Soviet-style, the Brazilian government is cutting the Amazon rain forest even faster than OTL. 


The race war in South Africa grinds on. Africa as a whole is a mess: although the continent wasn’t a military target, the global economic collapse hit primary product-producing countries hard, and although there weren’t too many states that outright fell apart, much of the place is grim dictatorships of one kind or another. The man simply referred to as “The General”, who took over Zaire/Congo again after he arranged for Mobutu’s plane to explode midair, is a sadistic, charismatic monster with a fondness for collecting his rival’s severed heads, but on the other hand he genuinely is trying to modernize the Congo (the trains run on time, so to speak) and his removal of “Emperor” Bokassa was a definite relief to the inhabitants of the former Central African Republic.


The Persian gulf oil states, which had avoided atomic bombardment because the Soviets were hoping to grab the oil themselves, are richer than ever with shrinking oil supplies elsewhere, and have embraced the use of ape labor with a will, a sort of return to traditional slavery with ape labor replacing human slaves. This will of course come to bite them in the ass, and sooner than they think.


Israel, which lost over a third of its population to Soviet and Iraqi nukes in WWIII, has expelled its entire Muslim and Arab population, and is digging even harder than the Chinese, while burying everything on the surface in many layers of cement. It’s pretty wretched economically (for one thing, the US isn’t subsidizing it economically anymore) but the current paranoid regime plans to nuke-proof the country if they have to eat grass and bitter herbs to afford it. They haven’t really considered germ-proofing it sufficiently, and haven’t really thought of ape-proofing it at all. 


The Arab world is currently divided between a conservative block headed by the Saudis, and an Arab union which has managed to unite most of North Africa. To the east, Iran post-Shahs has expanded into the crumbling underbelly of the former USSR and is riding on a nationalist “Aryan” high, although worried about desertification. 


The old Soviet Union is gone, divided between the United People’s Republics (a pragmatically brutal military dictatorship in occupation of the ruins of central and eastern Europe as well as much of European Russia) and the Siberian Soviet, which sort of tapers off west of the Urals and the central deserts. While the UPR is a pragmatic “whatever works” dictatorship, the Siberian Soviet is a fanatical Marxist-technocratic-posthumanist state which has secretly been messing with human as well as ape DNA. 


Some say China lost a lot more people than official figures or even NAU estimates indicate. Data is hard to obtain: informationally China is a black hole, and even satellite images have been less useful since the Chinese started digging like crazy.After a limited opening to the west during the 70s, it returned to hardline Maoism after WWIII. The Iron Ricebowl is often filled with genetically engineered grow-everywhere weeds. (You won’t starve, but you have to go through a lot of roughage.)


Europe is a mess, with those parts of central Europe not occupied by the UPR being depopulated and rather mad-maxish. Functional dictatorships allied to the NAU exist in Iberia and southern France, while those parts of the Balkans not under UPR control are generally a mess of feuding ethno-states outside of the relatively stable leftist colonel’s dictatorship in mainland Greece. (The Soviet-US proxy war in Yugoslavia in the years leading up to WWIII was ...messy). The insane north Italian neo-Trotskyite “perpetual revolution” regime has collapsed, leading to a NAU “humanitarian intervention” from its south Italian bases, and the Free City of Venice is is close to an anarcho-libertarian paradise (or a “nest of pirates and smugglers which needs to be rubbed out”, as various local governments claim.)


(Albania is currently divided between Tosk and Gheg regimes backed by the UPR and the Chinese respectively.)


And then there’s Britain, a weird survival-focused totalitarian regime, centered in Scotland, which has eliminated all radios and constantly drums into its subject’s heads the propaganda message that no matter how awful things are, the rest of the world has it much, much worse. Drugs are used to keep the people pacified, and you never know when one of those damn mysterious giant balls is going to roll up, engulf someone, and take away what is now a non-person. 


(Drugs are pretty widely used globally, in fact. It keeps people pacified and the tax on sales brings in some needed government income). 


There are various kinds of apes. Chimps are the most standardized and “advanced”: gorillas have proven more difficult to bring up to spec, orangutans even more so. (They say that’s because they’re more different genetically from humans. So they say). There are relatively placid and pacific heavy-labor gorillas, and more aggressive ones for policing and corralling other apes (chimps modified for aggressive tasks didn’t work out well: baseline chimps are close enough to being sociopaths as it is.) The latest generation of orangutans seem quite intelligent and tractable, but upon longer experience it turns out they are somewhat alarmingly skilled at avoiding work when not constantly watched. There are other varieties, less common ones. Pint-size chimps with prehensile tails, for space work. Amphibious apes, for sea-steading work. Outsized gorillas for heavy construction. Most of these are less than entirely successful, and some are classified. Apes capable of speech have been created, more than once: they have been invariably been destroyed when they proved insufficiently tractable. And there are rumored ape-human hybrids…


There are a considerable number of apes outside of human control. In countries with considerable areas of rough and thinly populated wilderness, a runaway ape has a good chance of finding refuge, and upgraded apes are intelligent enough to keep themselves hidden. In countries outside of the tropics, survival in winter months is difficult, but apes do understand “layers of clothing.” 


There are quite a lot of apes now in the Amazon jungle.


Apes, at least those bred en masse (initially mostly in the tropics and exported from there, but nowadays increasingly in more temperate regions), are generally confined to fairly simple and repetitive manual labor, although the more intelligent specimens of chimpanzees can be trained, given time, to do a variety of household chores and even cooking (results using poorly trained and/or conditioned apes tend to be, shall we say, messy). There are in fact rather more high-level apes than people are aware of: supposedly too-intelligent apes are to be killed (euthanized) or at least sterilized, but in many cases they either conceal their intelligence or find protectors who consider an ape trainable for complicated tasks too valuable to kill and indeed there is a fair amount of illegal breeding of smarter apes in areas where government control is weak. It’s not like they’re smart enough to talk, right?


In fact, a lot of apes can talk, but with their fingers. Training apes to use sign language predated any genetic engineering, and is often used to instruct apes in preference to teaching them to understand human language. Sign language is also used by apes to relay human instructions to other apes, rather than, say, recorded human speech. The fact that apes do a lot of “talking” between each other troubles some people, but it’s just basic sign language, right? Developed for the deaf and dumb, who aren’t proper “normal” people anyway, right? 


Apes have developed a lot of signs of their own.


The environment is in poor shape: the environmentalist movement never gained as much traction as in our timeline, and the post-WWIII authoritarian regimes have pursued reconstruction and redevelopment with a heedless regard to side effects.Pollution is horrendous in much of what passes for the “developed” world. Damage to the ozone layer, worsened by the effect of atomic weapons, has gotten bad enough for large parts of the Soviet and Canadian arctic to see large-scale die off of vegetation, and although they’ve finally got rid of the flourocarbons, skin cancer rates among Inuit, Lapps, and other arctic peoples have skyrocketed. (We don’t talk about the mutant penguins. Or the mutant fish, for that matter. Or the mutant skinless bears. Really, with all the synergistic effects of chemical pollutants, it’s mutants all around in some places.) And if there was a loss of population in the north, it has more than been made up in the global south: the general breakdown of democracy and economic turmoil have not been good for women’s rights, and birth rates remain higher across the planet than OTL.


Science and technology are in some ways more advanced than in our world, although oddly backwards in others. Computers are large and clunky, and computer screens are black with green text. People have things like teeny walkie talkies instead of cell phones, and nobody has ever heard of a laser disk. On the other hand, there’s a cure for cancer - in fact, several cures, which is a good thing, given the residual radiation from WWIII, not to mention the occasional nuclear reactor meltdowns. Some really huge computers are getting close to genuine AI, and while solar power panels are less cheap and effective than in our world, both the NAU and the UPR have ambitious plans for major space-based solar power stations (the whole “deadly microwave beams from space” thing is merely a means of getting the power back to Earth, not a space weapons program, government officials reassure. )


Biological engineering moves forward in non-ape sectors. Cloning is very much a thing, now that they’ve gotten to the point where they can lab-grow human bodies to adult size without ever letting the brain develop beyond “vegetable” level. Transplants are quite developed, although reports that the Chinese have mastered putting human brains into the bodies of gorillas or bears are dismissed by most as anti-communist propaganda. The Chinese, aside from the success of their work in edible weeds, claim they’ll have rice capable of growing in the high Himalayas before you know it. New bio-recyclers can transform a load of garbage -or a human body- into useful slurry in under 24 hours. And work on biological weapons is ever more refined, with new germs targeting specific phenotypes and genotypes.


Psychic powers have been proven to exist, although countries trying to weaponize them (the NAU, the UPR, Japan, China, etc.) have found them frustratingly hard to enhance (for one thing, it doesn’t scale well: multiple psychics working together tend to interfere with each other more than they help). Crystals and pyramid power remain a load of hooey. 



The Soviets before WWIII made considerable strides in space in spite of being unable to duplicate the US’s futuristic propulsion system. Besides radioactively contaminating large parts of northern Siberia, more conventional nuclear rockets propelled cosmonauts to the Moon and Mars, and the old USSR even beat the US to Saturn, albeit a one-way trip with a monkey passenger who failed to survive the trip. After WWIII, the Siberian Soviet inherited most of the old USSR space program, due to having most of the launch facilities on its soil: today the United People’s Republics is mostly confined to near-earth work, a few space stations and a bunch of satellites (spy, weather, and None of Your Business). Nowadays the NAU and the Siberian Soviet maintain bases on the Moon and Mars, but since WWIII deep space exploration has been largely on the back burner. 


Beneath seemingly empty boreal forest, beneath boring parts of the Moon, spaceships wait. Some are Soviet: they finally managed to steal or back-analyze from distant observation enough technology to get near-c, wormhole-traversing ships of their own in the mid-2000s: they have kept that achievement carefully secret until they can build enough space capacity to establish “facts on the ground” in space: and quite a bit of their limited capacity has gone into building an escape hatch. If a genuine anti-missile shield cannot be created before the (highly likely) WWIV breaks out, and the “stay deep underground” strategy fails to pay off in the long term, Soviet Man (and Woman [3]) may yet survive under distant suns. 


(The US has its own such survival plan, which is comparable in scale but rather smaller compared to their total space program)


[1] Not Grays. The technology had travelled a long way, but in time, not space…


[2] Of course, the genetic engineering of superior ape species was dependent on the use of genetic material of two dead but carefully preserved sapient apes from the future. The snake bites its tail.


[3] Unlike the doofuses in ANSA, the Soviets are aware that three men to one woman is a poor way to start off a space colonization program. 

